
United States 
Institute of Pe a c e

M u ddling towa rd
D e m o c ra cy

Political Change in 
G ra s s roots China

Anne F. Th u rs t o n



Peaceworks No. 23. First published August 1998.

The views expressed in this report are those of the author alone. They do not necessarily reflect views
of the United States Institute of Peace.

UN I T E D ST A T E S IN S T I T U T EO F PE A C E

1550 M Street NW, Suite 700
Washington, DC 20005-1708

Phone: 202-457-1700
Fax: 202-429-6063
E-mail: usip_requests@usip.org
Internet: www.usip.org



C o n t e n t s

Summary iii

Foreword vi

Introduction ix

1. Muddling toward Democracy: Rural Sichuan
Province, November 1995 1

2. The Roots of Political Reform in China’s Villages 4

3. The Varieties of Village Self-Governance 17

4. The Requisites for Success 40

5. The U.S. Response to Chinese Political Reform 44

Notes 47

Acknowledgments 53

About the Author 55

About the Institute 56



S u m m a r y

A
m ong the most significant po l i tical reforms implem en ted by the Ch i n e s e
govern m ent since 1989 is the introdu cti on of com peti tive el ecti ons into ru ra l
vi ll a ge s . This stu dy, b a s ed largely on fiel dwork con du cted bet ween 1995 and

1 9 9 7 , examines Ch i n a’s ef forts to bring com peti tive el ecti ons to the co u n try ’s ru ral are a s
and a t tem pt s to explain why local dem oc racy has proved more su cce s s f u l in some p l ace s
than in o t h ers . By foc u s i n g on t h e re a l i ti e s a n d com p l ex i ti e s of ru ra l Ch i n a ,t h e s tu dy
a l s o a t tem pt s to rei n trodu ce Ch i n a -a s-China into public dialog u e .

The basis for vi ll a ge el ecti ons is a law promu l ga ted in 1987 by the Na ti onal Peop l e’s
Con gre s s , Ch i n a’s nominal legi s l a tu re , wh i ch specifies that vi ll a ge leaders be direct ly
el ected by the vi ll a gers them s elves for terms of t h ree ye a rs .E l ected vi ll a ge leaders are not
govern m ent of f i c i a l s . Ra t h er, t h ey are tra n s m i s s i on belts bet ween the govern m ent and the
vi ll a gers , reporting popular op i n i on and proposals to the govern m en t ,h elping to main-
tain social order, and med i a ting civil dispute s . The el ecti on law is less the re sult of pop u l a r
demand than of an unu sual all i a n ce bet ween con s erva tive party leaders , who bel i eve that
dem oc ra tic el ecti ons wi ll help maintain stabi l i ty and thus pre s erve party aut h ori ty, a n d
yo u n ger govern m ent reform ers , who have been influ en ced both by We s tern po l i ti c a l
va lues and by the su ccess of dem oc ra tic reform in Ta iw a n .

At the cen tral level , the task of overs eeing the nati onwi de implem en t a ti on of vi ll a ge -
l evel dem oc racy has been assign ed to the Mi n i s try of Civil Af f a i rs . For the fore s ee a bl e
f utu re , the evo luti on of the el ectoral process wi ll be dict a ted by govern m ent of f i c i a l s
ra t h er than gra s s roots or non govern m ental or ga n i z a ti on s .

China has some 1 mill i on vi ll a ge s , and they are rem a rk a bly divers e .We have no idea how
m a ny peasants live in vi ll a ges with dem oc ra ti c a lly el ected leaders . In tern a ti onal ob s ervers
have wi tn e s s ed , at most, on ly a few dozen el ecti on s .Vi ll a ge leadership must be seen along a
broad con ti nu u m ,f rom the least to the most dem oc ra ti c .At the least dem oc ra tic end of
the spectrum are vi ll a ges wh ere el ecti ons have failed and leadership has bro ken down ,a s
well as vi ll a ges that con ti nue to be govern ed by “l ocal em perors .”At the most dem ocra ti c
end are vi ll a ges with popular and innova tive new leaders el ected by majori ty vo te , wh o
work in tandem with vi ll a ge repre s en t a tive assem bl i e s . In bet ween are vi ll a ges wh ere el ec-
ti ons are merely nom i n a l . In som e ,c a n d i d a tes are ch o s en by high er- l evel aut h ori ti e s
wi t h o ut rega rd to vi ll a gers’ wi s h e s . In others , the distri buti on of p a tron a ge guara n tees a
c a n d i d a te’s el ectoral su cce s s .

The best of Ch i n a’s vi ll a ge el ecti ons are very good ,h owever, recogn i z a bly com peti tive
even with their disti n ct ly Chinese ch a racteri s ti c s . Th ere is no obvious correl a ti on bet ween
the level of econ omic devel opm ent and the level of ru ral dem oc ra ti z a ti on . Ra t h er, t h e
vi ll a ges that have staged the most su ccessful el ecti ons are those that have received the
gre a test atten ti on from high er-l evel officials most com m i t ted to making vi ll a ge dem oc-
racy work .G enu i n ely com peti tive el ecti ons seem to have a gre a ter likel i h ood of su ccess in
m ore plu ra l i s tic vi ll a ges—that is, vi ll a ges wh ere nei t h er econ omic nor po l i tical power i s
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overly con cen tra ted and wh ere vi ll a gers en ga ge in a mu l ti p l i c i ty of a s s oc i a ti on s : rel i-
gi o u s , po l i ti c a l , econ om i c ,s oc i a l , and familial. Thu s , vi ll a ges wh ere wealth is cre a ted by
m a ny en trepren eu rs are more likely to have com peti tive el ecti ons than vi ll a ges wh ere
en terprises are osten s i bly co ll ectively own ed but are in fact managed by one pers on or 
a small group of peop l e . Ma ny vi ll a ge s ,t h o u gh ,a re el ecting their most pro s pero u s
m em bers to lead them .

Vi ll a ges with strong and active repre s en t a tive assem blies are similarly more likely to
fo s ter a dispers i on of power, and thus to en co u ra ge genuine po l i tical com peti ti on . Th e
vi ll a ge repre s en t a tive assem bly of fers a ch eck against the power of both the party bra n ch
and the vi ll a ge ch i ef , providing vi ll a gers with a significant voi ce in those dec i s i ons that
most direct ly affect them , and fo s tering gre a ter tra n s p a rency in vi ll a ge finance s .E n or-
mous or ga n i z a ti onal ef forts wi ll be requ i red to expand com peti tive el ecti ons into all 
of Ch i n a’s vi ll a ge s . The details of el ecti on procedu res must be taugh t , su pervi s ed ,a n d
l e a rn ed . Training is one of the major ch a ll en ges curren t ly facing the Mi n i s try of Civi l
Af f a i rs . The ministry plans to train 12,000 nati on a l - ,provi n c i a l - , and co u n ty-l evel of f i c i a l s
and 3,330 prefectu ra l - l evel tra i n ers (for Ch i n a’s 333 prefectu re s ) , who in tu rn wi ll tra i n ,
within the prefectu re s , 1.5 mill i on town s h i p - l evel of f i c i a l s . The ministry ’s goal is that by
the year 2000 each prefectu re wi ll have one model co u n ty for vi ll a ge sel f-govern m en t ,
e ach co u n ty wi ll have one model town s h i p, and each township wi ll have one model vi l-
l a ge . These model s , the ministry hope s , wi ll have a dem on s tra ti on ef fect that wi ll spre ad
to all of Ch i n a’s vi ll a ge s .

Lon ger- term devel opm ent of b a s i c - l evel dem oc racy wi ll requ i re significant ch a n ges at
both the bo t tom and the top.At the gra s s roo t s , dem oc racy wi ll remain stu n ted wi t h o ut
the devel opm ent of a more plu ra l i s ti c ,c ivil soc i ety.At the top, the devel opm ent of dem oc-
racy wi ll ulti m a tely requ i re a major com m i tm ent at the highest re aches of Chinese po l i ti-
cal power. Key people at this level pay lip servi ce to dem oc ra tic reform , but no one has
a rti c u l a ted a caref u lly con s i dered lon g - term plan. Unless leaders su ch as Jiang Zemin and
Z hu Rongji begin soon to arti c u l a te a new ra ti onale for dem oc rac y, that task is likely to be
l eft to the gen era ti on of officials now in their forties and fifti e s , who wi ll come to power
e a rly in the twen ty-f i rst cen tu ry. These yo u n ger officials tend to be less ti ed to ideo l ogy
than the Sovi et-tra i n ed tech n oc rats curren t ly at the helm of Chinese po l i ti c s , and they a re
m ore broadly edu c a ted and more attu n ed to ideas from the We s t — a n d ,m ore impor-
t a n t ly, f rom Ta iw a n . The passage of time wi ll even tu a lly give China a leadership more
d i s po s ed by edu c a ti on and ex peri en ce to favor dem oc ra tic norm s .

Forei gn coopera ti on ,s en s i tively ten dered , can exert a po s i tive influ en ce on Ch i n a’s
dem oc ra tic proce s s . Several intern a ti onal or ga n i z a ti ons and U. S . NGOs are alre ady
working cl o s ely with the Chinese Mi n i s try of Civil Af f a i rs to prom o te gra s s roots po l i ti-
cal ch a n ge . In 1996, the Un i ted Na ti ons Devel opm ent Programme began con tri buting 
to a three-year program to devel op curri c u l a , training materi a l s , and capac i ty for “tra i n-
ing the tra i n ers” at the ministry ’s new Ru ral Official Training Cen ter on the out s k i rts of
Beij i n g. The Eu ropean Un i on is working out implem en t a ti on of a $12 mill i on , mu l ti-
f aceted proj ect to assist the Beijing training cen ter and to prom o te two-w ay ac adem i c
exch a n ges bet ween China and the Eu ropean Un i on . Am ong U. S . or ga n i z a ti on s , the Ford
Fo u n d a ti on , the In tern a ti onal Rep u blican In s ti tute , the Asia Fo u n d a ti on , and the Ca rter
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Cen ter have all been active , su pporting ef forts by the Mi n i s try of Civil Af f a i rs and by gra s s-
roots reform ers to implem ent the el ecti on law. This coopera ti on should be con ti nu ed and
ex p a n ded .

For the fore s ee a ble futu re , the on ly way to influ en ce the process of dem oc ra ti z a ti on in
China is to work direct ly and coopera tively with the Chinese govern m en t . The proce s s
wi ll be a long on e , and Chinese dem oc racy wi ll nece s s a ri ly look very different from ours .
In the meanti m e , even minor, i m perfect reforms are bet ter than non e . The com peti tive
el ecti on of vi ll a ge com m i t tees is a major adva n ce over high er-l evel appoi n tm ents of vi l-
l a ge leaders , el ecti on by accl a m a ti on , and non com peti tive el ecti on s . The free and fair
vi ll a ge el ecti ons now being fo s tered by the Mi n i s try of Civil Af f a i rs pre s ent ru ral peop l e
with ch oi ces they did not have before , give them a voi ce in the sel ecti on of t h eir loc a l
l e aders h i p, a ll ow (for the first time since 1949) for a pe aceful tra n s i ti on bet ween leaders ,
and provi de a sense of po l i tical parti c i p a ti on and em powerm en t . At their be s t , vi ll a ge
el ecti ons introdu ce the noti ons of com peti ti on , ch oi ce , and ju s ti ce into local soc i eties wh ere
su bm i s s i on to aut h ori ty and dom i n a ti on by local em perors have long been the norm .

At pre s en t , U. S . NGOs are bet ter stru ctu red to coopera te with China than are gov-
ern m ent agen c i e s , both because of the NGOs’ l on g time ex pertise at the gra s s roots and
because they are bet ter cushion ed against Wa s h i n g ton’s ch a n gi n g, and of ten powerf u l ,
po l i tical wi n d s . Coopera tive ef forts could ben efit gre a t ly from an infusion of f u n d i n g,
both govern m ental and priva te ,h owever. A mu l ti p l i c i ty of ef forts by a va ri ety of N G O s
runs little risk of overl a p. Po ten ti a lly fru i tful areas for NGO acti on inclu de iden ti f yi n g
reform-m i n ded leaders at the provincial and local level s ;t a i l oring training programs 
in loc a l - l evel govern a n ce and el ecti on procedu res to meet Chinese need s ; and funding
co ll a bora tive , po l i c y-ori en ted re s e a rch into the probl ems facing people in the Ch i n e s e
co u n trys i de .

