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ing its economic gap with the developed world. The Chinese
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ries of democratization—modernization, social mobilization,
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cal future. We argue that (1) the conflict between the reform
and conservative groups inside the communist regime will
shape the process of China’s democratization; (2) the hope of
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ment, a mature civil society, and the building of democratic
political culture in society; and (3) the current intra-party
democracy promoted by Hu and Wen signals a positive trend
for China’s future democratization.

Key words: China, Democracy – East Asia, East Asian politics

* This article is a revised version of a paper presented at the 2008 Annual Meet-
ing of the International Studies Association, March 26-29, 2008, San Francisco,
California. The authors thank Peter McDonough, Stephen MacKinnon, and
Stephen Walker for their valuable suggestions and assistance.

ASIAN PERSPECTIVE, Vol. 32, No. 3, 2008, pp. 139-169.



Introduction

China is experiencing a transition. The economic reforms
since 1978 have narrowed the industrialization gap between
China and the developed world. However, its communist politi-
cal system is still lagging far behind the trend of democracy in
the world. The demise of the Soviet Union and the democratic
transitions of Eastern European countries in the 1990s enlight-
ened the Chinese people as to where to go; however, how to get
there is still a question. The chaotic and, in some cases, tragic
transitions of the former communist countries have cautioned
the Chinese people to the effect that an unsuccessful political
transition may mean turmoil and instability in China, and even
catastrophes for the region or the world.

This article explores possible paths for China’s democratiza-
tion theoretically and empirically. First, we focus on defining
democracy as we answer these questions: What is democracy?
What are the differences in Western and Chinese understand-
ings of democracy? Second, we examine the merits and weak-
nesses of four prevailing democratization models. Then we sug-
gest a complex model for China’s democratization. In conclu-
sion, we argue that Chinese and Western perceptual and empiri-
cal differences toward democracy may persist into the near
future. Nevertheless, the factional differences between the reform
and conservative groups inside the communist regime will
shape the process of China’s democratization. In the end, the
democratic future of China lies in continued economic develop-
ment, a mature civil society, and construction of a democratic
political culture in society.

What is Democracy? China versus the West

Democracy means, literally, rule by the people.1 However,
how to rule and who are “the people” are two questions that
have been intensely debated for centuries in the West. Simply
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put, there are two popular definitions of democracy in the West.
First, democracy is seen as a means of state building, especially
for selecting political leadership. This definition is also called a
minimalist conception of democracy suggested by Joseph
Schumpeter. For Schumpeter, “the democratic method is that
institutional arrangement for arriving at political decisions in
which individuals acquire the power to decide by means of a
competitive struggle for the people’s vote.”2 Schumpeter’s con-
ception of democracy is measured by the competitive, free, and
multiparty election, which is named electoral democracy to dif-
ferentiate it from liberal democracy.

Liberal democracy is a broader definition of democracy. In
addition to the electoral means of state building, liberal democ-
racy also stresses the end of state building—constitutional liber-
alism in Fareed Zakaria’s terms. It refers to the rule of law, the
separation of powers, and the protection of individual liberties.3
While electoral democracy focuses on the political liberty of peo-
ple, liberal democracy stresses the civil liberty of people—free-
dom of expression, assembly, religion, and property. Although
some scholars, like Zakaria, suggest that constitutional liberal-
ism should be separated from democracy, the popular view of
liberal democracy is the combination of the two concepts. Com-
pared with electoral democracy, liberal democracy is not only a
political but also a specific social and economic system.

Therefore, democracy in the West means both political liber-
ty and civil liberty. The former is the means for achieving the
latter. A free and competitive election is the first step, or the
most important indicator of democracy, although it is not the
only criterion of democracy.

China’s search for democracy may be traced back to the col-
lapse of the last feudal empire—the Qing Dynasty in the early
twentieth century. Facing Western aggression and the decline of
the Chinese empire, Chinese political elites and intellectuals
began to search for prescriptions from the West, including
democracy. China experimented with almost all forms of demo-
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cratic institutions, including the presidential system, the parlia-
mentary system, federalism, and constitutional monarchy.4 China
also copied Western forms of legislature, such as the national
assembly and people’s congress.

However, these Western democratic institutions were mis-
interpreted, distorted, and even abolished in political practice.
Andrew Nathan identifies several sets of causes for the misfor-
tunes of China’s democratic practice, such as ideology, political
culture, and internal and external wars. However, Nathan sug-
gests that the most important reason is that “Democracy . . . has
not constituted the mainstream of modern Chinese political ide-
ology. Almost every political movement has tried to cloak itself
in the mystique of democracy, but what most had in mind as
democracy was a mystical solidarity of state and people—in fact,
a kind of authoritarianism.”5

Suisheng Zhao echoes Nathan’s argument when he points
out that “democracy in the Chinese political and intellectual dis-
course was never regarded as an end, but merely a means for
gaining national power and wealth under wise and enlightened
rulers.”6 In other words, democracy in the Chinese understand-
ing was not only the means for leaders to accumulate power, but
also the hope for the ordinary people to realize the dream of
having a “rich and prosperous nation.” Understandably, given
the modern history of humiliation under Western aggression,
the dream of a “strong country” was embedded in the minds of
Chinese people.

