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Democracy with Chinese
Characteristics? Political
Reform and the Future of the
Chinese Communist Party

China should take its own path in enhancing democracy. We never view
socialism and democracy as something that is mutually exclusive. . . . We
should focus on efforts to promote economic development, protect lawful
rights and interests of the people, fight corruption, increase public trust in
government, strengthen government functions and enhance social har-
mony. And we should continue the reform in the political system by ex-
panding democracy and improving the legal system. This will enable other
members of the international community to better appreciate and accept
the path of development taken by the Chinese people.

— Wen Jiabao, February 26, 20071

That the ruling Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has apparently recog-
nized the need for political reform to accompany economic reform is
much welcomed. Less certain, however, is the likely trajectory of this re-
form path over the coming decades and its implications not only for the
CCP and the Chinese people but also for the United States.

Buoyed by the success of adhering to Deng Xiaoping’s wily advice to
“cross the river by feeling the stones” in the economic realm, the Party
clearly intends to pursue its own distinct path in the political realm. In
China’s gradual transition to “democracy,” the Party is once again es-
chewing the “shock therapy” of radical reform closely associated with the
Washington Consensus2 and intends to borrow selectively from various
democratic systems to build a so-called deliberative democracy (xieshang
minzhu),3 which combines authoritarian Party leadership, expansion of
popular participation in the political process, and governance through the
rule of law, while rejecting universal suffrage, true parliamentary bodies,
and contested multiparty elections.
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Deng Xiaoping outlined the initial plans for China’s political reform in
a famous speech to the Party leadership in August 1980;4 however, the
process was stymied in the wake of the 1989 Tiananmen Square crisis and
collapse of the Soviet Union. The lessons learned from that period and the
recognition that lack of political reform is impeding further socioeconomic
development has put the issue back on the Party’s agenda. The current
“fourth generation” leadership—the Hu Jintao–Wen Jiabao administra-
tion—articulated its own vision of China’s political future in a white paper
on building “socialist democracy with Chinese characteristics,” first un-
veiled in 2005.5

While there is much to dispute about Chinese-style democracy and it is
difficult to predict whether it will succeed over the long term, it is clear that,
for the foreseeable future, the CCP will lead China’s political reform, which
will remain largely instrumental, incremental, and idiosyncratic. If all goes
according to the Party’s plan, in the coming decades the United States 
is likely to encounter a “democratic” China that resembles its East Asian
neighbor Singapore more closely than any Western liberal democracy.

Evolution of China’s Political Reform: 
Instrumental, Incremental, and Idiosyncratic

While the CCP apparently now accepts the need for more serious political
reform, it is important to understand that, for the Party, political reform re-
mains a means to an end—an instrument to help ensure continued “social-
ist modernization.” The Party is pursuing “democracy with Chinese char-
acteristics” primarily to address the socioeconomic and political challenges
that have emerged in the course of China’s modernization, including a
widening income gap, increasing regional disparities, corruption, environ-
mental degradation, and rising demand for public goods amid the state’s
decreased ability to supply them, as well as the social unrest these problems
have helped spark. These challenges threaten the realization of China’s de-
velopment goals upon which the CCP’s legitimacy now largely rests, and
as such, political reforms are ultimately aimed at retaining the Party’s rul-
ing status.

The Tiananmen Square crisis in 1989 and demise of the Soviet Union soon
thereafter served as a warning for the CCP: Rather than burying its head in
the sand, the Party investigated the rise and fall of not only the Communist
Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) but also other ruling parties around the
world. In 2004 the leadership soberly admitted that the organization was in
disarray and that its ruling status “will not remain forever if the Party does
nothing to safeguard it.”6 The Party, therefore, adopted a decision to absorb
the “negative” lessons from the collapse of the Soviet bloc as well as the
“positive” lessons of ruling parties, not only in East Asian countries such as
Singapore and Japan but also as far afield as Cuba and Mexico.
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Subsequently, the Party began to implement incremental reforms aimed
at strengthening party building and ruling capacity, including gradually
increasing “inner-party democracy” and cautiously expanding grass-roots
political participation through village-level elections, as well as establish-
ing the rule of law and adjusting center-local, party-state relations.7

While some Chinese academics joined the international discourse over
the notion of “democratic deficit,” which points to the political and/or
economic difficulties that have followed rapid introduction of Western-
style liberal democracy in developing nations,8 others examined China’s
historical tendency toward political radicalization—associated with trag-
edies such as the Cultural Revolution—calling henceforth for evolutionary
rather than revolutionary responses to the nation’s problems.9 The dis-
course has supported the Party’s contention that the decision to pursue
China’s own development path of economic before political reform and in-
cremental rather than rapid democratization is the correct one. The Party’s
future leaders—the so-called fifth generation now rising to power—all of
whom experienced the Cultural Revolution firsthand, are unlikely to di-
verge from this path.