Even with the best of i n ten ti on s , su ch coopera tive programs carry no guara n tees of
su cce s s , and the hope of making China “m ore like us” is unlikely to be fulfill ed . Fu rt h er-
m ore , de s p i te the best ef forts of the Chinese govern m ent to con f ront the several crises that
rapid econ omic devel opm ent is bri n ging in its wake ,s ome instabi l i ty, even vi o l en ce , is a l-
most inevi t a bl e . Al t h o u gh fear of chaos led some in Beijing to su pport the introdu cti on of
gra s s roots el ecti on s , the outbreak of d i s order could equ a lly well spur attem pts to rea s s ert
a ut h ori t a rian con tro l . These are dangerous times for China—and therefore dangerous for
us all . This is thus a story wi t h o ut an en d i n g. While there is room for significant coopera-
ti on bet ween the Un i ted States and China as the story unfo l d s , it is a history that Ch i n a
and the Chinese people wi ll largely wri te them s elve s .
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Fo rewo rd

T
h ere is a Chinese ex pre s s i on for the coex i s ten ce of con trad i ctory forces in a given
en ti ty: “To sleep in the same bed while dreaming different dre a m s .” Dem oc ra ti c
el ecti ons in Ch i n a’s vi ll a ges coex i s ting with a on e - p a rty dict a torship are su ch

u n l i kely bed fell ows . Even wh en the el ecti ons are limited ,l oc a l i zed , and orch e s tra ted by
the dict a tors h i p, the coex i s ten ce of pop u l a r, com peti tive vo ting and on e - p a rty con tro l
s ti ll stri kes most We s tern ers as pec u l i a r. Su ch con trad i cti on s ,h owever, ref l ect life in
tod ay ’s Peop l e’s Rep u blic of Ch i n a , a co u n try being pull ed in different directi ons by
com p l ex and com peting force s : m odern i z a ti on and trad i ti on ,s ocialism and capitalism,
cen tra l i z a ti on and loc a l i s m , order and ch a o s . Con tem pora ry China has a ten dency to
defy ex pect a ti ons and gen era l i z a ti on s . For those of us in the West whose job or interest 
it is to understand the Peop l e’s Rep u blic and to factor its likely futu re devel opm ent into
our own plans, it is impera tive that we grasp the idiosyncracies and com p l ex i ty of t h e
worl d ’s most populous—and po ten ti a lly most econ om i c a lly form i d a ble and po l i ti c a lly
ex p l o s ive — n a ti on .

To this en d ,Anne Thu rs ton’s vivid account of the practi ce of vi ll a ge el ecti ons in Ch i n a
is an inva lu a ble re s o u rce . A lon g time stu dent of China and a frequ ent vi s i tor there ,
Thu rs ton understands bet ter than most the need to leave stereo types at home wh en
ex p l oring the Peop l e’s Rep u bl i c , and inste ad to bring an open mind, an ear attu n ed to
c u l tu ral  nu a n ce , and a journ a l i s t’s eye for assessing what is re a lly going on beneath su r-
f ace appe a ra n ce s . Thus equ i pped , she has travel ed several times to China to inve s ti ga te
vi ll a ge - l evel dem oc racy and has retu rn ed with fresh inform a ti on and ri ch insigh t s . In this
report , she of fers a fascinati n g, f i rst-hand look at vi ll a ge el ecti ons and vi ll a ge life in Ch i n a
tod ay. Her account wi ll provo ke mu ch spec u l a ti on abo ut the lon ger- term implicati ons of
Com munist Pa rty ex peri m en t a ti on with local dem oc racy for the party ’s own futu re .

In early 1994, Thu rs ton met Wang Zhenya o, a key official in the implem en t a ti on of t h e
n a ti on a lly directed policy of holding el ecti ons for vi ll a ge assem blies and vi ll a ge com m i t-
tee s .Wang bel on gs to the reform - m i n ded gen era ti on that came of a ge du ring the Cu l-
tu ral Revo luti on — a l t h o u gh , as the aut h or ex p l a i n s , it is not on ly the reform - m i n ded wh o
h ave ch a m p i on ed these el ecti on s . Con f u s i n gly, the policy of l ocal dem oc racy has been
prom o ted , both before and since the vi o l ent su ppre s s i on of mass dem on s tra ti ons at
Ti a n a n m en Squ a re in 1989, by aging con s erva tives fe a rful that the local party cad res had
lost to u ch with the peasants and might furt h er discredit Com munist Pa rty ru l e . Th ei r
h ope was that the revo luti on a ry trad i ti on of the “mass line” could be revived with loc a l
el ecti ons—in con trast to the Ma oist trad i ti on of peri odic “mass movem en t s” and ch a o ti c
po l i tical purge s .

Bet ween Ja nu a ry 1995 and Ma rch 1997,Thu rs ton ob s erved three rounds of vi ll a ge el ec-
ti ons in nearly twen ty vi ll a ges spre ad thro u gh o ut three provi n ce s : Si chu a n , in Ch i n a’s
s o ut hwest heart l a n d ; Ji l i n , in the nort h e a s t ; and Fu j i a n , on the coast oppo s i te Ta iw a n .As
Mu d dling towa rd Dem o cra c y m a kes abu n d a n t ly cl e a r, at every tu rn Thu rs ton en co u n tered
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rem a rk a ble divers i ty in the ch a racter and ex tent of el ectoral dem oc racy as practi ced in
tod ay ’s Ch i n a . She also saw great dispari ties among and within provi n ces in the type of
l e aders h i p, econ omic devel opm en t , and sense of com mu n i ty to be found in indivi du a l
vi ll a ge s ;i n deed , even if h er stu dy did not men ti on dem oc ra ti z a ti on , this assessmen t
would merit publ i c a ti on for providing an all - too - ra re glimpse of con tem pora ry life in
Ch i n a’s vi ll a ge s , wh i ch seem as va rious as they are nu m ero u s .

De s p i te this divers i ty, Thu rs ton has drawn several con clu s i ons from her field re s e a rch .
“ F i rs t , the best el ecti ons are very good indeed , recogn i z a bly dem oc ra tic even with thei r
d i s ti n ct ly Chinese ch a racteri s ti c s . Secon d , en ormous or ga n i z a ti onal ef forts wi ll be re-
qu i red to expand com peti tive el ecti ons into all of Ch i n a’s vi ll a ge s . Th i rd , a core of peop l e
at the Mi n i s try of Civil Af f a i rs is determ i n ed to en su re that . . . the best examples of vi ll a ge
el ecti ons become com m on p l ace . . . . Fo u rt h , key people at the highest re aches of the party
p u bl i cly su pport the ministry ’s goa l s .”

Mu d dling towa rd Dem o cra c y con clu des with a recom m en d a ti on that the Un i ted State s
su pport Ch i n a’s on going dem oc ra tic ex peri m en t . The aut h or co u n s els that, for the most
p a rt ,a s s i s t a n ce should not be provi ded direct ly by the U. S . govern m en t , and should in-
s te ad be ch a n n el ed thro u gh non govern m ental or ga n i z a ti ons su i ted to low - key, l ow - l evel
coopera tive ef fort s . This advi ce seems wi s e , both because of U. S . dom e s tic con s i dera ti on s
and because of the risk that high - profile su pport for dem oc ra ti z a ti on by the Un i ted State s
would we a ken po l i tical backing in China for the proce s s . Ch i n a , as we have noted , is to-
d ay being pull ed in different directi ons by con trad i ctory force s . Should the “ Mi d dl e
Ki n gdom” f ractu re under these stra i n s , the re sults would be deva s t a ting—not just for
China itsel f ,n or just for East As i a , but for the en ti re intern a ti onal com mu n i ty.“These 
a re dangerous times for Ch i n a ,”the aut h or rem a rk s , “and therefore dangerous for us all .”
As Am eri c a n s , we are ide a l i s ti c a lly incl i n ed to su pport dem oc ra ti z a ti on wh en ever and
wh erever it occ u rs ; our nati onal interest also argues in favor of su pporting po l i tical re-
form in Ch i n a , on the grounds that we are likely to have more harm onious rel a ti ons wi t h
a pop u l a rly su pported govern m en t . But nei t h er our idealism nor our nati onal intere s t
wi ll be served if we em b a rk on a co u rse that thre a tens the stabi l i ty of the Chinese body
po l i ti c . Thu rs ton all ows the re ader to draw broader lessons from her acco u n t . One su ch
l e s s on would appear to be that while we are ri ght to ex press our su pport for dem oc ra ti z a-
ti on in Ch i n a , it would be co u n terprodu ctive to insist on it.

The re ader is su re to find Mu d dling towa rd Dem o cra c y an important con tri buti on to
the on going deb a te in the Un i ted States abo ut U. S . - Sino rel a ti on s . Hi gh ly illu m i n a ti n g,
s om etimes su rpri s i n g, and inva ri a bly co l orful and com pell i n g, this report is likely to
become requ i red re ading for those who wish to understand what is happening at Ch i n a’s
gra s s roo t s . As su ch , it com p l em ents other recent reports issu ed by the Un i ted States In s ti-
tute of Pe ace that focus on what is happening at the “ri ce roo t s” l evel of tod ay ’s Ch i n a . For
i n s t a n ce , the In s ti tute has just publ i s h ed The China Chall en ge in the Twen ty - Fi rst Cen tu ry,
in wh i ch form er In s ti tute fell ow Ch en Jian examines the forei gn policy beh avi or of t h e
Peop l e’s Rep u blic from the pers pective of those inside the co u n try. The In s ti tute has also
su pported significant work on broader trends in the East Asian regi on , as ref l ected in two
recent Special Report s : Beyond the Asian Fi n a n cial Cri s i s , p u bl i s h ed in April 1998; a n d
No rth Ko re a’s De cline and China’s Stra tegic Di l em m a s , i s su ed in October 1997.
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L i ke these Special Report s , Mu d dling towa rd Dem o cra c y s eeks to provi de forei gn
ob s ervers with the inform a ti on and the analytical tools nece s s a ry to fashion a far- s i gh ted
policy tow a rd a co u n try that is full of su rpri s e s , ten s i on s , and po s s i bi l i ties—and of en du r-
ing sign i f i c a n ce for Am eri c a’s intere s t s .

RI C H A R D H . SO LO M O N, PR E S I D E N T

UN I T E D STAT E S IN S T I T U T EO F PE AC E
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I n t ro d u c t i o n

Without democracy there can be no modernization. We will ensure that our people
hold democratic elections, make policy decisions democratically, carry out democratic

management and supervision, and enjoy extensive rights and freedoms under the
law. The overall goal of our political restructuring is to build socialist democracy with

Chinese characteristics while upholding and improving our basic political system. 

—Jiang Zemin, October 30, 19971

T
his stu dy examines the ef forts of s ome people in China to bring com peti tive el ec-
ti ons to the co u n try ’s ru ral areas and attem pts to explain why some places have
been su ccessful in introducing vi ll a ge el ecti ons and others have not.

The stu dy is also an ef fort to rei n trodu ce Ch i n a - a s - China into public dialog u e . Si n ce the
Peop l e’s Libera ti on Army moved forc i bly into Beijing in June 1989, bri n ging a mu rdero us
end to weeks of pe aceful pro te s t , the bi p a rtisan con s en sus on Am erican forei gn po l i c y
tow a rd China has cru m bl ed . Pu blic deb a te of ten seems dom i n a ted by special intere s t s —
bu s i n e s s , human ri gh t s ,l a bor, ri gh t - to - l i fe .2 The re a l i ties and com p l ex i ties of China itsel f
—the most populous co u n try in the worl d , with one of the oldest civi l i z a ti on s , in the
t h roes of a profo u n dly unsettling econ omic and social tra n s i ti on — get lost in the deb a te .