While Western democracy aims at protecting individual
political and/or civil liberties, the Chinese view democracy as a
government structure conducive to accelerating economic and
military development. Thus, for the Chinese, democracy is
another name for a “strong state.” When democracy could not
deliver such a “strong and prosperous nation,” the Chinese politi-
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cal elites and intellectuals never hesitated to look for an alterna-
tive in Marxist communism. The success of the communist revo-
lution in the Soviet Union in 1917 inspired the Chinese people,
particularly political elites, to follow along. They founded the
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in 1921 and established the
People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949.

China’s early search for democracy was misguided because
the interests of the state were placed above individual liberties.
However, along with the economic reforms led by Deng Xiaop-
ing since 1978, the Chinese people, especially the intellectuals,
started to reconsider democracy and democratic institutions for
China. With decreasing external threats in the 1980s, the Chinese
people turned their attention to state building and the relations
between society and state. Although economic reforms brought
rapid economic growth and improved living standards, they
also produced many political and social problems, rooted main-
ly in the political system.

In the late 1980s, there were the “three-belief crises”: the cri-
sis of faith in socialism, the crisis of belief in Marxism, and the
crisis of trust in the communist party (the CCP).7 Western-style
democratic reforms, including multiparty competition, separa-
tion of powers, and freedom of press, were seen as the only rem-
edy for the corruption and inefficiency of the communist regime.
The 1989 “Tiananmen Event” reflected the most recent attempt of
the Chinese people for pursuing democracy. Although the stu-
dent demonstration led to a national tragedy, it encouraged the
Chinese people in the pursuit of political and civil liberties.
Democracy for the Chinese then no longer meant a “rich and
prosperous nation” but the protection of individual political
rights, properties, and freedom. Subsequently, the CCP had to
carry out some social and political reforms to respond to pres-
sures from the society regarding political openness and social
freedom, though the extent of changes was still limited.

After Tiananmen, democratic ideas became more embedded
in the minds of the Chinese people. But how to set up democratic
institutions in China is still a debatable question. Some scholars
support a general election; others argue that given China’s huge
population and complicated geographic situation, a general elec-
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tion would cause social chaos and disorder.8 As Harry Harding
argues, “Even Chinese who advocate political reform may have a
different definition of democracy than is common in the West.
Many Chinese appear to favor a freer press, a more effective legal
system, and a somewhat more active legislature, but are uncertain
about the desirability of truly competitive elections and indepen-
dent political organization, at least at China’s present levels of
educational attainment and economic development.”9

Wei Pan, a leading Chinese intellectual who advocates political
reform in Beijing, suggests that China should build a consultative
rule-of-law regime to deal with mounting social-economic prob-
lems, such as corruption and abuse of power, rather than conduct
Western-style democratization.10 As Suisheng Zhao points out,
Pan’s rule-of-law regime proposal is a representative work of a
group of Chinese intellectuals who desire political freedom but not
multi-party-based democratization.11 Therefore, although Western
democratic ideas were welcomed by the Chinese people, the Chi-
nese preferred different understandings and approaches in prac-
tice.12 Furthermore, realizing the different democratic models
among major Western countries, especially European social democ-
racy versus American-style liberal democracy, Chinese political
elites seem to be more attracted to the social democratic model.13
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Despite the difference in preference in democratic models, it
is clear that there is strong public support for democracy in
China. As Zhenxu Wang’s survey research suggests, 90 percent
of Chinese citizens believe that having political freedom and
other democratic rights is a good thing.14 The real question for
the Chinese people is not whether but how and when to embrace
democracy since economic development and social stability are
treated as important as democracy in their eyes.

Democratization Theories and China’s Case

Democratization is a major research topic in contemporary
comparative politics. In examining the third wave of democrati-
zation in the late 1990s, Huntington listed twenty-seven vari-
ables influencing the political transition from an authoritarian
regime to a democracy.15 But there is no intellectual consensus
on which variables or factors are most important for democrati-
zation. China presents a particular case here. Major democratiza-
tion theories—modernization theory, social mobilization theory,
cultural/social capital theory, and negotiation-pact transition
theory—seem to exclude little in China’s unique historical search
for democracy, and no single theory seems adequate in explain-
ing China’s democratization. Therefore, we suggest a synthe-
sized model to design a democratization path for China.

Modernization Theory

Modernization theory is an old economic model of democ-
ratization which predicts that economic development will even-
tually cause democratic transition. Economic development and
wealth accumulation will always be accompanied by factors
conducive to democracy: higher rates of literacy and education,
urbanization, and the development of mass media.16 Saymour
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M. Lipset, one of the most famous proponents of modernization
theory, clearly points out that “the more well-to-do a nation, the
greater the chances that it will sustain democracy.”17 Robert
Dahl also argues that the higher the socioeconomic level of a
country, the more likely that it would be a democracy.18

Modernization theory has been strongly criticized and chal-
lenged theoretically and empirically. Some scholars question the
extent of “strong” causal relations between economic develop-
ment and democracy. Through analyzing new quantitative data
on democracy, Przeworski and Limongi point out that although
the conventional endogenous theory—that development leads
to democracy—fails, the exogenous theory of democratization—
development helps consolidate established democracies—holds.19

In addition, many empirical anomalies seriously threaten the
validity of modernization theory. For example, in his case study
of Middle Eastern countries, Ross shows that economic develop-
ment and wealth from oil do not cause, but rather hinder, the
building of democracy.20 Still other scholars further fault mod-
ernization theory for reversing the causal relations between eco-
nomic development and democracy. As Diamond points out,
democracy leads to development, not the other way around.21