In addition to being incremental, China’s political reform remains highly
idiosyncratic. The Party rejects the “one size fits all” notion of democrati-
zation, choosing instead to draw on an eclectic mix of Marxism with both
Western and traditional Chinese schools of thought adapted to suit China’s
particular sociopolitical circumstances and stage of economic develop-
ment. An example is instituting what the CCP calls a system of multiparty
cooperation rather than multiparty competition. According to the white
paper on democracy: 

In building socialist political democracy, China has always adhered to the basic
principle that the Marxist theory of democracy be combined with the reality of
China, borrowed from the useful achievements of the political civilization of
mankind, including Western democracy, and assimilated with the democratic ele-
ments of China’s traditional culture and institutional civilization. Therefore,
China’s socialist political democracy shows distinctive Chinese characteristics.10

Although the basic guideline for building “democracy with Chinese
characteristics” was outlined in the white paper, it remains very much a
work in progress and the subject of fierce debate both inside and outside
the CCP.11 As with China’s economic reform, in the coming years we can
expect periods of policymaking characterized by fang/shou (loosening, then
tightening), steps forward and backward, especially if the Party fears con-
trol of the process is slipping through its hands. The CCP will experiment
with political reform—keeping what works and discarding what does
not—adopting Deng Xiaoping’s other famous aphorism, “It doesn’t mat-
ter whether the cat is black or yellow as long as it catches mice.” 

China’s political reform project is also more inclusive than is at first ap-
parent. Characterizations of China as having a monolithic, top-down pol-
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icymaking process fail to account for the diverse debate taking place in
the country and pressures on China’s leadership. As discussed in chapter
2, decision making is becoming increasingly complex and is beginning to
reflect disparate social interests. Absent official channels for the expres-
sion of public opinion, Chinese intellectuals continue behind the scenes to
articulate these diverse interests and mediate between state and society.

Rather than advocating liberal democracy as a response to China’s chal-
lenges, many new generation intellectuals reject Western “capitalist-style”
democracy, charging that it will benefit only the newly rich members of
Chinese society, but they do not advocate a return to orthodox Marxism.
These “New Left” intellectuals are instead exploring a third way for China’s
development, akin to the so-called Beijing Consensus.12 To quote Joshua
Cooper Ramo, who first popularized the term:

The idea that Chinese are all striving for ‘the American Way of Life,’ as Richard
Madsen has observed, is a dangerous misconception. They are striving to make
‘The Chinese Way of Life.’ As a result, Chinese development has a certain kind of
prideful, internal energy that helps the nation’s confidence.13

In the opaque world of Chinese politics, it is difficult to judge how
closely the ideological cleavage among intellectuals in recent years mirrors
splits among China’s top leadership and the real extent to which the dis-
course has affected policymaking. However, one indication that the con-
sensus forged by Deng Xiaoping on China’s modernization was in serious
need of reaffirmation by 2007 was the extent to which Hu Jintao strongly
reinforced Deng’s “basic line for the primary stage of socialism” at the 17th
Party Congress. Moreover, Hu Jintao and Wen Jiabao have found it neces-
sary to launch a third “emancipation of the mind” campaign to garner
support for the latest phase of reform (see box 2.1 in chapter 2). As Gao
Shangquan, a leading light of China’s modernization, commented:

A large scale debate occurred in 2005 and the issues of the controversy were very
focused . . . . Is the reform itself wrong, or has it run into problems? Should we re-
think the reform or deny the reform? . . . . This is still a major political issue con-
cerning the party’s and country’s future and destiny. The debates have been very
vigorous, drawing attention from all sectors of society, and the central govern-
ment is extremely concerned, too.”14