The situ a ti on in ru ral China is in danger of becoming part of that deb a te . Propon en t s
of a new partn ership with that co u n try are pred i s po s ed to ex a ggera te the su ccess of vi ll a ge
el ecti on s . Those who vi ew twen ty - f i rs t - cen tu ry China as a po ten tial threat are incl i n ed
to con clu de that vi ll a ge el ecti ons are a sham and sym p a t h etic forei gn ob s ervers of t h em
du pe s . But if it is true that no rel a ti onship in the twen ty - f i rst cen tu ry wi ll be more impor-
tant for the Un i ted States than the one we have with Ch i n a ,3 t h en China must be under-
s tood for itsel f and not just as a tool of dom e s tic po l i tical deb a te . As a recent eva lu a ti on of
Ch i n a’s futu re points out ,“G et ting China ri ght is a de adly serious matter. . . . Am bi ti o u s
Am erican po l i ticians should place China off-limits as a su bj ect of dem a gog u ery.”4

My introdu cti on to Ch i n a’s vi ll a ge el ecti ons began with a ch a n ce meeting in Febru a ry
1994 with Wang Zhenya o, t h en the dep uty director of b a s i c - l evel govern a n ce at Ch i n a’s
Mi n i s try of Civil Af f a i rs . Wang was a vi s i ting scholar at Ha rva rd Un ivers i ty that sem e s ter
and had been in the audien ce du ring a pre s en t a ti on I made at the Fletch er Sch ool of L aw
and Di p l om ac y. My assign ed topic was wh et h er the Un i ted States should con ti nue gra n t-
ing most favored nati on status to Ch i n a . I argued , on human ri ghts gro u n d s , that Ch i n a’s
most favored nati on status should con ti nue and oppo s ed any policy that might isolate the
Chinese peop l e . Wang Zhenyao liked what I had to say.

We met again several months later in Beij i n g. Wang was of f i c i a lly ch a r ged with nati on-
wi de implem en t a ti on of com peti tive el ecti ons in Ch i n a’s vi ll a ge s , and he began telling me
a bo ut his work . Un til then , I had known little of these vi ll a ge el ecti ons or what vi ll a ge
com m i t tees did.
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Wang made clear that el ecti ons in ru ral Ch i n a ,t h o u gh gaining wi de accept a n ce amon g
the pe a s a n t s , were not the re sult of popular dem a n d . Ra t h er, vi ll a ge el ecti ons were the
re sult of an unu sual coa l i ti on bet ween liberal po l i tical reform ers and the co u n try ’s most
con s erva tive party el ders , who had come to fear a bre a k down of ru ral order fo ll owing the
co llapse of peop l e’s com munes in the early 1980s. Far from heralding the introdu cti on 
of com peting po l i tical parti e s , el ecti ons were seen by con s erva tives as a way to pre s erve
Com munist Pa rty ru l e — by bri n ging more hon e s t , pop u l a r, and reform - m i n ded leaders
i n to po s i ti ons of l ocal power and thus fore s t a lling dissen t .Vi ll a ge el ecti ons were an ex a m-
p l e of “s ocialist dem oc racy with Chinese ch a racteri s ti c s .”

Wang Zhenyao and the Mi n i s try of Civil Af f a i rs grac i o u s ly hel ped arra n ge mu ch of t h e
f i eld re s e a rch for this stu dy. In Ja nu a ry 1995, I vi s i ted Fen gyang co u n ty in An hui provi n ce ,5

wh ere the com mune sys tem first began disintegra ti n g, t hus set ting the stage for the in-
trodu cti on of vi ll a ge sel f - govern a n ce . Bet ween Ja nu a ry 1995 and Ma rch 1997, I ob s erved
t h ree rounds of vi ll a ge el ecti ons—in Ji l i n , Si chu a n , and Fujian provi n ce s , in nearly twen ty
vi ll a ge s .6 To get a sense of the divers i ty of po l i tical or ga n i z a ti on in ru ral Ch i n a , my fri en d
Tong Ya n q i ,n ow a profe s s or at the Un ivers i ty of Ut a h ,a rra n ged for me to spend nearly a
week with her, in Novem ber 1995, in a vi ll a ge we have agreed to call ,p s eu donym o u s ly,
Bend in the River, wh ere (ad m i t tedly half-hearted) attem pts to hold el ecti ons have failed .7

This stu dy thus begins (after an opening de s c ri pti on of a 1995 el ecti on in a Si chuan vi l-
l a ge) with an overvi ew of Fen gyang co u n ty, an ex p l a n a ti on of the co llapse of peop l e’s
com mu n e s , and a discussion of the en suing po l i tical uncert a i n ty and of the deb a te over
h ow to en su re both stabi l i ty and legi ti m a te po l i tical aut h ori ty in the Chinese co u n trys i de .
The secon d , and len g t h i e s t ,p a rt of this stu dy, b a s ed almost en ti rely on my field re s e a rch ,
de s c ri bes the ra n ge of vi ll a ge leadership in China tod ay, on a con ti nuum from least to
most dem oc ra ti c .

De s p i te growing intern a ti onal interest in Ch i n a’s vi ll a ge el ecti ons and the en t hu s i a s m
with wh i ch some Am ericans have greeted them , the claims we can make abo ut these el ec-
ti ons are limited .We have no idea how many peasants live in vi ll a ges with dem oc ra ti c a lly
el ected leaders or how many sti ll su f fer under the rule of “l ocal em perors .”China has som e
1 mill i on vi ll a ge s . In tern a ti onal ob s ervers have wi tn e s s ed , at most, on ly a few dozen el ec-
ti on s . Al t h o u gh the qu a l i ty of these con tests va ries con s i dera bly, forei gn ers are undo u bt-
edly seeing the best of Ch i n a’s vi ll a ge el ecti on s , in rel a tively pro s perous are a s . Ma ny of
Ch i n a’s vi ll a ges remain poor, and few of t h em are likely to be run dem oc ra ti c a lly. Th i s
s tu dy em ph a s i zes the divers i ty of ru ral China tod ay — of vi ll a ge leaders h i p, l evel of eco-
n omic devel opm en t , and sense of com mu n i ty — while ex p l oring why some vi ll a ges are
m ore su ccessful than others in progressing tow a rd dem oc ra tic ru l e . Perhaps the most
i m portant con clu s i on to be drawn is the need for furt h er re s e a rch by both Chinese and
forei gn sch o l a rs .

Our limited understanding non et h eless permits several rel a tively certain con clu s i on s .
F i rs t , the best el ecti ons are very good , recogn i z a bly com peti tive even with their disti n ct ly
Chinese ch a racteri s ti c s . Secon d , en ormous or ga n i z a ti onal ef forts wi ll be requ i red to ex-
pand com peti tive el ecti ons into all of Ch i n a’s vi ll a ge s . Th i rd , for the fore s ee a ble futu re ,
the evo luti on of the el ectoral process wi ll be dict a ted by govern m ent officials ra t h er than
gra s s roots or non govern m ental or ga n i z a ti on s .A core of people at all levels of the po l i tic a l
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h i era rchy — f rom the nati on a l - l evel Mi n i s try of Civil Af f a i rs , to the provincial civil affairs
bu re a u s , to leaders in co u n ties and townships—is determ i n ed to en su re that tod ay ’s
m odel s , the best examples of vi ll a ge el ecti on s , become com m on p l ace .

Lon ger- term devel opm ent of b a s i c - l evel dem oc racy in China wi ll requ i re sign i f i c a n t
ch a n ges at both the bo t tom and the top. At the gra s s roo t s , dem oc racy wi ll remain stu n ted
wi t h o ut the devel opm ent of a more plu ra l i s ti c ,c ivil soc i ety. And the devel opm ent of de-
m oc racy wi ll ulti m a tely requ i re a major com m i tm ent at the highest re aches of Ch i n e s e
po l i tical power. Key people at this level pay public lip servi ce to dem oc ra tic reform , but
no one has arti c u l a ted a con c rete vi s i on . Pa rty Gen eral Sec ret a ry Jiang Zem i n , at the Sep-
tem ber 1997 meeting of the Fifteenth Pa rty Con gress and in his October 1997 visit to
the Un i ted State s , prom i s ed a futu re ex p a n s i on of the el ectoral proce s s .8 Ch i n a’s recen t ly
s el ected prem i er, Z hu Ron g j i , has said that he is “in favor of dem oc ra tic el ecti on s ,” a n d
l e aves open the po s s i bi l i ty that the po s i ti ons of pre s i dent and prem i er might even tu a lly
be el ected .9 But he is cautious abo ut ti m i n g. “We need some time to look at that,”he is
reported as sayi n g,“and it’s hard to pred i ct wh en it wi ll take place .”1 0 Mu ch stron ger, m ore
explicit com m i tm ents wi ll be nece s s a ry before major dem oc ra tic progress can be made .

To con clu de that vi ll a ge el ecti ons repre s ent the first step in a lon g - term process of de-
m oc ra ti z a ti on in China may thus be wishful thinking. The final part of this stu dy mu s t be
ten t a tive , of fering a few thoughts abo ut the futu re co u rse of dem oc ra tic reform in Ch i n a
and high l i gh ting coopera tive ef forts by Am erican non govern m ental or ga n i z a ti on s .

China is in a peri od of trem en do u s ly rapid ch a n ge , with underlying threats to stabi l i ty
and co h e s i on . The current Asian econ omic crisis has reve a l ed how fra gile rapid econ om i c
devel opm ent can be , but few Am ericans fully apprec i a te how profo u n dly unsettling to
ord i n a ry people Ch i n a’s mom en tous econ omic and social ch a n ges have been and wi ll
con ti nue to be . The govern m ent has yet to face the several crises that the tra n s i ti on is
bri n ging in its wake—a seri o u s ly overex ten ded banking sector, p a ra s i tic state en terpri s e s ,
m a s s ive internal migra ti on ,i n c reasing unem p l oym en t , wi de s pre ad official corru pti on ,
and a co llapse of old va lu e s .

This is thus a story wi t h o ut an en d i n g.Al t h o u gh there is room for significant coopera-
ti on bet ween the Un i ted States and China as the story unfo l d s , it is a history that Ch i n a
and the Chinese people wi ll largely wri te them s elve s .
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O n e

Muddling towa rd Democra cy: R u ral Sichuan
P ro v i n c e, November 1995

Most analyses of government and politics in China start at the top and concentrate 
on the Central Government. A more realistic picture can be obtained, however, 
if one starts at the bottom and examines how government and politics operate 

at the level where they touch the vast masses of China’s rural population. 
What is the impact today, for example, of [government] rule on a 

farmer, a village, and a rural district in Szechwan?

— A. Doak Barnett, 1948, reporting on a trip to rural Sichuan1 1

T
he vi ll a gers were listen i n g, in evi dent boredom , to the droning instru cti ons of
h i gh er- l evel aut h ori ti e s — officials from the co u n ty and town s h i p. The meeti n g
was taking place in the sch ool ya rd , and the peasants were sitti n g, row by row, on

l ow wooden ben ch e s . Th ey had carri ed the ben ches from their hom e s , ac ross the ra i s ed
e a rt h en pathw ays that sep a ra te the pad dy fields and con n ect the scattered clu s ters of
houses that con s ti tute the vi ll a ge . Si chuan vi ll a ges are con f i g u red differen t ly from those
in other parts of Ch i n a .E l s ewh ere , houses are usu a lly clu m ped in a single con cen tra ti on ,
the vi ll a ge is su rro u n ded by fiel d s , and the farm er must leave the vi ll a ge to re ach his
f i el d s . The Si chuan vi ll a ge may have three or four houses in close prox i m i ty, but the
i n h a bitants are scattered ,t h eir homes inters pers ed with ri ce pad d i e s , veget a ble plots, a n d
f i s h pon d s . The provi n ce is green ye a r- ro u n d , so the terraced fiel d s , the bamboo grove s ,
and the wh i tew a s h ed houses with their dark ti l ed roofs paint a bu colic scen e .

The com munist leadership has alw ays been fond of m eeti n gs , and this could have been
a ny peasant meeting since the com munist revo luti on of 1 9 4 9 . Even the familiar dark blu e
and gray co t ton jackets and tro u s ers , worn by the older peasants espec i a lly, were rem i n i s-
cent of e a rl i er era s . Vi ll a gers had ga t h ered like this du ring the peri od of land reform in the
e a rly 1950s, wh en we a l t hy landl ords were overt h rown and their land and houses distri b-
uted to the poor tenant farm ers . Th ey had met du ring the Great Leap Forw a rd that
s t a rted in 1958, wh en co ll ectively held land was amalga m a ted into gi ga n tic com mu n e s
and the en er gies of hu n d reds of m i ll i ons of peasants were po u red into useless backya rd
s teel furn ace s . Th ey had come toget h er again du ring the Great Pro l et a rian Cu l tu ral Revo-
luti on , wh i ch lasted from 1966 to 1976, wh en official aut h ori ty was assaulted and the
whole co u n try seem ed to implode . Du ring the Cu l tu ral Revo luti on , su ch ga t h eri n gs were
of ten used to purge unw a n ted of f i c i a l s . That movem en t ,l i ke others before it, was brut a l ,
l e aving countless innocent vi ctims and te a ring at the fabric of Chinese soc i ety.