Challenging the simple linear argument between economic
development and democracy, many scholars have tried to res-
cue modernization theory by adding conditions. For example,
Huntington argues for a “political transition zone,” in which the
middle-income states are the most likely to transit to democra-
cy.22 Challenging Przeworski and Limongi’s endogenous versus
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exogenous democratization arguments for selection bias, Boix
and Stokes show that both endogenous and exogenous democ-
ratization theories hold, i.e., development both causes and sus-
tains democracy, at least statistically. However, they failed to
specify the causal mechanism between development and democ-
racy in their argument.23 A correlation between economic devel-
opment and democracy does not necessarily indicate causation.
Nevertheless, as Huntington argues, few relationships between
social, economic, and political phenomena are stronger than that
between the level of economic development and democracy.24

Social Mobilization Theory

The social-force mobilization theory of democratization sug-
gests that economic development cannot directly lead to democ-
racy. Instead, a certain social force plays a mediating role between
economic development and democracy. Economic development
as the precursor of political liberalization strengthens the aspira-
tions and capabilities of people to participate in decision-making
processes, thus facilitating democratic transition. However,
scholars in this school of thought disagree on which social group
is a driving force of democracy. Some scholars suggest that the
members of the middle class or bourgeoisie are the main societal
proponents or the pioneers of democracy, as in Barrington
Moore’s famous finding of “no bourgeoisie, no democracy.”25

Accordingly, the middle class, motivated by their material inter-
ests during industrialization, created parliamentary institutions
and democratic systems in Western Europe.

Other scholars contend that the working class is the agent of
democracy.26 For them, capitalists (the middle class) were pri-
marily interested in establishing liberal forms of rule, not democ-
racy. It is the working class that fought for universal suffrage in
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Western Europe, which is the real sign of democracy in their
view.27 Despite differences over the early-industrializing western
European democracies, both theories find empirical support
from the late industrializing cases. For example, the working
class theory holds in the Korea and Chile cases, while the middle
class argument works in Brazil by the late 1980s and in Korea by
the mid-1980s.28

The major problem for the social-force mobilization theory
is that if the role of social classes or forces in democratization is
ambiguous and debatable, the generalizibility of this social-class
mobilization model becomes limited.29 Moreover, we could even
question whether social classes play a decisive role in democra-
tization or not. Some scholars, such as O’Donnell and Bellin,
suggest a contingent democratization model in which the atti-
tudes of social classes towards democracy depend on the com-
patibility of class interests and democratic institutions.30 To a
certain extent, this modification sheds some light on how to
apply this social class mobilization model to specific cases. Yet,
it raises another risk for scholars: the ad hoc explanation trap.
Therefore, the social force mobilization model is far from being a
generalizable theory of democratization. The role of social class-
es in democratization should be studied case by case.

In the case of China, both modernization and social-force
mobilization theories face difficulties in terms of explanation and
prediction. China’s historical search for democracy in the early
twentieth century failed. Despite the economic successes since
the late 1970s, political reforms have yet to come. Contrary to
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modernization theory, Nathan suggests that economic develop-
ment does not bring any hope of democracy to China; instead, it
strengthens the resilience of the Chinese authoritarian regime.31

According to Nathan and other scholars, China’s Confucian politi-
cal culture and collectivist understanding of democracy are the
major obstacles to democratization.32

Neither the middle class nor the working class version of
social-force mobilization theory can fully explain the misfortune
of China’s democratization. With rapid economic growth and
more people getting rich, it is reasonable to believe that a stronger
middle class may emerge in China. But the Chinese middle class
has inherent defects because of its roots in communist party rule.
These middle class elites either benefit directly from their party
membership and networks with party officials, or belong to the
family of high-ranking officials (gaogan zidi, or taizi dang:
princelings). One official news report shows that the grandchil-
dren of eight PRC marshals reunited at the recent Chinese Peo-
ple’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC). Another account
of the wealth distribution in China indicates that gaogan zidi
dominate 85 to 90 percent of major state-owned enterprises in the
Chinese economy, including electricity, telecommunication, real
estate, and natural resources. Among the 3,220 people who own
over $100 million worth of assets, 2,932 are family members of
high-ranking officials. Thus, the Chinese middle class has inter-
ests directly connected to the ruling party and political elites.
After examining a typical middle class resistance case in China,
Cai Yongshun finds that China’s middle class is largely moderate
because of its intention to preserve communist rule.33

China’s working class faces a similar deficiency in leading
political reform in China. According to communist ideology, the
working class is the leading force in the society. In reality, the
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working class becomes an economically disadvantageous social
class under tight control of the CCP. It has been a victim of
China’s economic reform. Because of economic reconstruction,
workers are the first to be laid off, the first to suffer skyrocketing
prices and a collapsing social welfare system, and are sure to be
first hit if the Chinese stock market falls. The working class is no
longer a united force in society, moreover. The Labor Union is
under the administration of the party and does not have an
independent role in the state. The 400 million migrant workers
do not have direct connection to the official labor union, and
they do not have clear channels to express their voices or protect
their rights. To a certain extent they are alienated from the work-
ing class and the whole society.34