Putting Theory into Practice

As the debate over reform continues and the CCP traverses its path toward
“democracy with Chinese characteristics,” the Party has so far proven re-
markably responsive, pragmatic, and willing to adapt to China’s changing
circumstances, which partly explains its resilience in the face of emerging
challenges. This approach has enabled the CCP to put in place mecha-
nisms by which the system can be opened enough to retain legitimacy and
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support, while also maintaining the Party’s power. A prime example of the
Party’s pragmatism is the doctrinal elasticity of former President Jiang
Zemin’s “Three Represents” theory,15 which removed the remaining ideo-
logical roadblocks preventing once reviled private entrepreneurs from
joining the Communist Party. The CCP has thus been largely successful in
coopting China’s emerging middle class of entrepreneurs and intellectu-
als—thereby at least slowing the emergence of a critical elite and viable po-
litical opposition. The mechanisms the Party has put in place bear more
than a passing resemblance to the “soft authoritarianism” of its East Asian
neighbors.

The Rule of Law: A Means to Strengthen the Party’s Ruling Capacity

In 2004, the leadership openly recognized the need to improve Party gov-
ernance and frankly acknowledged that the ruling status of the CCP “is
by no means a natural result of the Party’s founding, and will not remain
forever if the Party does nothing to safeguard it.”16 A number of measures
to enhance the CCP’s ruling capacity, particularly governing the country
according to the rule of law, have subsequently been taken.17

To stem the “moral degeneration” of Party cadres, in particular corrup-
tion among local officials—a source of widespread discontent across the
country—the Party launched an old-style rectification campaign for mem-
bers in January 2005, focusing on intensive education sessions in Party ide-
ology and good governance for cadres at all levels. A cadre responsibility
system and improved supervision and oversight mechanisms have also
been announced. Hu Jintao’s report to the 17th Party Congress emphasized
expanding the “democratic rights” of people to supervise local cadres. 

The approval of “freedom of information” regulations in April 2007
was a major step toward improving government transparency. These reg-
ulations ostensibly give citizens the right to access “nonexempt” govern-
ment information and compel officials to disclose it—though what infor-
mation is subject to “exemption” remains at the government’s discretion. 

Even the National People’s Congress (NPC), traditionally considered a
“rubber-stamp” body, has shown some signs of independent thinking since
the early 1990s: It no longer unquestionably approves all legislation put be-
fore it by the State Council, as the protracted drafting process for contro-
versial bills such as the Property Law and Anti-Monopoly Law attests. In
2003, one-tenth of NPC delegates voted against Jiang Zemin staying on as
the chairman of the Central Military Commission. The Administrative Su-
pervision Law has enhanced the supervisory role of party congresses at the
local level, and practically all draft legislation is now made available for
public comment. Elections for people’s congress deputies are also becom-
ing more competitive, with some even electing independent candidates.18

In February 2008, China issued its first white paper on promoting the
rule of law. Emphasizing the progress made in establishing a “modern Chi-
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nese legal system” since reform and opening up, the paper includes an ap-
pendix of 229 laws now in force. However, the paper points out that China
would not “copy indiscriminately” from foreign legal systems but rather
proceed from its “actual conditions.” The paper reasserts the ultimate au-
thority of the Party over the legal system, noting that “the CPC [Commu-
nist Party of China] always plays the role as the core of leadership in di-
recting the overall situation and coordinating the efforts of all quarters in
legal construction.”19

While still far from being a rule-of-law country, China has made prog-
ress. Citizens are more conscious of their rights—adding to the danger
that rising expectations could spark popular discontent if they go unmet.
Significantly, the new politburo’s first study session in November 2007 fo-
cused on improving and expanding public participation in China’s legal
system.20

Promoting Inner-Party Democracy

The lessons learned from the demise of the CPSU partly prompted the
leadership’s latest push to promote “inner-party democracy” (dangnei
minzhu), which has been debated at various junctures in the Party’s his-
tory. Polls taken of the attitudes of Party members, which revealed wide-
spread apathy and “wavering ideals and beliefs, a weak sense of purpose,
and lax organization and discipline,”21 also reportedly alarmed the lead-
ership. Significantly, inner-party democracy serves as a bellwether for
China’s incremental democracy project, the aim of which is to establish
democracy first within the party, then expand it to society at large—first at
the grass-roots level and then at higher levels.22 As Yu Keping, a leading
Party theoretician and adviser to Hu Jintao, has stated: “Without inner-
party democracy, China’s democracy today is nothing but empty talk.”