But this meeting was differen t . Some of the yo u n ger wom en were we a ring co l orf u l
s k i rts and bl o u s e s , and a few of t h eir male peers wore loo s e - f i t ting We s tern - s tyle su i t s .
Several of f i c i a l s — d i s ti n g u i s h ed alw ays by their pale, s m ooth skin and the cut of t h ei r
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hair and their cl o t h e s — were we a ring wh i te shirts and ti e s .With the death of Mao in 1976,
the de s tru ctive po l i tical campaigns had finally come to an en d . In a dra m a tic dep a rtu re
f rom the Ma oist trad i ti on , these peasants were ga t h ered to vo te , in a direct and dem o-
c ra tic el ecti on , for their vi ll a ge ch i ef and vi ll a ge com m i t tee .

The incumbent ch i ef ,p lump and round in a We s tern su i t , his smoo t h ,u nwri n k l ed skin
s h owing little sign of the su n ,h ad first been el ected three ye a rs earl i er. Now he was ru n-
ning aga i n . He had served as the vi ll a ge doctor for twen ty ye a rs before assuming of f i ce in
1992 and attri buted his vi ctory then to the fact that everyone knew and tru s ted him. Hi s
yo u n ger,d ra bber ch a ll en ger lacked the sel f - a s su ra n ce of the sitting ch i ef , promising in his
c a m p a i gn speech on ly to “try to make things bet ter ” wi t h o ut explaining how.

Th i n gs had alre ady become mu ch bet ter under the ad m i n i s tra ti on of the incumben t .
Even wi t h o ut meeting the con ten ders or listening to their campaign speech e s , I wo u l d
h ave bet on him. The road leading from the two-lane highw ay to the vi ll a ge had been
n ewly paved , and our driver told us that the vi ll a ge ch i ef h ad been re s pon s i ble for bri n g-
ing the proj ect to fru i ti on . In other vi ll a ge s , probing inept ly for the pe a s a n t s’ con cepti on
of human ri gh t s , I had som etimes asked wh et h er there was anything they felt was abso-
lutely their ri ght and som ething they de s erved to have . The answer of ten came qu i ck ly
and wi t h o ut hesitati on :“Ye s , road s .”A vi ll a ge ch i ef who could take credit for paving a
road ,t hus linking the peasants to their market , was likely to be reel ected .

The 300,000 yuan to build the road (more than $36,000 at the 1997 exch a n ge ra te) had
come not from taxes but from the fruits of the vi ll a ge fishponds and a co ll ectively own ed
f actory. The co ll ective cof fers had been nearly dep l eted because of the proj ect . O n ly
30,000 yuan rem a i n ed . But avera ge ye a rly income had incre a s ed from 600 yuan (approx i-
m a tely $75) in 1992 to 1,050 yuan ($130) in 1995. The doctor was doing mu ch bet ter
than the avera ge vi ll a ger. His income was some 50,000 yuan ($6,250) a ye a r — f rom h i s
m edical practi ce and his priva te fishpon d , he said.

Wh en the aut h ori ti e s’ i n s tru cti ons had been del ivered and the bri ef c a m p a i gn speech e s
were over, the vo ting bega n . Ta ped mu s i c , ra n ging incon gru o u s ly from the In tern a ti o n a l e
to Ca n to pop, bl a red from loudspe a kers stra tegi c a lly placed around the sch ool ya rd . Th e
a u d i en ce had been sitting according to plan in “s m a ll gro u p s ,” ro u gh ly equ iva l ent to the
old produ cti on team du ring the days of the peop l e’s com mu n e . In fact , the noti on of a
s m a ll group as an or ga n i z a ti onal unit can be traced back to well before 1949, to the ba oj i a
s ys tem . As de s c ri bed in C. K .Ya n g’s classic stu dy of the Chinese vi ll a ge , the ba ojia s ys tem
“was based on the family as the pri m a ry unit of co ll ective re s pon s i bi l i ty for the proper and
l aw - a biding con du ct of a ll its mem bers . Ten families form ed a ba o, and ten ba o form ed a
j i a. . . . Several jia form ed a xi a n g, s om etimes call ed an ad m i n i s tra tive vi ll a ge .”1 2

In front of e ach small group were a bl ack boa rd and three tables taken from the cl a s s-
rooms—the kind a te ach er stands behind wh en lectu ri n g. E l ecti on officials sat at on e
t a bl e , ch ecking of f vo ters as they were given their ball o t s ,d i pping each pers on’s thumb in
the pasty red ink that is used for official stamps, and then pressing the red den ed thu m b
a gainst the appropri a te name on the vo ter regi s tra ti on ro ll . The second table served as a
s ec ret ballot boo t h .Slim bamboo poles had been attach ed to each corn er of the tabl e ,a n d
fe s tive red paper had been hung on three side s ,a f fording the vo ter privac y. On the third
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t a ble sat a card boa rd ballot box , also covered in red paper. ( Red is the co l or of j oy and
t hus of wed d i n gs in Ch i n a . )

As people began lining up to get their ball o t s , the vo ting was orderly. But qu euing is
not a Chinese custom (as anyone who has ever waited for a Chinese bus can attest) and
s oon people were crowded around the of f i c i a l s , pushing and shoving with laughing good
hu m or, trying to grab their ball o t s . Privacy is not a Chinese con cept , ei t h er (the word has
been introdu ced into their language from out s i de ) , and as the ballots were given out faster
than people could vo te ,t wo and three people began crowding into the ballot booth at a
time as others hovered out s i de . Peop l e , wom en espec i a lly, began con su l ting on who was
the bet ter candidate and how to fill out the ball o t s . Some took their ballots to more pri-
va te spots aw ay from the crowd , and a few insisted on being left alone in the vo ting boo t h,
but the process was of ten a con su l t a tive affair.

Wh en the vo ting was com p l ete , the ballots were co u n ted by small gro u p, and the re su l t s
were tall i ed on each bl ack boa rd and then ad ded toget h er at the en d . Some of the small
groups were vo ting in bl oc . Everyone stayed to watch the tall i e s . The vi ll a gers were bei n g
com pen s a ted for their time of f f rom work .

The incumbent won by a landslide .
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Two

The Roots of Political Reform in 
C h i n a ’s Vi l l a g e s

A
s h a m , as some of Ch i n a’s cri tics claim? Or a major step forw a rd in meaningf u l
po l i tical reform , as many ob s ervers , com m en t a tors (and Pre s i dent Cl i n ton , Vi ce
Pre s i dent Gore , and House Spe a ker Gingri ch) seem to bel i eve ?1 3

The po l i tical situ a ti on in Ch i n a’s 1 mill i on vi ll a ges has recen t ly been ad ded ,i f on ly as a
foo tn o te , to the public disco u rse on U. S . forei gn policy tow a rd Ch i n a . Several Am eri c a n
n on govern m ental or ga n i z a ti ons are coopera ting with Chinese officials working for gra s s-
roots dem oc rac y, but few Am ericans have more than a ru d i m en t a ry noti on of what is
h a ppening in Ch i n a’s vi ll a ge s .O n ly a handful have wi tn e s s ed vi ll a ge el ecti ons firs t h a n d .

Am erican percepti ons of China are bi f u rc a ted . Focus on the current pace of econ om i c
growth (avera ging some 10 percent a year for almost two dec ades) and the rapid rise in
per capita income and con clu de , as The Eco n o m i s t did in 1992, that China has “bro u gh t
a bo ut the bi ggest improvem ents in human wel f a re any wh ere at any ti m e .”1 4 Bel i eve that
the night of June 3–4, 1 9 8 9 , wh en the Chinese Peop l e’s Libera ti on Army moved into
Beij i n g,brut a lly su ppressing the pe aceful popular dem on s tra ti ons that had been going on
for wee k s , remains the defining mom ent of the regi m e , and agree with New Yo rk Ti m e s
co lumnist A .M . Ro s enthal that doing business with China is a form of “m oral atroc i ty.”
Both ex tremes miss fundamental truths of con tem pora ry China and ign ore the va s t
m a j ori ty of the Chinese people—the nearly 900 mill i on who live in the co u n trys i de .1 5

The ef fort to bring dem oc racy to Ch i n a’s vi ll a ges has taken place so qu i et ly, so ten t a-
tively, and so dec i dedly uneven ly that even urban intell ectuals in China are su rpri s ed to
l e a rn that peasants are being all owed to vo te . Hi s tori c a lly, demands for dem oc racy have
been urban based ,l ed by stu dents and intell ectu a l s ,m a ny of whose hopes for dem oc ra ti-
z a ti on stop at the city ga te s .

“What abo ut Si chu a n , with its hu ge pop u l a ti on ,a ll those pe a s a n t s ? ” a thirty -
s om ething pro te s ter asked me in Ti a n a n m en Squ a re in May 1989, as hu n d reds of o t h er
dem ons tra tors ga t h ered ro u n d .“ How could they have dem oc racy? Exc u s e ,m e , but all
those peasants . . .”The young man had gradu a ted from Peking Un ivers i ty in 1982.“We
h ad a dem oc ra tic movem ent there wh en I was a stu den t ,” he said.“ It was real dem oc rac y.
We know what dem oc racy is.” Dem oc racy was fine for urb a n , edu c a ted Ch i n a ,h e
t h o u gh t , but the rest of the co u n try, with its vast unedu c a ted ru ral pop u l a ti on , was not
re ady to govern itsel f .

Af ter the Peop l e’s Libera ti on Army swept into Beijing on the night of June 3–4, 1 9 8 9 ,
bri n ging weeks of pe aceful pro tests to a bl oody, brutal en d , the hope for any speedy de-
m oc ra ti z a ti on of China died , too. Ma rtial law cowed the on ce ex u berant dem on s tra tors
i n to a su ll en ,s tony silen ce , and leaders of the movem ent ei t h er fled , were arre s ted , or
were driven under gro u n d . As Eastern Eu rope cru m bl ed and the Sovi et Un i on co ll a p s ed ,
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h ope for China was bri ef ly re k i n dl ed . A “ti de of dem oc ra tic ch a n ge” s eem ed to sweep the
worl d . Chinese dissidents abroad opti m i s ti c a lly pred i cted that the revo luti ons from bel ow
were gl obal in scope and hen ce con t a gi o u s . The cries for dem oc racy that on ce ech oed
f rom Ti a n a n m en Squ a re would soon be heard aga i n ,t h ey argued .“The univers i ty stu-
dents and people of China are no different from people in the rest of the worl d ,” po l i ti c a l
a n a lyst and exile Yan Ji a q i , a sen i or spo kesman for the dem oc ra tic movem ent abroad ,
a s s erted in 1990.“Th ey hold the same convi cti ons abo ut dem oc rac y, f reedom , the need
for rule by law, and human ri gh t s .”1 6

But the dissiden t s’ h ope was soon snu f fed out . Hi s tory in China seem ed to stand sti ll .
In fact , po l i tical reform in China has been moving ten t a tively forw a rd—not publ i cly or

by popular demand but qu i et ly and from the top down . Arti cle 111 of the new con s ti tu-
ti on promu l ga ted in 1982 had sti p u l a ted that the “ch a i rm a n , vi ce ch a i rman and mem bers
of the . . . vi ll a ge com m i t tees shall be el ected by the local re s i den t s .”1 7 And in 1987, t h e
Na ti onal Peop l e’s Con gre s s , the co u n ty ’s nominal legi s l a tu re , promu l ga ted the Orga n i c
L aw of Vi ll a gers’ Com m i t tees (Ex peri m en t a l ) ,f u rt h er spec i f ying that vi ll a ge leaders be
d i rect ly el ected by the vi ll a gers them s elves for terms of t h ree ye a rs . Th ere is little evi den ce
f rom the dec ade of the 1980s that many in the Chinese leadership hiera rchy took that
m a n d a te seri o u s ly and mu ch to su ggest that the issue of h ow to sel ect the vi ll a ge ch i ef
and vi ll a ge com m i t tee con ti nu ed to be con ten ti o u s .1 8 Few, i f a ny, dem oc ra tic el ecti on s
were actu a lly hel d . But tow a rd the end of dec ade , even as the deb a te con ti nu ed , a cri ti c a l
core of Chinese of f i c i a l dom ,p a radox i c a lly, became convi n ced that dem oc ra tic el ecti on s
were essen tial to stabi l i ty in the co u n trys i de and to the pre s erva ti on of p a rty aut h ori ty.