Cultural and Social Capital Theory

Cultural theory contends that values and beliefs often
define the context and meaning of political action. There are two
major cultural arguments in the study of democratization:
Protestantism cultural theory and the social capital argument.
According to Protestantism cultural theory, Protestantism sup-
ports democracy, whereas Catholicism, Confucianism, and
Islam are inherently anti-democratic because they emphasize
intolerance, hierarchy, and authority more than the former. The
failure of democracy in Asia is the main footnote for this theory.
After historically reviewing three elements of society—civility,
social capital, and civil society in Asia—Lucian Pye concludes
that Confucianism is inherently flawed and resistant to a univer-
sal pluralistic democracy. The problem lies in the weak civil
societies that are grounded in Confucian culture, although they
have pronounced norms of civility and respectable levels of
social capital.35

The social capital theory suggests that social capital, defined
as the social norms and networks that enhance people’s ability
to collaborate on common endeavors, is the decisive factor in
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“making democracy work.”36 As an intangible force, social capi-
tal impacts social mobilization capability, building civil society
and democratic development through the binding sentiments of
trust and reciprocity.

Protestantism and social capital theories also face some criti-
cisms. Cultural arguments are criticized on the ground that the
conceptualization of culture is debatable and “everyday life” cul-
ture is not the same as political culture. According to Francis
Fukuyama, political culture is easy to change, whereas the culture
of “everyday life” is almost constant. Therefore, he contends
political Confucianism is indeed adaptable to democratic political
institutions without causing the society to lose its essential coher-
ence (the culture of “everyday life”).37 Moreover, culture in gen-
eral is dynamic and not static. It is unfair to say that Confucian
culture would never be compatible with democracy. Catholic
culture in Latin America used to be anti-democratic; however, in
the third democratic wave it became a positive force in standing
against authoritarianism and the status quo. As Huntington clearly
states, any culture (including Confucianism) has some elements
that are compatible with democracy, just as Protestantism and
Catholicism have elements that are clearly undemocratic.38

The social capital argument is questioned regarding the
validity of the measurement for this new concept. Most scholarly
literature on social capital operationalizes the concept by focus-
ing on civic associational membership. From both theoretical and
methodological perspectives, Levi challenges this “romanticist”
operationalization of social capital and suggests that the mem-
bership measurement of social capital is, at best, incomplete.39

On the other hand, Berman takes Putnam’s measurement of
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social capital as given and tests the validity in Weimar Ger-
many’s case. Her findings show that the membership-measured
social capital did not support democracy; it ruined the democrat-
ic system of the Weimar Republic.40 This indicates that either the
membership measurement of social capital is problematic or fac-
tors other than social capital determine whether democracy
works.

The two cultural arguments face some problems in the
study of Chinese democracy. Taiwan shares a similar Confucian
culture and tradition with the mainland. The successful democ-
ratic transition in 2000 refutes religion-based Protestantism,
which argues that Confucian culture is an obstacle to democra-
cy. Furthermore, the successful democracies of other countries
in East Asia, such as Japan and South Korea, also prove that
Confucian culture empirically can be suitable for democracy, or
at least not be against democracy.

China lacks social capital and this may partially explain the
failure of democracy there. The Chinese government’s controls
over organizations, organized activities, and religious practices
constrain the civic activities and the development of social capi-
tal. Given a weak civil society and a lack of social networks and
associations, Chinese society does not have an environment to
cultivate the necessary social capital that might support a social
trend of democratization. For example, the government authori-
ty’s intervention hindered the residential committee’s efforts to
organize to protect consumer rights in Shenzhen. Such direct
involvement and control by the government in civil activities
will not contribute to the building of social capital in China.
Regarding the lack of civil society, Baohui Zhang suggests that it
stems from the communist ideology and political culture.41 In
other words, the communist party treats civil society as an enemy
rather than a foundation of the state.
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Negotiation Pact Theory

Political leaders and elites are the most critical independent
variables in the negotiation pact type of democratic transition.
Under internal or external pressures, political leaders and elites
in the incumbent authoritarian regime split into a liberal/reform
group and a conservative/status quo group. During the political
struggles, the liberal/reform group, with cooperation from social
democratic forces, the middle class and labor unions, defeats the
conservative/status quo group for political democratization.
Given that context, this “negotiation pact” between liberal politi-
cal leaders and social opposition forces constrains the extent and
pace of democratization because the vital interests of political
elites are protected by the “pact.” Therefore, this kind of democ-
ratization is “restricted democracy” as in the cases of Spain,
Brazil, and Uruguay.42

To a certain extent, the “negotiation pact” theory of democ-
ratization is the most direct and peaceful way of regime transi-
tion, because it is based on a voluntary understanding of politi-
cal democracy between the authoritarian elites and democratic
opposites. It may also avoid direct and drastic mass involve-
ment. However, the “negotiation pact” transition is also the
most problematic model. It may create an incomplete or even a
disguised or fake democracy. To work out the negotiation pact,
political elites of old regimes have to give up some of their polit-
ical power and interests; the political transition will inevitably
threaten some vital interests of political elites sooner or later.
Elites can choose a complete transition, which may turn out to
be painful and slow, or create an illiberal democracy where pop-
ulist leaders can use democratic means like democratic elections
to craft legitimacy while still having the choice to betray the
promises of political democracy when necessary. According to
Zakaria, the latter possibility is the most likely and also the most
dangerous.43 There are many cases of “negotiation pact” democ-
ratization in the “third wave.” In Eastern Europe and Russia,
although democratic institutions were installed after 1989, for-
mer communist political leaders remained.
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Although democratization does not happen overnight, the
“negotiation pact” transition demands even more time. The
“negotiation pact” is just the beginning of democratization; the
democratic consolidation process will depend to a large extent
on the interactions between leaders and the civil society, with
the latter’s role as the one that should be emphasized. Another
problem of the “negotiation pact” is the political struggle among
the old political elites. The success of the “negotiation pact” is
determined by the balance of powers between the reform and
conservative groups. The civil society may not directly get
involved in the political struggles, but it significantly influences
the results of the internal political balancing.