Efforts are under way to institutionalize CCP procedures and also
make them more transparent, in place of the Byzantine “informal politics”
that have historically dominated inner-party life. At each level of the
Party, members must now vote on major decisions including in the criti-
cal area of personnel appointments, and party standing committees at all
levels must deliver annual work reports. A proposal that local party con-
gresses be in session more regularly, instead of meeting only once every
five years, has been implemented on an experimental basis and was en-
dorsed at the 17th Party Congress. Regulations governing the convening
of party congresses, selection for and retirement from official posts, fixed-
term limits, and other measures have helped to institutionalize Party
processes, diminish the formerly dominant role of paramount leaders and
retired elders, and improve the “democratic” character of inner-party de-
liberations and decision making. To make Party procedures more trans-
parent, the Chinese media now report on politburo meetings as well as
discuss the division of responsibilities among its members. 
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The official media lauded the “democratic processes” applied in the
election of the Party’s new leaders at the 17th CCP Congress, at which
there were 8 percent more candidates than slots available. The Congress
decided to expand the scope of multicandidate elections, and Party lead-
ers praised experiments with direct election of party secretaries and mem-
bers of township party committees in Jiangsu and Sichuan, suggesting
these elections may also be expanded.23

The institutionalization of Party procedures would also remove one of
the most persistent stumbling blocks for Communist parties: leadership
succession. The transfer of power to Hu Jintao, Wen Jiabao, and the “fourth
generation” of Chinese leadership in 2002–03 was the smoothest and most
bloodless in over 80 years of Chinese Communist history. Unlike his pre-
decessors, Hu Jintao has not assumed the mantle of the “core” of his gen-
eration, instead preferring to promote the norms of collective leadership.
The much-remarked upon failure of Hu Jintao to designate a successor at
the 17th Congress could be interpreted more positively as an important
step in the evolution from informal, personality-driven politics to a formal,
institutionalized, and ultimately more stable leadership system.24

Pursuing “Multiparty Cooperation”

Following the 17th Party Congress, China issued its first-ever white paper
on the political party system, which, according to a spokesperson, is aimed
at clearing up “misunderstandings” commonly held overseas about the po-
litical system and emphasizing that China has “established its own unique
political party system and its own way to fulfill democracy, which is unique
in the world.”25

China’s eight “democratic parties” enjoyed a brief power-sharing rela-
tionship with the CCP immediately after the People’s Republic was estab-
lished in 1949. But they were persecuted during the antirightist campaign
and Cultural Revolution and subsequently fell into political obscurity.
While their rehabilitation could be viewed merely as a means to stave off
international criticism, the concept of multiparty cooperation and consul-
tation has actually been the subject of much discussion in China. Central
Party School Vice President Li Junru, among others, has expounded on the
idea of “deliberative democracy,” calling for an expansion of the supervi-
sory role of the NPC and the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Con-
ference (CPPCC) as well as consultation with China’s eight democratic
parties and other nonparty figures.

In March 2005, the NPC adopted “Suggestions on Further Strengthen-
ing Multiparty Cooperation and Political Consultation under the Leader-
ship of the CPC,” and, in 2007, Wan Gang, a member of the Zhi Gong
(Public Interest) Party, was appointed minister of science and technology,
and Chen Zhu was named minister of health—the first non-CCP member
appointed as minister since reform began.
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While an expanded role for consultation and inclusion of non-CCP
organizations in China’s governance is encouraging, the Party has left 
no room for doubt about the limits to multiparty cooperation, pointedly
recommitting to its Four Cardinal Principles at the 17th Party Congress:
upholding the socialist path, people’s democratic dictatorship, leadership
of the CCP, and Marxism-Leninism-Mao Zedong Thought. 

Greater Openness and Democracy at the Grass-Roots Level

Experiments with political reform at the grass-roots level have been under
way since the 1980s. In 1987 the government enacted an experimental law
on direct village committee elections, which was revised in 1998 to make
village elections mandatory and included such requirements as secret bal-
lots and open vote counting. Currently, elections occur in almost 1 million
villages across China, affecting about 80 percent of the population in the
countryside. Direct elections are also being held at urban residential and
township committee levels in some parts of China. 