Fe n gyang County and the Collapse of 
Pe o p l e ’s Communes

The story of vi ll a ge el ecti ons begins in 1978, t wo ye a rs after the death of p a rty ch a i rm a n
Mao Zedong and the co llapse of revo luti on a ry radicalism but before the co u n try ’s new
econ omic co u rse had become cl e a r.

One part of that story begins in An hui provi n ce—in An hu i ’s Fen gyang co u n ty, to be
prec i s e . An hui is an inland provi n ce and has alw ays been one of Ch i n a’s poore s t . For
Am ericans of a certain age , An hui may be the best known of Ch i n a’s provi n ce s . Pe a rl
Bu ck’s 1931 Pu l i t zer Pri ze – winning be s t - s ell er, The Good Ea rt h , a bo ut a ru ral family in
f a m i n e , is set in An hu i .1 9 An hui is known for its famines. The gap bet ween the coa s t a l
c i ties of China and the co u n trys i de of the interi or has alw ays been va s t , and even tod ay,
a f ter twen ty ye a rs of reform , the chasm is sti ll immen s e . To leave An hu i ’s provincial capital
of Hefei and drive to its ru ral hinterlands (as I did in Ja nu a ry 1995) is to en ter another cen-
tu ry, wh ere the to u ch of m odern i ty can be seen in bi c ycles and dim el ectric light bu l b s but
not mu ch more . The homes are made of mu d , and many of the roofs are thatch ,a n d
don keys ,p i gs , and ch i ckens live toget h er with the peop l e . In s i de the car, we listen to a tape
of A Beij i n ger in New Yo rk , and the driver uses his cellular ph one to call both his wi fe and
his mistress in Hefei .O ut s i de ,p i gs , ch i cken s , don keys , and people scatter at our approach .
“ He aven is high and the em peror is far aw ay,” as the Chinese saying goe s , and we seem to
be in the middle of n owh ere .
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For cen tu ri e s , Fen gyang has been one of the poorest co u n ties in An hui and thus has 
a history of tra gedy. Some of that tra gedy is recen t , tracing to Mao Zedon g’s Great Le a p
Forw a rd .L a u n ch ed in 1958, the Great Leap Forw a rd was hera l ded as the way for Ch i n a
to catch up with and overt a ke Great Britain in fifteen ye a rs , and the en ti re pop u l a ti on was
m obi l i zed in fren z i ed ef fort . The peasant coopera tives that had been establ i s h ed on ly a few
ye a rs before were amalga m a ted into gi ga n tic peop l e’s com munes wh ere food was free ,
families no lon ger coo ked at hom e , and everyone was fed in com munal dining hall s . Men
were pull ed from produ ctive labor in the fields to sto ke the backya rd steel furn ace s , wh i ch
were to uted as the ro ute to modern i z a ti on but produ ced nothing but worthless iron bl ob s,
of ten mel ted from farm ers’ cooking uten s i l s , doork n ob s , and farm implem en t s . Fa rm l a n d
was assaulted with new tech n i qu e s , su ch as deep sowing and close planti n g, that were
t h en carri ed to ex trem e s . As local cad res made prepo s terous claims of ever- i n c re a s i n g
o utp ut , produ cti on in fact was decl i n i n g. In 1959, famine hit.

Fen gyang su f fered egregi o u s ly. In 1959 and 1960 alon e , according to figures publ i s h ed
in 1989 by a team of Chinese social scien ti s t s , 17.7 percent of Fen gya n g’s pop u l a ti on
d i ed .2 0 In some vi ll a ge s , as many as half the people died . Ma ny ch i l d ren were orph a n ed
and many were abandon ed , but local cad res ordered nei gh bors and fri ends not to take
t h em in, fe a ring that if ch i l d ren wi t h o ut families found hom e s ,m ore people wo u l d
a b a n don their of fs pri n g.2 1

Si x ty - t h ree instances of cannibalism were reported in Fen gyang in 1960, i n cluding the
case of a couple who stra n gl ed their ei gh t - year old son in order to eat him and that of a
woman who sold two j i n of human flesh as pork .2 2 Ja s per Becker, in Hu n gry Gh o s t s, n o te s
the pers i s ten ce of cannibalism thro u gh o ut Chinese history, beginning some 2,000 ye a rs
a go wh en , in the midst of f a m i n e , the founding em peror of the Han dy n a s ty issu ed an
ed i ct perm i t ting people to sell or eat their ch i l d ren if n ece s s a ry.2 3

In 1960, the outp ut of staple grain in Fen gyang was 63.5 percent lower than in 1957,
the re sult not of n a tu ral disaster, as the party has so of ten cl a i m ed , but of gross misman-
a gem ent of the newly form ed peop l e’s com mu n e s .2 4 In some parts of the co u n try, t h e
s t a te gra n a ries were full even as peasants went hu n gry.

Local cad res received mu ch of the blame for what went wrong (for no bet ter re a s on
than that high er- l evel of f i c i a l s , with far gre a ter actual re s pon s i bi l i ty, were wri ting the re-
port s ) .2 5 The report on Fen gyang de s c ri bes instances of l ocal of f i c i a l s’ gor ging them s elve s
on meat, f i s h , and alcohol while the peasants around them starved , of peasants in com-
munal dining halls con suming all ava i l a ble ri ce in order to avoid having to tu rn it over to
c ad res and the state , and of brutal be a ti n gs du ring cad re searches for hidden gra i n .2 6

An hui was the most deva s t a ted of Ch i n a’s provi n ces du ring the Great Leap Forw a rd .
A high er percen t a ge of its pop u l a ti on died than any other. Na ti onwi de , the Great Le a p
Forw a rd produ ced the worst disaster in the history of hu m a n k i n d . Som ewh ere bet ween
27 mill i on and 43 mill i on people died above and beyond the norm .2 7 Some ob s ervers
con tend that the figure is even high er.2 8

What is more , the disaster occ u rred wi t h o ut the knowl ed ge of the out s i de worl d . Som e
s pecialists knew that the situ a ti on was bad , and a few, i n cluding officials at the U. S . con-
su l a te in Hong Kon g, k n ew that it was horri bl e . But it was on ly twen ty ye a rs later, in 1980,
wh en China began coopera ting with forei gn dem ogra ph ers to con du ct a new and
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s c i en tific cen su s , that stati s tical evi den ce con f i rming the famine began coming inescap-
a bly to ligh t .2 9

One of the great mys teries of ru ral China du ring the Ma oist era is why the pe a s a n t s ,
who provi ded the major su pport for the com munist revo luti on , did not rebel , or even
f i ght back , wh en the revo luti on first betrayed and then began devo u ring them . The a n-
s wer from Fen gyang in famine seems obvi o u s .S t a rving people do not rebel . To the ex ten t
t h ey move at all , it is to search for food .

Al t h o u gh Chinese peasants have been acc u s ed of exce s s ive com p l i a n ce with aut h ori t a r-
ian rule and have of ten been persu aded , as du ring the Great Leap Forw a rd , to act aga i n s t
t h eir own best intere s t s ,t h ey also have a trad i ti on of vi o l ent rebell i on . Fen gyang co u n ty
of fers a lesson that Ch i n a’s cen tral leadership cannot ign ore .One of the gre a test rebell i on s
in Chinese history began there .Z hu Yu a n z h a n g, the peasant cum Buddhist monk who led
the rebell i on that overt h rew the Yuan dy n a s ty and establ i s h ed the Ming was born in
Fen gyang co u n ty.Ruins of the imperial palace that Zhu Yuanzhang built wh en he bec a m e
the first Ming em peror sti ll stand on a lon ely plain near wh ere he was born and wh ere his
m o t h er died of s t a rva ti on . The com munist revo luti on also began in the Chinese co u n try-
s i de . Mao Zedon g, a peasant rebel himsel f , en j oyed being com p a red with Zhu Yu a n z h a n g.

In 1978, t wen ty ye a rs after the form a ti on of com munes and the famine that re su l ted ,
Fen gyang faced a terri ble dro u gh t , said to be the worst in a hu n d red ye a rs . Ex peri en ce
h ad taught the peasants not to rely on the com mune or vi ll a ge cad res to save them from
a n o t h er famine. Th ey dem a n ded that co ll ective land be tu rn ed over to them to farm ,a s
f a m i l i e s . With the acqu i e s cen ce first of the local party com m i t tee and then of the pro-
vi n ce , land was ceded to peasant househ o l d s . The co ll ective con ti nu ed to own the land,
but those who sowed it re a ped the ben ef i t s , and the state did not demand grain as tax.
The po l i c y — k n own as ba o chan daoh u, or con tracting produ cti on to indivi dual house-
h o l d s — worked . Famine was avoi ded , and the com mune in Fen gyang co u n ty was de ad .

Thus it was that Fen gyang co u n ty served as a catalyst for the ru ral reforms that en ded
the Ma oist era and began the tra n s form a ti on that con ti nues tod ay. Within a few ye a rs ,
the com mune had disappe a red every wh ere in Ch i n a . The impetus to its dissoluti on ,a s
Ka te Zhou persu a s ively argues, came not from reformist leaders at the cen ter or in the
provi n ces but from the peasants them s elve s . The movem ent was “s pon t a n eo u s ,u n or ga-
n i zed ,l e aderl e s s ,n on - i deo l ogi c a l , and apo l i ti c a l ,” s ays Zhou,3 0 who spent several of t h e
Cu l tu ral Revo luti on ye a rs in the co u n trys i de .O n ly wh en the ben efits of deco ll ectivi z a ti on ,
in the form of d ra m a ti c a lly incre a s ed agri c u l tu ral outp ut , were obvious to su ch reform -
m i n ded provi n c i a l - l evel leaders as Wan Li in An hui and Zhao Ziyang in Si chuan did they
l egi ti m i ze the movem en t .O n ly wh en the movem ent had spre ad thro u gh most of t h e
co u n try was it accepted by the cen ter and Deng Xi a op i n g.3 1 Within six ye a rs , grain outp ut
h ad incre a s ed by a third ; peasant incomes tri p l ed in ei gh t . As one peasant saying de-
cl a red , “Our directi on was guided by our stom ach s .”

As agri c u l tu ral produ cti on soa red and govern m ent con trols were loo s en ed , vi ll a ge 
l i fe became ri ch er and more divers e . Ru ral market s ,l ong of f i c i a lly scorn ed as remnants 
of c a p i t a l i s m , reopen ed and old trad i ti ons revived . Fu n erals and wed d i n gs , trad i ti on a lly
el a bora te but forced into austeri ty by the puritan side of Chinese soc i a l i s m , came back .
A vi s i tor to the Chinese co u n trys i de in the early 1980s might ch a n ce upon a noi s y
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wedding caravan tra n s porting the bri de’s dowry to her bri degroom’s home or pass a
f u n eral proce s s i on ,m o u rn ers dre s s ed in wh i te , and note the new bu rial mounds, covered
with paper wre a t h s , in family - f a rm ed fiel d s .

With agri c u l tu re thriving and stom achs full ,i s sues of l ocal govern a n ce were not yet
pre s s i n g. The peop l e’s com munes had been both econ omic and ad m i n i s tra tive units.
With their dem i s e , the name of the geogra phic area on ce en com p a s s ed by the com mu n e
reverted to what it had been before co ll ectivi z a ti on and before the com munists came to
power—the xi a n g, or town s h i p, wh i ch also became the lowest level of govern m ent ad-
m i n i s tra ti on .3 2 The old produ cti on bri gade s , previ o u s ly ad m i n i s tered by the com mu n e
and gen era lly co terminous with the natu ral vi ll a ge , were also dissolved . Vi ll a ges bec a m e
a uton om o u s ,s el f - governing units, su bj ect to state policies but wi t h o ut the funding for
health care , wel f a re ,s ch oo l s , and public sec u ri ty that had on ce been provi ded thro u gh the
com mu n e . The produ cti on te a m s , on ce the lowe s t - l evel unit within the com mu n e ,c a m e
to be known as “s m a ll gro u p s ,” not dissimilar to the precom munist ba o.