External support, mainly from the civil society, is the key
for the reform group to defeat the conservatives. However, if the
civil society lacks consolidation or democratic demands, the
conservative group will be able to suppress the reform group
and the attempt of democratization will fail. In China’s case,
Tiananmen may be one example. Student demonstrations pulled
intensified factional politics to the surface; however, civil society
was not able to provide sufficient support to the reform group,
as seen from the hesitant and weak responses of labor unions
during the Tiananmen incident.

A Complex Democratization Model for China

The above theories suggest the important variables of politi-
cal elites, economic development, social classes, and culture, but
“no single factor can account for the contemporary surge toward
democracy and each case involves a complex pattern of internal
and external elements.”44 We may need a more complex model
that can specify the interactions of these various factors in differ-
ent cases. Figure 1 presents such a complex model that can pre-
scribe a democratic transition path for China. This model is a
theoretical framework indicating further research directions
rather than a normative prediction.

In Figure 1, political elites are treated as the core independent
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variable that shapes the democratization process. Since Tianan-
men, the CCP has experienced many internal adjustments. With
continuous economic success, political reform is a more urgent
social demand even within the Chinese Communist Party. The
endorsement of the village self-government law and the increas-
ing balancing role of the National People’s Congress clearly
show that the new generation in the CCP is more inclined toward
political reform and openness. The recent party debate focuses
on the political future between the party and the state. The lack of
a checks-and-balances system in the political process has resulted
in serious corruption and social injustice in Chinese society. Since
the Chinese people have started to concern themselves with their
political rights for equality and fairness, the CCP will face a politi-
cal legitimacy crisis if it refuses to change.

At the 17th Party Congress in October 2007, the CCP experi-
enced a power consolidation process with the fourth generation
of leadership under the Hu Jintao-Wen Jiabao system and initi-
ated a power transition process from the fourth to the fifth gen-
eration of Chinese leaders. The Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping
eras, when political successors were cultivated and hand-picked
by great leaders, are over. Without a political democratic transi-
tion, the new generation of political leaders will face a serious
legitimacy crisis.

The Mao and Deng generations of leadership have main-
tained their power and legitimacy either by victory in Chinese
revolution or through the triumph of economic reform. The
newer generations of leaders will probably have to strengthen
their political legitimacy by instituting a democratic process via
open and fair elections. As the core leader of China’s third gen-
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eration, Jiang Zemin recognized the political legitimacy crisis
and turned to the emerging entrepreneurial class, the new rich,
for strengthening his political power and legitimacy. Under
Jiang the capitalists were invited to join the CCP, prompting a
serious debate over whether China is still socialist or not.

The aspiration for democracy does not stem from political
elites’ educational backgrounds and personal experiences, but
rather from the necessity for political legitimacy. While Jiang tried
to rebuild the CCP’s legitimacy by turning to the new capitalist
class and social elites, his successors, Hu and Wen, focused on
finding a new foundation of legitimacy from society and the peo-
ple. Their domestic policy focuses on addressing social inequality,
unfair social welfare, education, unemployment, and above all,
corruption at the top. Some progress is taking place gradually.
Since Hu took office, several high-ranking officials have fallen
from office over corruption. Despite the fact that the number of
cases is still limited, they at least show Hu’s and Wen’s resolve in
fighting corruption and addressing social grievances.

Political elites alone cannot shoulder regime change. Economi-
cally strong development is an antecedent variable in the model.
Economic development can bring a strong middle class and social
democratic forces to the fore. However, good economic perfor-
mance may also help the current authoritarian regime sustain
political control and legitimacy. A stagnant economy or crisis may
lead to social chaos and disorder, which provides another excuse
for tight authoritarian policies.45 Therefore, we suggest that eco-
nomic performance is not the driving force of democratization, but
a condition that may lead a country in a democratic direction.

According to Fukuyama and Marwah’s “Political Transition
Zone” theory, regime transition or democratization usually
occurs in middle-income authoritarian regimes whose per capita
GDP ranges from $5,000 to $6,000. In this regard China does not
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qualify for democratization since China’s per capita GDP in 2006
in nominal dollars is $2,034.46 Previous empirical studies, such
as the comparison of Taiwan’s and South Korea’s successful
democratization with the former Soviet Union and its republics’
bitter experiences, suggest that sustained economic develop-
ment seems essential for a smooth and healthy democratic tran-
sition. A radical, top-down approach can produce incomplete or
illiberal democracies and can cause severe social and economic
pains for the people, as happened in Eastern Europe and Russia.