International organizations, including both Republican and Democra-
tic institutions operating under the National Endowment for Democracy
as well as the Carter Center, have provided technical assistance for these
elections. According to the vice president of the International Republican
Institute, Elizabeth Dugan, although the elections were largely devised to
“create a release valve to prevent political pressures from exploding” and
are controlled by the Party, they have “introduced the element of free
choice into the political process.”26 The report card, however, remains
mixed. While in some parts of China, the elections “approach free and
fair,” in other parts “they are weak.”27 To control what the Party would
view as too much democratization, especially the loss of Party influence
at the local level, nominees for village chief in some areas must now be
drawn from Party branch members. A classified party document report-
edly found that up to 75 percent of rural party branches are in a “state of
collapse” and that other organizations, including “reactionary forces,
both traditional clans and triads and also newly established Christian
churches,” are stepping into the political vacuum.28

Some observers note that secret balloting, as well as the more recent em-
powering of villagers to report on election irregularities and unseat un-
popular leaders, has improved the quality and competitiveness of village
elections.29 In some areas, however, elections have exacerbated social and
political tensions: Corrupt local leaders who have no intention of adher-
ing to Beijing’s rule of law have responded violently to “rights conscious”
villagers.30

Other experiments with grass-roots political reform are under way
across the country, notably the Wenling, Zhejiang Province experiment
with “democratic consultation” (minzhu kentan), in which ordinary citizens
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are free to raise questions or give opinions on important issues such as
budgets during open meetings with local officials, as well as the perma-
nent party congress representation system.31 In Sichuan Province, experi-
ments allowing some non-Party members to participate in the nomination
of candidates for township elections are also under way. 

Amid criticism that the glacial pace of grass-roots political reform has
done little to alleviate social tensions—not to mention expand democ-
racy—at the local level, Hu Jintao has called for the deepening of village-
and township-level government reform to “safeguard the people’s rights
to be informed, to participate, to express and to oversee,” suggesting some
forward momentum is on the horizon.32 While it remains to be seen how
his call will be put in practice, it is the first time the Party has promoted
grass-roots democracy, specifically self-government, as a key issue.33

Shenzhen: A “Special Political Zone”?

Guangdong Province has been a pioneer in China’s modernization and
played a unique experiential role in reform and opening up, notably es-
tablishing China’s first special economic zone in Shenzhen in 1980. Not
surprisingly, it is here that the inadequacies of China’s current political-
administrative system to deal with the social, economic, and political chal-
lenges that have emerged during the course of modernization are most
visible. Guangdong party secretary and close associate of Hu Jintao, Wang
Yang, has been at the forefront of the aforementioned “emancipation of the
mind” campaign, calling on the province to set an example for the rest of
the nation in implementing the political-administrative reforms that the
Party has launched in response to these challenges.34

It is speculated that Guangdong will follow the model of China’s grad-
ual economic reform and be the first province to establish “special political
zones”—speculation heightened recently by publication on the Shenzhen
municipal government’s website of a draft proposal entitled “Shenzhen’s
Future Reform.”35 The draft proposal, which has been published to solicit
opinions from the public, outlines plans for experiments with both inner-
party and grass-roots democracy, including direct election of deputies to
the district people’s congresses, a permanent representative system for dis-
trict Party congresses, and mayoral elections. The draft lists key tasks that
must be accomplished and envisages that it will take Shenzhen around
three years to establish the zone’s socialist democracy and legal system; 
a clean, efficient, and service-oriented government; and a people-centered
harmonious society.36

Rhetoric Versus Reality

The mechanisms discussed above have helped the Party retain its ruling
status, and China’s ongoing experiments with political reform are cer-
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tainly encouraging. But closing the gap between rhetoric and reality—be-
tween the policies articulated by the central leadership and their imple-
mentation, especially at the local level—is where the rubber hits the road
for the CCP going forward (see chapter 4). 

There is growing dissatisfaction with local-level government and in-
creasing pressure from “rights conscious” citizens for the Party to not
only live up to its own promises but also provide public goods, including
better education, healthcare, environmental protection, and clean govern-
ment. Again, the Party—at least at the level of the central government—
has adapted remarkably to China’s changing circumstances. For example,
the Scientific Development Concept, adopted at the 17th Party Congress,
seeks to balance rapid GDP growth while addressing the pressing socio-
economic and political issues that have emerged in the course of reform
and been the subject of such intense debate. 