Sm a ll-scale ru ral indu s tries of ten rem a i n ed co ll ectively own ed ,u su a lly by ei t h er town-
ships or vi ll a ge s , and thus are frequ en t ly referred to as town and vi ll a ge en terpri s e s , or
TV E s .The ex tent to wh i ch these en terprises con ti nu ed to be run for the good of the co ll ec-
tive ,h owever, came to va ry. In many, the manager came to beh ave nearly as own er, re a p-
ing profits accord i n gly. In other place s , profits have been con tro ll ed by econ om i c
m a n a gem ent com m i t tee s .3 3 In some place s , profits from co ll ective indu s try have been
u s ed to run sch ools and provi de basic wel f a re for the de s ti tute . Wi t h o ut insu ra n ce ,h ow-
ever, most ru ral families had to pay for their own health care , with a con s equ ent decl i n e
in the qu a l i ty of ru ral health. S ch ools began ch a r ging tu i ti on ,u n h e a rd of u n der the com-
mu n e , and in poorer areas the qu a l i ty of s ch ooling decl i n ed , toget h er with en ro ll m en t ,a s
the poorest ch i l d ren could no lon ger afford to go to sch oo l .

Even as the com munes were dissolved , old officials of ten stayed on . Form er com mu n e
l e aders simply ch a n ged titles to become heads of town s h i p s , and form er bri gade leaders
a s su m ed the po s i ti on of vi ll a ge ch i efs . Some old bri gade leaders qu e s ti on ed the re a l i ty of
t h eir power wi t h o ut econ omic re s o u rce s , but the deb a te abo ut how to ad m i n i s ter Ch i n a’s
1 mill i on natu ral vi ll a ges took place behind cl o s ed doors ,o ut of p u blic ears h o t .

Unintended Consequences: Rural Reform and the 
Chaos of Eve r y d ay Life

As the dec ade of the 1980s progre s s ed , the bu rst of a gri c u l tu ral produ cti on pe a ked and then
began leveling of f . Some of the uninten ded con s equ en ces of ru ral reform became evi den t .
Not all the con s equ en ces were good . Perhaps the most wi dely discom forting by - produ ct
of the econ omic tra n s form a ti on was an underlying sense of l u a n , or chaos—a feeling that
too mu ch was happening too qu i ck ly, that things might be spinning out of con tro l . Ch i n e s e
h ave almost as many ways to de s c ri be l u a n as Eskimos have to talk abo ut snow, and fe a r
of l u a n is perva s ive , both within of f i c i a l dom and among the pop u l a ti on at large .

With the demise of the co ll ective , as peasants began producing for them s elve s ,f ree mar-
ket s , so long su ppre s s ed , began spri n ging up like the proverbial Chinese mu s h rooms after
a spring ra i n . Ma rkets appe a red first in the co u n trys i de , but in the early 1980s, pe a s a n t s
began appe a ring cauti o u s ly in city su bu rbs selling their fruits and veget a bles from the
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b acks of bi c ycle- or hors e - d rawn cart s . Wh en no one stopped them , and their good s
were qu i ck ly bo u ght up, t h ey began moving cl o s er to the cen ter of the city, s et ting up
m ore perm a n ent fac i l i ties from wh i ch to sell their ware s . As the ra ti oning sys tem bro ke
down ,t h ey began to crowd the citi e s , and the scope of t h eir activi ties ex p a n ded . Lon g
m ori bund servi ce indu s tries were su d den ly en l iven ed . Peasants open ed family - s tyle re s-
t a u ra n t s , be a uty salon s ,f u rn i tu re store s ,t a i l ors , and hostel s . Wh en the building indu s try
began boom i n g, t h ey manned the con s tru cti on site s .Wh en new factories were establ i s h ed
or old ones ex p a n ded ,t h ey staffed the assem bly lines.

By 1992, s ome 100 mill i on ru ral people had left the co u n trys i de for cities and co u n ty
town s .3 4 It was, and con ti nues to be , the most massive ru ral to urban migra ti on in history.
It has also been the source of con s i dera ble l u a n , ch a ll en ging the capac i ty of c i ty ad m i n i s-
tra tors ,s ocial servi ce s ,h o u s i n g, and sanitati on fac i l i ties to cope . Rel a ti ons bet ween urb a n
re s i dents and ru ral interl opers became stra i n ed , and those strains were of ten played out in
the newly revived marketp l ace , as city dwell ers who loo ked down upon peasants sough t
to take adva n t a ge of the co u n try bu m p k i n s , and the co u n try bumpkins worked just as
h a rd to cheat the city slickers . The market s ,t hu s , were also a source of l u a n.

Reports began appe a ring of s ocial disorder — of t h ef t s , even mu rders , on tra i n s , of
h i ghw ay banditry, of k i d n a pp i n gs of wom en and ch i l d ren , of a p a rtm ents robbed and taxi
d rivers mu gged .

Vi ll a ge leadership was also in a state of l u a n , t h o u gh the ef fect of deco ll ectivi z a ti on on
vi ll a ge leadership va ri ed wi dely bet ween two ex trem e s .At one ex trem e ,s ome places faced a
vacuum of l e adership as form er cad res left their posts to seek their fortunes in new, or
n ewly ex p a n ded , en terprises and no new leaders (or gro s s ly inef fectual ones) rep l aced
t h em .Su ch vi ll a ges som etimes stagn a ted , pervaded by a sense of aimlessness and anom i e.
At the other ex trem e ,m a ny vi ll a gers con ti nu ed to be ex p l oi ted by corru pt and oppor-
tu n i s tic leaders . Some vi ll a ges were dom i n a ted by “l ocal em perors ,” a perennial probl em
in ru ral Ch i n a .

In many parts of Ch i n a ,l ocal leaders came to profit from the re a rra n gem ents of vi ll a ge
l i fe . Th o u gh leaders no lon ger exerted direct con trol over the daily working lives of t h e
vi ll a gers ,t h eir ex ten s ive g u a n xi , or con n ecti on s , bro u ght them opportu n i ties for mon ey-
making den i ed to ord i n a ry vi ll a gers . Some became managers of the sti ll co ll ectively own ed
town or vi ll a ge en terpri s e s , running the small indu s tries as though they were priva tely
own ed and prof i ting accord i n gly. Some became corru pt .

As the market began to take hold, dec i s i on making also shifted natu ra lly to lower level s .
Al t h o u gh decen tra l i z a ti on and deco ll ectivi z a ti on bro u ght vast new freedoms to Ch i n a’s
f a rm ers ,l i censes sti ll had to be obt a i n ed and perm i s s i ons sec u red , for mon ey that of ten
went to line the pockets of c ad re s . The con ti nuing decen tra l i z a ti on of po l i tical power —
f rom the cen ter to the provi n ces and from the provi n ces to the loc a l i ties—meant not a
dec rease in citi zen s’ con t act with the state but a mu l ti p l i c a ti on of points of power and
h en ce , for citi zens trying to get som ething don e ,m ore aut h ori ties to deal with in the co u rs e
of everyd ay life — m ore officials to be feted ,m ore gifts to be given ,m ore g u a n xi to nu rtu re .
Gift givi n g, p a rti c u l a rly to people who can smooth the travails of d a i ly life , has long been
p a rt of the Chinese trad i ti on , and the line bet ween eti qu et te and bri bery is a fine on e .
But tod ay, even ro utine stamps of a pproval reg u l a rly requ i re bri be s — f rom a carton of

9The Roots of Political Reform in China’s Villages



c i ga ret te s , to an ex trava gant banqu et with kara o ke , to gen erous kick b ack s . The size of t h e
“gi f t” depends on the natu re of the servi ce and the giver ’s abi l i ty to pay.

O f the many new bu rdens placed on Ch i n a’s pe a s a n t s ,n one were so wei gh ty as the taxe s
and fees to wh i ch many became su bj ect . Som e , to be su re , were used to run sch oo l s , bu i l d
road s , and provi de for the com m on good . But because so many taxes are loc a lly gen era ted
and impo s ed ,u n s c rupulous local leaders could devise a myri ad of means to ex tract mon ey
f rom the peasants and call that ex tracti on a tax or a fee . A 1993 report in the Far Ea s tern
Economic Revi ew c i tes instances in An hui provi n ce wh ere poor people were be a ten and
ja i l ed for failing to pay “t a xe s”on their old radios and tel evi s i on s .3 5

Ma ny of these probl ems are not new. Socialist China has alw ays faced difficulti e s
g u a ra n teeing the hon e s ty and com peten ce of l ocal leaders . Fo ll owing the famine of t h e
Great Leap Forw a rd , hu n d reds of thousands of edu c a ted urb a n i tes were sent to the
co u n trys i de , in a movem ent known as the Socialist Edu c a ti on Ca m p a i gn , to inve s ti ga te
c ad re corru pti on in the vi ll a ge s .“The Socialist Edu c a ti on Ca m p a i gn made me see how
terri ble the unlimited power of the gra s s roots cad res could be ,”Song Erli told me in 1982,
wh en the com munes were being disbanded .3 6 As a univers i ty stu dent in 1962, t wen ty ye a rs
before , Song had been sent to the co u n trys i de as part of a team inve s ti ga ting cad re abu s e .
“The leaders in the co u n trys i de had a lot of power, and nearly every one of t h em had
been corru pted by that power, and the majori ty of t h em had been corru pted very easily,
very early. One of the re a s ons they are get ting rid of the com mune sys tem now is that
corru pti on has never been put ri gh t ; it is impo s s i ble to wi pe out corru pti on wh en cad re s
h ave so mu ch power. The cad res became the local em perors of t h eir small te a m s .”3 7

But the dissoluti on of the com munes did not el i m i n a te corru pti on . Power and ex p l oi-
t a ti on con ti nu ed to go hand in hand. Moreover, t h ere was no reg u l a ri zed procedu re for
rem oving unpop u l a r, d i s h on e s t , or dict a torial cad re s .

The Debate over Village Political Refo r m

The probl em of corru pt and dict a torial local em perors and the percepti on of a co u n try-
s i de on the ver ge of l u a n were cen tral issues in the high er- l evel deb a tes over the ad m i n i s-
tra ti on of Ch i n a’s vi ll a ge s . As Daniel Kell i h er, c ri ti quing the official ra ti onale for vi ll a ge
el ecti on s , points out ,“ Fear of ch a o s , ra t h er than ide a l i s m , has driven the deb a te .”3 8 But
fear of chaos was a do u bl e - ed ged sword .Oppon ents of vi ll a ge sel f - govern m ent could argue
that dem oc racy would lead to the loss of po l i tical con trol and hen ce to l u a n. Advoc a te s
could argue that on ly dem oc racy could prevent the advent of chaos and thus pre s erve the
p a rty ’s legi ti m ac y.

Ma ny in China assoc i a te dem oc racy with l u a n. Demands for dem oc ra ti z a ti on there ,
d a ting as far back as the May Fo u rth Movem ent of 1919 and as recen t ly as the spring of
1 9 8 9 ,h ave usu a lly been voi ced in the street s , by pro te s ting dem on s tra tors . Both the dem on-
stra ti ons and their su ppre s s i on have plu n ged the co u n try into tu rm oi l . Si m i l a rly, the Cu l-
tu ral Revo luti on was to uted as a great dem oc rac y, but every level of s oc i ety was split into
com peting facti on s ,e ach claiming to wear the legi ti m a te mantle of Ma o. With no insti tu-
ti on a l i zed means of s o lving con f l i cting cl a i m s ,d i s p utes escalated into vi o l en ce . The label
d em o cra c y s tu ck to the Cu l tu ral Revo luti on , toget h er with its assoc i a ti on with vi o l en ce .
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For som e , the l u a n of com peting facti ons (or parti e s ) , the bagga ge of dem oc rac y, is thu s
to be avoi ded .

In the deb a te over vi ll a ge ad m i n i s tra ti on that took place in the 1980s, oppon ents of
el ecti ons fe a red that dem oc racy would bring an immed i a te end to the party ’s po l i ti c a l
con trol and argued that if the party lost con trol over the sel ecti on of vi ll a ge leaders ,t h e
task of en forcing state po l i c i e s — su ch as family planning and grain proc u rem en t — wo u l d
be mu ch more difficult for town s h i p - l evel of f i c i a l s .3 9 The vi ll a ge ,a f ter all , is the vital linch-
pin in any govern m ent po l i c y, the place wh ere policy actu a lly gets carri ed out .

The uph e avals in Eastern Eu rope and the form er Sovi et Un i on fo ll owing the co ll a p s e
of com munism on ly bo l s tered the anti dem oc racy argumen t . Ma ny in China bel i eve that
the co llapse of the Sovi et Un i on led to l u a n , the re sult of the end of p a rty rule and the in-
trodu cti on of dem oc rac y.