For a successful and smooth democratic transition China
needs to sustain its economic growth. However, wealth cannot
lead to democracy by default. Civil society and political culture
are introduced as intervening variables. The maturity of civil
society is one of the key elements in shaping a healthy democra-
cy. The autonomous balancing role of civil society, especially
from the middle class in relation to the state, is the main support
for reform-oriented political elites to pursue democratic reforms.
Some scholars are pessimistic about the role of China’s middle
class in a future democratic transition either because China’s
moderate middle class lacks the intention and capability to chal-
lenge the CCP or because China’s middle class is actually the
beneficiary of the CCP regime.47

These concerns over China’s middle class are legitimate if we
place our hope for democratization solely on the middle class.
However, the middle-class-based civil society is only treated as an
intervening or supporting variable in our complex model of
democratization. In other words, the middle class cannot be the
driving force of China’s future democratization because of its
inherent limitations of political and civic awareness under the
CCP regime.48 However, the supporting function of the middle
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class in the success of democratization cannot be overlooked. The
development of civil society and the expansion of the middle
class not only offer societal support for the pro-reform elites, but
also prepare the society for the moment of democratic transition.

Political culture is also important in facilitating the democ-
ratic transition. The Chinese communist leaders used to argue
that political reform was delayed because “China is too unedu-
cated and too poor.”49 However, the well-organized village elec-
tions across rural China show that the seed of democratic politi-
cal culture has been planted, especially in the rural areas.50 The
problem is how to spread such political experiences and prac-
tices from the rural areas to urban areas. There are two positive
signs of China’s rural election practices. First, according to the
Chinese authorities, “since the 1990s, village elections have been
introduced to all 31 provinces and municipalities. . . . 90% of vil-
lagers participated in their village elections.”51 Second, the Chi-
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nese government started to experiment with direct township
elections in Sichuan Province in 1998 after a decade of village
elections nationwide.52 Although there are still numerous prob-
lems in the process of elections, it at least indicates a positive
trend in China’s future political reform.

The important factor of exogenous influence is not in the
model and deserves some attention. In the third wave, external
forces played an important role in terms of the “snowballing” of
democratic transitions, especially in Eastern Europe, but they
were not able to produce the necessary conditions for democra-
tization.53 Western influences on China may have some positive
effect on the Chinese people’s search for democracy, including
building a system of checks and balances, the rule of law, and
efficient and transparent governance. But when handled inap-
propriately, such influences may turn counterproductive. Given
China’s modern history of humiliation, the Chinese people have
a strong national emotion in favor of independence against
external pressures. Western influences may be treated as a new
form of colonialism and ignite anti-foreign nationalism in China.
The CCP would then have a way to consolidate its wobbly polit-
ical legitimacy and delay the pace of democratization.

In summary, the complex democratization model suggests
an elite-oriented, transitional path to China’s democratization.
Although the model includes economic development, political
culture, and the middle class as either antecedent or intervening
variables, the key to China’s future democratization depends on
political elites who can promote democratic reform in China.
This complex democratic model suggests a top-down type of
democratic transition and is a refined negotiation-pact transition
model, also highlighting the important but secondary role of
economic development, political culture, and the middle class in
the process of democratic transition. We conclude below that the
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current pattern of political development in China supports cau-
tious optimism about its future democracy.54

What’s Next? A New Generation, Improved Governance, 
and Intra-Party Democracy

China is at a critical moment in its development. Decades of
economic reform have brought huge economic achievement
nationally and individually. With this success, different social
problems have emerged that threaten the legitimacy and rule of
the CCP. Serious domestic problems may cause severe social
unrest and the possibility of revolution if the problems are not
appropriately and immediately addressed. Among those issues,
the environment, employment, education, equality, rule of law,
fairness, health care reform, anti-corruption, rising prices, social
welfare, and wealth distribution are at the top.

When the young Chinese president Hu Jintao took control
from his senior predecessor Jiang Zemin in 2004, he gradually
carried out political reforms by improving governance and pro-
moting intra-party democracy. First, Hu changed Deng’s econo-
my-oriented, reform model to a society-focused, development
plan. Hu and his premier, Wen Jiabao, conducted various social
welfare and economic assistance programs that touch on the
lives of regions and peoples in terms of education, employment,
housing, medicine and food safety, unequal distribution of
wealth, and social justice. There have been some sincere efforts
to clean up the government to address ordinary people’s serious
concerns about governance. However, as Hu and Wen slowly
move ahead with the agenda, their agony due to resistance from
opposing factions in the party can be felt even among the general
public.

The lack of transparency and openness in decision making
is the major reason for the bad governance and corruption in
China. Consequently, Hu and Wen also began to promote intra-
party democracy to intensify the monitoring mechanism in the
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CCP’s decision-making process. There have been functional
adjustments in the party’s ways of electing representatives to
the National People’s Congress and to the party congress. In
July 2008, the Central Committee of the CCP issued new rules to
promote the party’s internal democracy by expanding the role of
party deputies.