At the 1st Plenary Session of the 11th NPC in March 2008, Premier Wen
Jiabao unveiled an overhauled administrative system, aimed at both stream-
lining and increasing government transparency, and called on officials to
“accept the oversight of the news media and the general public.”37 Wen
said the overhaul was designed to:

. . .build a service-oriented, responsible and honest government ruled by law to
carry out the people-centered concept of governance more effectively, earnestly
solve problems of the interests of the masses that are most real, most direct, and
the cause of the most concern . . . .38

Much, therefore, hinges on the success of the third “emancipation of
the mind” campaign in fighting entrenched bureaucratic and local gov-
ernment opposition to the economic and political-administrative reforms
launched under the Scientific Development Concept.39 Guangdong Party
Secretary Wang Yang warned Party members: 

Cadres with party membership in the province should unite their minds with the
requirements of the central authorities . . . . If we do not think of making greater
progress and innovation, are unable to work for and lead scientific development,
or even become impediments to scientific development, we will be eliminated by
the society . . . .40

Ongoing Support for the Party

China’s political future, as mapped out by the CCP, has been hotly debated
not only among theorists who continue to argue over definitions of democ-
racy as well as the sequencing of political reform in post-Communist and
developing countries but also among observers both inside and outside
China, many of whom dismiss CCP-led democratization altogether.41

Within China, some intellectuals, Party advisers, and retired officials
are calling for wider political reform.42 However, while many intellectuals
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are willing to push the envelope, with some even advocating Northern 
European-style democratic socialism in China,43 most support incremen-
tal reform under the leadership of the CCP and are engaged in a sincere,
in-depth research effort that will likely provide the theoretical underpin-
ning for the Party’s political reform policies.44

Several possible scenarios for China’s political future have been posited:

� A China led by the CCP will remain “authoritarian” for the foreseeable
future;45 absent democracy—measured by liberal democratic stan-
dards including multiparty elections and a range of political and civil
liberties—the country will likely become “trapped in transition” and
be marked by crony capitalism, which has afflicted many developing
nations.46

� Economic development will, eventually, lead to political freedom and
China will traverse the same path as other modernizing countries. Ris-
ing income and education levels will produce a middle class, which,
when it reaches critical mass, will push for more political rights, in sup-
port of either reform within the CCP (possibly renamed) or a change of
regime by around 2025.47

� China will follow its own path to democracy—actually a variant of the
East Asian development model—and pass through a lengthy period of
“soft authoritarianism” to what the Party calls “democracy with Chi-
nese characteristics.” The CCP will then resemble Singapore’s People’s
Action Party (PAP) or even Japan’s Liberal Democratic Party (LDP).
The timing is unclear. By comparison, under the leadership of the
Leninist Kuomintang (KMT), it took Taiwan nearly 50 years to go from
grass-roots elections in the 1950s to its first democratic presidential
election in 2000.48

While the glacial pace of China’s political reform and ongoing egre-
gious human rights violations, religious persecution, and lack of civil and
political liberties—illustrated most recently in Tibet—keep it at the bot-
tom of international rankings of “democratic” countries, it is the Chinese
people who will ultimately decide the CCP’s fate and the kind of China
that the United States will face in the coming decades.49

Perhaps the most enduring image of China in the popular American
imagination is the Tiananmen Square crackdown on June 4, 1989. Those
who assume that the only thing standing in the way of liberal democracy
in China is the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) may be surprised that re-
search suggests not only China’s elite but also a majority of the population
support CCP-led political as well as economic reform—some 95 percent,
according to one poll.50 While caution is advised when interpreting such
polls, survey evidence continues to find that while the Chinese people do
demand democracy, they also believe the Party is actually supplying it.51
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When asked to compare present conditions with those prior to opening up
in 1978, not surprisingly, 97 percent said the government’s economic per-
formance was much or somewhat better. However, government perfor-
mance in expanding civil liberties and political rights also received high
approval ratings, ranging from 60 to 80 percent.52

The impact of China’s tragic history of political upheaval, which many
in the “fifth generation” now in their late 40s and early 50s experienced
firsthand, should not be underestimated; polls find overwhelming support
for the Party’s prioritization of social stability.53 Time may actually be on
the Party’s side. People have only to turn on their television sets to com-
pare the results of “shock therapy” in countries such as Russia, Indonesia,
Iraq, and Afghanistan with the relative success of the Party’s incremental
approach to reform. Until recently, even Taiwan, which many hoped
would be the catalyst for wider political reform on the mainland, has had
a largely negative impact—the official Chinese media often play up the
partisan politics and resulting economic difficulties the island has experi-
enced. There is growing support not only among intellectuals but society
at large for a uniquely “Chinese model” of development, which rejects
much of the Western liberal democratic blueprint for political reform.54