Chaos could be avoi ded , the oppon ents of vi ll a ge dem oc racy argued ,i f vi ll a ge of f i c i a l s
were appoi n ted by high er levels of the party bu re a u c rac y. Al tern a tively, vi ll a ge com m i t tee s
could serve as the lowest level of govern m en t ,a ppoi n ted by govern m ent leaders from the
townships or co u n ti e s . In ei t h er case, p a rty con trol would remain intact .

But the argument that the failu re to introdu ce dem oc racy could lead to chaos was also
persu a s ive . Con s erva tive party el der Peng Zhen—an early vi ctim of the Cu l tu ral Revo-
luti on , form er head of the Na ti onal Peop l e’s Con gress and arch i tect of the party ’s 1982
con s ti tuti on—was the first of the sen i or leaders to pred i ct a po l i tical bre a k down wi t h o ut
the introdu cti on of dem oc rac y. In pushing for passage of the Organic Law in 1987, Pen g
poi n ted to the deteri ora ti on of rel a ti ons bet ween vi ll a gers and local leaders and noted the
rise of “l ocal em perors” — “c ad res who flattered officials at high er levels but ‘u s ed exce s-
s ive force against vi ll a gers and even ill ega lly ja i l ed them .’”4 0 Ac ademic co ll a bora tors Lian-
jiang Li and Kevin O’ Bri en have doc u m en ted Pen g’s argument that if su ch trends were
not ch ecked , vi ll a gers would “s oon er or later attack our ru ral cad res with their shoulder
po l e s .”4 1 Vi ll a gers , in short ,m i ght revo l t . The on ly soluti on , Peng argued , was the pro-
m o ti on of vi ll a ge sel f - govern m ent so that ru ral inhabitants them s elves could sel ect and
overs ee vi ll a ge cad re s . Peng Zhen was su ccessful in pushing thro u gh the Organic Law on
an ex peri m ental basis, but the con troversy simmered .

Wh en tanks and guns silen ced demands for po l i tical reform in June 1989, the pro s pect s
for vi ll a ge sel f - govern a n ce seem ed dim indeed . In 1990, the el ecti on provi s i ons of t h e
O r ganic Law came under ren ewed attack . This ti m e , the case for vi ll a ge dem oc racy was
ch a m p i on ed by another con s erva tive party el der, Bo Yi bo, who put his en t hu s i a s tic impri-
m a tur on an inve s ti ga ti on of vi ll a ge - l evel or ga n i z a ti on con du cted by officials at the 
Mi n i stry of Civil Af f a i rs . The report pred i cted a serious po l i tical crisis in the Ch i n e s e
co u n trys i de if rel a ti ons bet ween vi ll a gers and basic-level cad res did not improve and
a r g u ed that the on ly way to prevent su ch a crisis was the insti tuti on of vi ll a ge sel f -
govern m ent and the direct el ecti on of vi ll a ge leaders .4 2

Wang Zhenyao was one of the aut h ors of that report .“ Lots of c i ty people were oppo s ed
to my report on ru ral el ecti on s ,” he says .“Th ey think that peasants cannot have dem oc-
rac y. Ci ty intell ectuals and stu dents are too ide a l i s tic and abstract”wh en they talk abo ut
dem oc rac y, he says . Th ey talk abo ut dem oc racy wi t h o ut re a lly knowing what it is.“ For
pe a s a n t s ,t h i n gs are very con c rete . Th ey are very practi c a l . Th eir daily life is a con s t a n t
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s tru ggl e . Peasants may not have any abstract con cept of dem oc rac y, but they sti ll want it.
Th ey want to el ect the leaders who have con trol over their live s . It is not true that pe a s a n t s
a re not re ady for dem oc rac y. It is just that they have a mu ch more con c rete percepti on 
of i t .”4 3

Pa rty el der Bo Yi bo agreed with Wang Zhenya o, c a lling his report “su perb” ( j i h a o ) .4 4 Wi t h
Bo’s official bl e s s i n g, po l i tbu ro standing com m i t tee mem ber Song Ping decl a red the deb a te
over vi ll a ge el ecti ons at an end and ordered the implem en t a ti on of the Organic Law.4 5

Top - l evel su pporters of vi ll a ge el ecti ons see basic-level dem oc racy not as a threat to
com munist party rule but as a way of reviving it. No one even hints at introdu cti on of
a mu l ti p a rty sys tem . Ra t h er, p a rty el ders can argue that the ex peri m ent in gra s s roo t s
dem oc racy is con s i s tent with the party ’s “mass line,” wh ereby legi ti m acy was pre su m ed to
derive from well - i n ten ti on ed cad res who work cl o s ely with and in servi ce to the peop l e .
In deed , dem oc ra tic ex peri m ents had been attem pted in the com mu n i s t - con tro ll ed base
a reas du ring the long stru ggle to obtain power. But the mass line eroded on ce the party
came to ru l e . Even lip servi ce to the con cept disappe a red wh en Deng Xi a oping procl a i m ed
that get ting ri ch was gl orious and local cad res became the first to make their fortu n e s . For
p a rty con s erva tive s , dem oc ra ti z a ti on was a way of reviving a failed revo luti on a ry trad i ti on.

But there was a more su btle su btext to the argument over vi ll a ge el ecti on s . Some of
the yo u n ger and bet ter- edu c a ted reform ers have loo ked abroad for altern a tive models 
of l ocal govern a n ce . To the warning that dem oc racy had bro u ght chaos to Ru s s i a ,s om e
would answer that the Sovi et Un i on had little ex peri en ce in gra s s roots dem oc rac y, and the
d i s order there was a con s equ en ce of too little prep a ra ti on for dem oc ra tic ru l e . Ta iwan is
wh ere many have loo ked for a po s i tive model for po l i tical devel opm en t .

Af ter the Chinese military began lobbing missiles in the directi on of Ta iwan in the
s pring of 1996 as the island was abo ut to con du ct its first dem oc ra tic pre s i den tial el ecti on,
the lively intell ectual exch a n ges bet ween Ta iwan and mainland sch o l a rs ground to a halt.
Un til then , Ta iwan sch o l a rs had been giving voi ce to altern a tives that mainland reform ers
could not yet publ i cly ex pre s s . At an intern a ti onal con feren ce held in Beijing in Ju ly 1995,
s pon s ored by the Mi n i s try of Civil Af f a i rs and atten ded by both nati onal- and loc a l - l evel
c ivil affairs of f i c i a l s ,s ch o l a rs from Ta iwan of fered practical advi ce . Th ey poi n ted out that
gra s s roots el ecti ons began in Ta iwan dec ades before those at the provincial and nati on a l
l evel s .The evo luti on of a mu l ti p a rty sys tem there was gradu a l . Just as the Gu om i n d a n g
h ad to insti tute local el ecti ons in order to pre s erve its legi ti m ac y, s o, to pre s erve its legi ti-
m ac y, the Com munist Pa rty would have to do the same.Fu rt h er, just as the Gu om i n d a n g
h ad to insti tute internal party reform in order to stay in power, so the Com munist Pa rty
would have to reform itsel f . In Ta iw a n , the legi ti m acy of the Gu omindang depen ded fi-
n a lly, not on ly on internal party reform , but also on all owing com peting po l i tical parti e s
and the gradual ex p a n s i on upw a rd of com peti tive , mu l ti p a rty el ecti on s . The introdu cti on
of com peti tive el ecti on s , the sch o l a rs noted ,i n trodu ced the po s s i bi l i ty that the Gu om i n-
d a n g could be vo ted out of of f i ce . By insti tuting procedu res that all ow for a pe acef u l ,i f
tem pora ry, tra n s fer of power, the Gu om i n d a n g, t hus far, has saved itsel f . Gift givi n g, vo te
buyi n g, and cre a tive con s ti tu ency building were part of the ga m e .4 6

The Ta iwan repre s en t a tives were certain that party reform and the introdu cti on of
com peting parties were inevi t a ble on the mainland, too. Un der a Ta iwan model ,t h e
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Com munist Pa rty would remain the governing party for the fore s ee a ble futu re , while re-
formist and con s erva tive facti ons within the party would open ly vie for popular su pport .
Dem oc ra tic el ecti ons would gradu a lly be pushed upw a rd ,f rom vi ll a ges and townships to
the co u n ty and then to the provincial level . The Na ti onal Peop l e’s Con gress would evo lve
i n to a more powerf u l ,m ore genu i n ely legi s l a tive body. The rule of l aw would gradu a lly
rep l ace the capriciousness of rule by indivi du a l s .4 7

The arguments of the Ta iwan com p a triots el i c i ted a spiri ted re s pon s e . But open dis-
c u s s i ons abo ut the po s s i bi l i ty of com peting po l i tical parties and high er- l evel com peti tive
el ecti ons are sti ll too sen s i tive in Ch i n a . For now,“We act , not talk,” s ays one party re-
form er.“We do not discuss the lon g - term goa l . We talk abo ut el ecti on procedu re s .”He
argues inste ad that dem oc ra tic el ecti ons wi ll produ ce a new, bet ter- edu c a ted ,m ore
reformist and re s pon s ive , less ideo l ogi c a lly motiva ted party.

Re s pon s i bi l i ty for overs eeing the nati onwi de implem en t a ti on of vi ll a ge el ecti ons has
been assign ed to the Mi n i s try of Civil Af f a i rs . The task is en orm o u s . The 900 mill i on peopl e
in Ch i n a’s ru ral areas live in nearly 1 mill i on vi ll a ge s .O n ly five people at the Mi n i s try of
Civil Af f a i rs have been assign ed to work on what has come to be referred to of f i c i a lly as vi l-
l a ge sel f - govern a n ce .4 8 However com m i t ted , even eva n gel i c a l ,s ome at the ministry may
be ,t h eir power to en su re that vi ll a ge el ecti ons ad h ere to dem oc ra tic principles is limited .
We s tern ers of ten mistaken ly assume a simple com m a n d - obed i en ce rel a ti onship bet ween
the cen ter and the provi n ces in Ch i n a . The rel a ti onship is more com p l ex . The Mi n i s try of
Civil Af f a i rs provi des “s trong ad m i n i s tra tive guidance”4 9 to provincial and l ocal govern-
m ents and is ch a r ged with laying down guidel i n e s , with or ganizing training for loc a l - l evel
of f i c i a l s , and with appraising the or ga n i z a ti on of vi ll a ge el ecti on s . But each provi n ce is
re s pon s i ble for formu l a ting its own reg u l a ti ons for implem en ting the Organic L aw. No t
on ly is the nati onal el ecti on law su f f i c i en t ly vague to all ow wi de interpret a ti on in imple-
m en t a ti on , but provincial reg u l a ti ons are som etimes in marked con trast to both the spiri t
and specifics of the Organic Law. Even provincial- and loc a l - l evel laws and reg u l a ti ons are
not nece s s a ri ly tre a ted as mandatory. Officials from the Mi n i s try of Civil Af f a i rs ,s pre ad
thin in any case, rely largely on persu a s i on to en su re that their su gge s ti ons are fo ll owed .
The training of of f i c i a l s , of ten by people who ei t h er oppose or do not fully su pport el ec-
ti on procedu re s ,a ll ows for the introdu cti on of f u rt h er devi a ti on from nati on a l - l evel law.

Beginning in 1990, a f ter Bo Yi bo had pra i s ed his inve s ti ga ti on , pri m a ry re s pon s i bi l i ty
for nati onwi de implem en t a ti on of vi ll a ge el ecti ons came to rest with Wang Zhenya o, t h en
s erving on the staff of the ministry ’s Dep a rtm ent of Ba s i c - Level Govern a n ce . Wang was
well su i ted to his new task. The prom o ti on of vi ll a ge dem oc racy was his life’s mission .

Wang Zhenyao: Official Champion of Gra s s roots 
Political Refo r m

Wang Zhenyao is repre s en t a tive of m a ny of the yo u n ger, edu c a ted reformists now occ u py-
ing key po s i ti ons in the middle ranks of the Chinese govern m en t . A mem ber of the Com-
munist Pa rty since his yo ut h , Wang is a 1981 gradu a te of Ti a n j i n’s Nankai Un ivers i ty, on e
of Ch i n a’s finest liberal arts univers i ti e s . (Zhou Enlai was a stu dent there from 1913 to
1917.) Wang was ch a i rman of the Nankai stu dent body in 1980–81, wh en his univers i ty,
l i ke others thro u gh o ut the co u n try, was swept up in a dem oc ra tic movem en t .
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What makes Wang different from many other mem bers of this Cu l tu ral Revo luti on
gen era ti on are his ru ral roo t s . Most edu c a ted reform ers his age are city born and bred .
Wang Zhenya o’s parents are pe a s a n t s .