The new regulation, known as the Provisional Statute on the
Tenure of Deputies to National and Local Congresses of the
Communist Party of China, details the rights of party deputies
to supervise activities of the party committee at the same level
during the intervals between congresses. Previously, deputies
only performed their duties by voting on major decision-making
issues and leadership reshuffles during the convening of ses-
sions.55 As some analysts suggest, “the regulation is the latest
step by the Party leadership to develop internal democracy as
part of its efforts to promote democracy for the whole nation.”56

Since Hu came to power in 2004, democracy, intra-party
democracy, and democratization have become popular words in
official discourse. Figure 2 shows the frequency of the word
“democracy” (minzhu) in the People’s Daily, the CCP’s official
newspaper in China. We can see a clear upward trend in refer-
ences to democracy in the People’s Daily from 2003 to 2007. In
Figure 3, we see the frequency of “intra-party democracy” (dan-
gnei minzhu) and “democratization” (minzhuhua) in the People’s
Daily. Intra-party democracy was not a popular phrase in the
CCP discourse in 2003 when Jiang was still in power. However,
the frequency of “intra-party democracy” increased dramatical-
ly after 2004 when Hu assumed power. The same trend also
applies to use of “democratization” in China’s official discourse
as well, although there is a minor downward or flat period
between 2006 and 2007. It should be noted that these frequency
tests exclude socialist democracy and international democratization—
two unique phrases that were invented by the CCP for policy
purposes. In other words, the frequency tests reflect the plain
usage of democracy, democratization, and intra-party democra-
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Figure 2. Frequency Test of “Democracy” in People’s Daily (2003-2007)

Note: The frequency test is based on People’s Daily’s online search engine, www.people.
com.cn. The keyword search is performed in Chinese, i.e., minzu (democracy)
by year. People’s Daily is the institutional newspaper of the CCP. It is seen as
the “throat and tongue” of the CCP. The search excludes the two phrases
“socialist democracy” (shehui zhuyi minzhu) and “international democracy”
(guoji guanxi minzhu), since these two phrases are unique in the CCP discourse.

Figure 3. Frequency Test of “Democratization” and “Intra-Party
Democracy” in People’s Daily (2003-2007)

Note: The frequency test is based on People’s Daily’s online search engine, www.people.
com.cn. The keyword search is performed in Chinese, i.e., Minzuhua [democrati-
zation] and Dangnei Minzhu [Intra-party democracy] calculated by years. People’s
Daily is the institutional newspaper of the CCP. It is seen as the “throat and
tongue” of the CCP. The search excludes the two phrases “socialist democracy”
(sehui zhuyi minzhu) and “international democracy” (guoji ganxi minzhu), since
these two phrases are unique in the CCP discourse.



cy in the CCP discourse.
Besides the democracy-related discourse, Hu’s and Wen’s

strong resolve for political reform is also shown through the
government-oriented, intensive debates over democracy and
political reforms in China. In late 2006, an article titled “Democ-
racy is a Good Thing” that appeared in Beijing Daily News drew
wide attention and heated debate.57 The author, Yu Keping, is
the deputy director of the Central Translation Bureau and is a
member of the think tank for the Hu-Wen administration. Yu
presented many new understandings of democracy that were
close to Western interpretations:58

• Democracy is a good thing. It is good for the whole nation, not
necessarily for a particular individual or official.

• Democracy is a good thing, but that does not mean that every-
thing about democracy is good. Democracy is definitely not 100
percent perfect; it has many internal inadequacies . . . democracy
often involves repeated negotiations and discussions . . . democ-
racy is the one with the least number of flaws . . . democracy is
the best political system for humankind.

• Democracy is a good thing, but that does not mean that democ-
racy can do everything and solve every problem . . . Democracy
is not only a means to solve people’s livelihood issues, but it is a
goal of human development; it is not only a tool to achieve other
goals, but it is in accord with human nature. Even if the best
food and housing are available, the human character is incom-
plete without democratic rights.

• Democracy is not unconditional. Running it successfully takes
delicate design and superb political skills.

• The essence of democracy is that people rule.

While interpreting what that all means to China, Yu indicated
that China’s democratization would have to be a slow process
with Chinese characteristics:

We are presently building a modernized, strong socialist nation
with unique Chinese characteristics. For us, democracy is all the
more so a good thing, and it is all the more so essential. The classi-
cal authors of Marxism said: “There is no socialism without
democracy.” Recently, Chairman Hu Jintao pointed out further:
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“There is no modernization without democracy.” Of course, we
are building a socialist democracy with unique Chinese character-
istics. On one hand, we want to absorb all the excellent results
from the political culture of all mankind, including all the excel-
lent results of democratic politics; but on the other hand, we will
not import an overseas political model. Our construction of politi-
cal democracy must be closely integrated with the history, culture,
tradition and existing social conditions in our nation. Only in this
way can the people of China truly enjoy the sweet fruits of politi-
cal democracy.

Indeed, Hu talked frequently about democracy on different
occasions. He discussed the rule of law, reforming the political
system and perfecting the democratic system, enriching democ-
racy, and expanding citizen’s political participation.59 Hu Jintao,
in his well-studied speech at the Party School of the CPC Central
Committee on June 25, 2006, said: “To develop socialist democ-
racy is the unswerving goal of the Party.”60 In 1998, before the
Beijing Olympics, Hu promised that China would “continue to
pursue comprehensive reforms, including reforms of the politi-
cal system.”61

The recent shuffles of leadership at central and local levels
will facilitate Hu’s and Wen’s use of the next five years to realize
some of their political goals. There is no doubt that Hu and Wen
intend to improve the efficiency and good governance of the
administrative system. In the meantime, Hu and Wen have had
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to promote intra-party democracy to cope with the internal
resistance from other conservative members in the CCP. It is
true that intra-party democracy is different from the multi-party
democracy advocated by the West. However, there are two rea-
sons to believe that the intra-party democracy is a positive sign
for China’s future democratization.