Finally, as long as the majority of Chinese people continue to perceive
that the Party is providing them with the economic and political goods
they demand, the Party will retain “the mantle of heaven.” In a 2005 in-
ternational survey of public attitudes in 17 countries China ranked the
highest, with 50 percent of Chinese people feeling they had made personal
progress in the last five years and over 70 percent expressing satisfaction
with national conditions.55

To be sure, the Party faces numerous challenges in the coming years,
not the least of which is bridging the gap between the rhetoric and reality
of promised political reform and meeting the rising expectations of the
Chinese people. However, research suggests that in the absence of any un-
foreseen external shocks—and continued absence of any viable political
opposition—the CCP, far from being on the brink of collapse, is likely to
remain in power for the foreseeable future. 

Conclusion and Recommendations

It remains to be seen whether the CCP will succeed in the political realm
as it has in the economic realm and establish “democracy with Chinese
characteristics,” in which the system can be opened enough to retain le-
gitimacy and support, while also maintaining the Party’s power over the
long term. Whether it succeeds or fails will have serious implications for
the United States. 

There are those who argue that the United States should not engage
with a “nondemocratic” China. The idea of regime change or collapse is
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also actively encouraged in some quarters, though it would result in an
economic, political, and humanitarian crisis, which, in an era of globaliza-
tion, would be devastating not only for China but also the United States
and the wider international community. It is in all our long-term interests
to see China modernize successfully. 

Those who support the promotion of liberal democracy should also be
careful not to view it as a panacea for the difficulties in US-China rela-
tions. Even a liberal democratic China would continue to pose both an
economic challenge and opportunity for the United States. As the history
of US-European relations suggests, contentious trade disputes arise even
between states with close political values as well as economic interests.
While the “peaceful democracy” theory holds that there would be less to
fear from China’s military modernization and international intentions,
given rising nationalism in China and identity politics on Taiwan, there is
no guarantee that it will help end the impasse. Furthermore, as elections
in other places have shown, one cannot predict whether a democratically
elected leader of China would be pro- or anti-American. Certainly, a suc-
cessful transition, especially one led by the CCP, is likely to lead to a more
confident China and one that not only wants to sit at the table but also
wants to be given a seat at the top. 

The foregoing discussion of the evolution of political reform in China,
apparent ongoing domestic support for the CCP, and the international
discourse on the “democratic deficit” in developing countries under-
scores why attempts to force liberal democracy on China are likely to re-
main ineffective and ultimately counterproductive. Alternatives include:

� Rather than debating whether or not China’s reforms are evidence of
real democratization and arguing over the yardsticks by which to
measure it—which the CCP can brush off as evidence of American
“cultural hegemony” and find a receptive audience that supports it—
the United States should apply selective pressure on China when the
Party fails to live up to its own promises and violates the political and
legal reforms it has put in place.

� US policymakers need to accept that in the absence of organized op-
position, the CCP will continue to control the pace and scope of polit-
ical reform in China. However, the United States can still exert a pos-
itive influence and the necessary pressure to keep the process moving
forward by actively participating in international institutions and
multilateral forums and by supporting nongovernmental organiza-
tions (NGOs) in their efforts to expand grass-roots democracy, estab-
lish rule of law, and improve corporate governance in China. 

� In addition to “track one” government-to-government engagement,
“track two” dialogue among US and Chinese intellectuals and offi-
cials working on political reform issues should be established to seri-
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ously discuss the merits and demerits of liberal, East Asian, and even
Chinese-style democracy. Further, regular contacts and formal part-
nerships between US and Chinese think tanks and other NGOs should
be encouraged.

� Finally, a “Beijing model” of not only economic but also political de-
velopment, whether valid or not, is already gaining influence among
developing nations. A successful transition to “democracy with Chi-
nese characteristics” led by the CCP would present a de facto alterna-
tive to the long-established “Washington model” of development and
require a ready response from the United States.56 A plethora of polls
in recent years has shown the steady decline in US “soft power” and
moral authority, and policymakers need to take immediate steps to re-
verse this decline.
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