First, the success of intra-party democracy will inevitably
encourage people to pursue more political freedom and individ-
ual liberty at the national level. Although the major purpose of
Hu’s intra-party democracy is to strengthen the one-party sys-
tem instead of promoting Western-style multi-party democracy,
an unintended consequence of intra-party democracy may be to
cause ordinary people to question the political legitimacy of the
one-party system. Intra-party democracy may save the one-
party system for some time in China, but political competition
and elections driven by intra-party democracy will offer Chinese
people more political rights, freedom of speech, and participa-
tion as well as civil liberties. Japan’s intra-party democracy
model under the dominant Liberal Democratic Party may
appear to China as an alternative path to Western multi-party
democracy.

Second, village elections, township elections, and intra-party
democracy are three early stages for China’s future democratic
transition. The success of village elections in China has proven
that ordinary Chinese, even villagers, desire individual freedom
and political participation.62 In 2008, the Chinese Ministry of
Civil Affairs completed its revision of the Organic Law of Village
Committees, which clarifies a definition for all forms of vote-
rigging and penalties for vote-lobbyists and bribe-receivers.63

The revision of the village election law aims to protect villagers’
political rights and ensure fair elections. As mentioned before,
the Chinese government has started township elections in some
areas based on the nationwide practices of village elections in the
late 1990s. It is foreseeable that the village election experience
will lead to political reform at other levels of governmental
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administration in China, although difficulties and resistance will
surely arise. If the linkage between village elections and town-
ship elections indicates an elite-oriented but bottom-up political
reform, then intra-party democracy clearly shows an inside-out
democratization path, in which the success of intra-party democ-
racy will spread beyond the CCP’s control.

Despite these optimistic assessments, it should be noted that
China’s democratic transition faces many uncertainties and chal-
lenges in the future as well. Given the current domestic situa-
tion, it is unlikely that the CCP will lose power or start a democ-
ratic transition through either a multi-party system or a full-
range, competitive, intra-party mechanism in the next five years.
Therefore, although Hu and Wen have endeavored to conduct
their political reform in China, their successors may or may not
continue their political pursuits. A power transition has not been
fully institutionalized in the CCP system. “Who is after Hu?” is
still a mystery although Xi Jinping is widely believed to be the
next party secretary after the 17th Party Congress. In other
words, the internal power struggles inside the CCP in the next
five years will create more uncertainties for China’s future
democratic transition.

Conclusion: China’s Unique Path to Democracy

If a “rich and prosperous nation” was the dream of the Chinese
people in the early twentieth century, a democratic state is their
aspiration for this century. Despite different understandings of
democracy between the West and China based on historical, cul-
tural, and social contexts, common ground is coming closer to
realization. The Chinese people have changed their view of
democracy from an instrument for producing a strong state to a
necessary means for protecting individual liberties. Yet they
maintain different views on the application of democratic insti-
tutions, such as multiparty competition and general elections. A
basic converging point now is rule by the people and rule of
law.

In the complex democratization model suggested in this
article, sustained economic development will be most conducive
to smooth democratization. However, it does not exclude the
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possibility of a catalytic role for economic difficulties and crisis.
The experience of the former Soviet Union shows that a radical
transition triggered by economic crisis may be disastrous for the
society. This is one of the reasons that the CCP now is working
hard to obtain a soft landing for the heated economy, despite
rapid development, and to control rocketing inflation, a volatile
stock market, and overheated real estate. The major goal of these
efforts is to calm down the restive public and to avoid major
social turbulence.

The political struggle between the reform group and the
conservative group in China will shape the process of democra-
tization. However, whether the reform group can lead a “negoti-
ation pact” transition is likely to be determined by the support
of civil society and a democratic political culture. The maturity
of civil society and a free, competitive political culture not only
provide incentives and support for the reform group to pursue a
democratic transition; they may also be a constraint to keep
them on the track of consolidation of democracy.

China displays an increasingly mature civil society. Despite
strong government control and censorship, there is an ever-
increasing number of netizens, nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs), and Internet blogs in China. A freer media is more
inclined to report and investigate sensitive cases and play a
supervisory role. Moreover, the public is playing a more active
role in overseeing the government and presenting different
views on policy making, as seen in the “nail households” that
stood their ground against government-backed land developers.
The public also realizes that it has more channels to let its voices
be heard domestically and internationally. The public awareness
and willingness to take substantive actions reflect a changing
attitude from previous times when “whatever leaders say is cor-
rect” was the dominant attitude.

Village elections are another good democratic experiment in
cultivating a healthy civil society and a democratic political cul-
ture. Spreading governmental elections from the rural area to
cities will be the most important step for successful democratiza-
tion in China. In addition, the promotion of intra-party democra-
cy by Hu and Wen also signals a positive trend in China’s elite-
oriented, top-down, democratic transition in the future, although
many uncertainties exist.
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In China’s case, and given people’s sensitivity over external
meddling in internal affairs, exogenous factors may not play a
huge role in the search for democracy. The Chinese people and
elites even in the liberal group, after considering thoroughly
China’s domestic situation, prefer a more gradual process for
democratization. If democracy is a good thing, it may come when
the time is right. The former Soviet experience does not stand out
well in Chinese memory. Nationalism always runs rampant when
improper external pressure provides the CCP conservative group
with cause for maximizing its political legitimacy. In a word,
according to the Chinese understanding, democracy is not given
by external powers, but is to be taken by the Chinese people
themselves at their own pace.
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