Wang Zhenyao was born on Ma rch 6, 1 9 5 4 , to one of the poorest families in one of t h e
poorest vi ll a ges in inland Henan provi n ce , a place call ed Ba i l i a n t a n g.5 0 Both his paren t s
were ill i tera te .As a ch i l d , Wang lived with his family in a two - room hut with mud wall s , a
s traw - t h a tch ed roof , and a dirt floor. The vi ll a ge had no el ectri c i ty and no running water.

Wa n g’s first con c rete mem ories begin in 1958, wh en he was four ye a rs old and Ma o
Zedong launch ed the Great Leap Forw a rd . Hen a n , u n der the leadership of Wu Zhifu, w a s
at the fanatic foref ront of the movem en t . The first of the co u n try ’s com munes was estab-
l i s h ed there , and Mao Zedon g, with wh om rests final re s pon s i bi l i ty for the tra gedy t h a t
fo ll owed ,vi s i ted the provi n ce several times du ring the early, ex u berant stage s .5 1 Ja s per
Becker,whose Hu n gry Gh o s t s of fers the most com preh en s ive doc u m en t a ti on of the famine
that fo ll owed ,c redits the people of Henan with a ten dency to mill en a ri a n i s m ,t hus ex p l a i n-
ing why the claims of the Henan leadership for adva n ces made du ring the Great Le a p
Forw a rd were on the far side of utop i a n . Wu Zhifu, Becker points out ,“prom i s ed to make
Henan the first provi n ce to ach i eve full literac y, com p l ete irri ga ti on and full Com mu n i z a-
ti on .” The provi n ce was at the foref ront of the disastrous policies of deep plowing and
close planti n g, and its irri ga ti on proj ects were the most ambi tious in Ch i n a .5 2 Pe a s a n t s
l i ke Wang Zhenya o’s father were of ten forced to work around the cl ock . As a re su l t ,t h e
l e adership falsely cl a i m ed ,a gri c u l tu ral outp ut had shot up from some 330 pounds per
mu (0.04 ac res) to 3,300 and som etimes even 11,000 po u n d s .

It is the famine Wang rem em bers most— the hu n ger and his swo ll en belly,his mother
fora ging for cabb a ge roots and leave s ,s c raping the bark of f tree s , cooking it in a soup for
h er son . Ma ny people in his vi ll a ge died — e s pec i a lly the el derly, the ch i l d ren , and the men
being forced to labor su ch long hours with nothing to fill their stom ach s .

The famine lasted three ye a rs ,u n til 1962. E s ti m a tes of the provincial death to ll ra n ge
bet ween 2 and 8 mill i on peop l e . Iron i c a lly, the provincial gra n a ries were of ten full even 
as people starved . In Hen a n’s Xi nyang prefectu re , wh ere the death to ll was high e s t ,t h e
famine en ded wh en the cen tral govern m ent ordered the Peop l e’s Libera ti on Army to
occ u py the prefectu re and distri bute the gra i n .

Rem a rk a bly, Wang Zhenyao was able to go to sch oo l , de s p i te the famine, and was con-
s i s ten t ly at the head of his cl a s s . He stayed in sch ool even with the Cu l tu ral Revo luti on in
f u ll swi n g, gradu a ting from high sch ool in 1971 first in his cl a s s . He stayed in the vi ll a ge ,
f i rst te aching pri m a ry sch ool and then middle sch oo l . His father, an open and fort h ri gh t
m a n , was an obj ect of a t t ack du ring the Cu l tu ral Revo luti on , and the sins of the father
were vi s i ted on the son . The vi ll a ge leaders ref u s ed to all ow Wang to join the Yo uth Le a g u e
and pro h i bi ted him from taking the exam that could qualify him for a govern m ent po s i-
ti on out s i de the vi ll a ge . “This left a deep impre s s i on on me,”he says .

Wang escaped from the confines of his vi ll a ge on ly wh en army rec ru i ters took him
i n to the army.

Th ere again he excell ed .
In the su m m er of 1 9 7 7 , wh en co ll ege en tra n ce exams were of fered for the first ti m e

s i n ce the Cu l tu ral Revo luti on began some el even ye a rs before , Wang Zhenyao was a
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p l a toon leader in Nanning city, Guangxi provi n ce . He took the exam from there . He
p a s s ed , en tering Nankai Un ivers i ty that fall .

The univers i ty introdu ced Wang Zhenyao to a whole new world of i de a s . The re s tra i n t s
of the Cu l tu ral Revo luti on were loo s en i n g, and young people were opti m i s ti c , exc i ted ,
f u ll of h ope for the futu re . The Cu l tu ral Revo luti on’s slogans of class stru ggle were bei n g
rep l aced by new calls to “l i bera te though t”and “s eek truth from fact s .” The fac u l ty at
Na n k a i ,s ti ll tra u m a ti zed by the pers ec uti on they had su f fered du ring the Cu l tu ral Revo-
luti on , did not of ten stray from po l i tical ort h odox y. But the libra ry was full of We s tern
tra n s l a ti on s , and Wa n g, l i ke many of his sch oo l m a te s ,s oon was re ading abo ut ancien t
Greece ,P l a to, Soc ra te s ,Ari s to t l e , Ro u s s e a u , Mach i avell i , Hobbe s , Locke , Mon te s qu i eu . He
re ad Th omas Jef fers on and the Am erican Decl a ra ti on of In depen den ce in Ch i n e s e . He
l e a rn ed abo ut the evo luti on of dem oc racy in the We s t , beginning with local el ecti ons in
a n c i ent Greece . Je a n - Jacques Rousseau was his favori te . Wang loved The Social Co n tra ct’s
opening sen ten ce — “ Man is born free , and every wh ere he is in ch a i n s”—and he apprec i-
a ted Ro u s s e a u’s focus on the com m on good ra t h er than indivi dual ri gh t s . He thought the
n o ti on of com m on good was con s i s tent with Ch i n a’s co ll ectivist though t .

He came to think that he and his gen era ti on could have an influ en ce on the co u rse of
Chinese history.“ Even after ten ye a rs of s ocial tu rm oi l ,” s ays Wa n g,“ we sti ll had ide a l s . I
t h o u ght that my gen era ti on should take re s pon s i bi l i ty for our co u n try, that we had to
devel op co u ra ge and the pers i s ten ce to keep goi n g.

“ Ni n eteen seven ty-nine was a very important ti m e ,” he con ti nu e s .“ Everything was
open . Th ere were so many new opportu n i ti e s . Those were my first go l den ye a rs . I was
becoming a new man.”He met the forei gn stu dents who were beginning to come to the
u n ivers i ty. Un til then , he had seen forei gn ers in the movies but never in the flesh. Th e
f i rst time forei gn stu dents vi s i ted his dorm i tory was a univers i ty “h a ppen i n g.”Dozens of
Chinese stu dents crowded around the one Ca n adian and one Japanese stu dent for wh a t
became an on going exch a n ge of vi ews and the beginning of f ri endships that persist even
tod ay. The meeting was held in Wa n g’s room .

Aga i n , Wang Zhenyao stu d i ed hard and excell ed in sch oo l . He had been rec ru i ted into
the Com munist Pa rty after joining the military and was sel ected to lead his history cl a s s .
He or ga n i zed discussion groups on ru ral reform , world history, Chinese history, the po l i-
tical reforms going on in Yu go s l avi a . He came to bel i eve that China needed both modern i-
z a ti on and dem oc racy and began looking at how socialist co u n tries like Yu go s l avia were
i n troducing po l i tical reform . Wh en a sen i or scholar argued that the main danger fac i n g
China was capitalism,Wang Zhenyao wro te a retort . The main danger, he argued ,w a s
feu d a l i s m . The class of 1977 was rebell i o u s , and wh en stu dent activi ties began exceed i n g
the limits of what sch ool aut h ori ties could accept , the stu dents thre a ten ed to stri ke .Wa n g
Z h enyao was sel ected head of the stu dent body.

Wang was sti ll in the army wh en he began gradu a te studies in po l i tical scien ce at
Wu h a n’s Hu a z h ong Normal Un ivers i ty in 1983.He stu d i ed with Zhang Ho u’ a n , in wh om
he found a kindred po l i tical spiri t , and his re s e a rch foc u s ed on po l i tical reform in soc i a l i s t
co u n tri e s .Aga i n , he was sel ected to lead his cl a s s , and again he or ga n i zed discussion
gro u p s ,i nvi ting leading Chinese thinkers to spe a k .L iu Bi nya n , the co u n ty ’s leading and
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most re s pected journ a l i s t ,n ow in exile in the Un i ted State s , was one of the people wh o
vi s i ted Hu a z h ong at Wang Zhenya o’s requ e s t .

Wa n g’s master ’s thesis foc u s ed on the po s s i bi l i ties for po l i tical reform in Ch i n a . Som e
people in the of f i ce of Hu Ya obang (who lost his po s i ti on as gen eral sec ret a ry of the Com-
munist Pa rty in early 1987 and whose death in April 1989 set of f the stu dent dem on s tra-
ti ons in Beijing) re ad and liked Wa n g’s thesis. Wang was able to leave the military after
gradu a ting from Hu a z h on g. In 1987, he was bro u ght into the Ru ral Re s e a rch Cen ter under
the Chinese State Co u n c i l . Wang began doing su rveys of ru ral are a s . The com munes had
been disbanded by then , and probl ems in loc a l - l evel leadership were beginning to appe a r.
Wa n g’s reports noted that the probl em of corru pti on and power had not been solved wi t h
the dissoluti on of com mu n e s . The arbi tra ry exercise of power by local officials was cre a t-
ing dissati s f acti on thro u gh o ut the Chinese co u n trys i de . If l ocal em perors were all owed to
rei gn unch ecked , the po s s i bi l i ty for wi de s pre ad unrest was re a l , Wang warn ed . Wa n g
t h o u ght that vi ll a ge ad m i n i s tra ti on should be made more dem oc ra ti c .

People at the Chinese Mi n i s try of Civil Af f a i rs were re ading Wa n g’s propo s a l s . In Ja nu-
a ry 1989, wh en the ministry became re s pon s i ble for implem en ting po l i tical reform in
Ch i n a’s vi ll a ges and establ i s h ed a new secti on on ru ral basic-level govern a n ce ,t h ey invi ted
Wang Zhenyao to head the new divi s i on . The new secti on was ch a r ged with overs eei n g
n a ti onwi de implem en t a ti on of vi ll a ge sel f - govern a n ce ,i n cluding the dem oc ra tic el ecti on
of vi ll a ge com m i t tee s . Wa n g’s ru ral roo t s , his edu c a ti onal back gro u n d , and his com m i t-
m ent to po l i tical reform made him an ideal candidate for the po s t .
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Th re e

The Varieties of Village Self-Gove r n a n c e

A
ctive implem en t a ti on of vi ll a ge el ecti ons spec i f i ed by the 1987 Organic Law did
not re a lly begin until 1990, with wi de va ri a ti ons from provi n ce to provi n ce and
vi ll a ge to vi ll a ge . G en era lly, vi ll a ge sel f - govern m ent can be said to have three

prim a ry com pon en t s : the vi ll a ge assem bly, the vi ll a ge repre s en t a tive assem bly, and the
vi ll a ge com m i t tee .

The Vi ll a ge As sem bly and Vi ll a ge Repre sen t a tive As sem bly. By law, the vi ll a ge assem bly,
similar in principle to the New England town meeti n g, is the su preme dec i s i on - m a k i n g
body, deciding all major vi ll a ge affairs . Vi ll a ge assem blies are com po s ed ei t h er of a ll adu l t
vi ll a gers or of one repre s en t a tive from each househ o l d . But they have ra rely been con-
ven ed . Chinese vi ll a ges gen era lly ra n ge in size from 1,000 to 3,000 peop l e , and the logi s-
tics of c a lling so many people toget h er for discussion and dec i s i on making have gen era lly
proved unwork a bl e . In s te ad ,m a ny vi ll a ges have or ga n i zed vi ll a ge repre s en t a tive assem-
bl i e s , and in 1990 the Mi n i s try of Civil Af f a i rs began prom o ting vi ll a ge repre s en t a tive a s-
s em blies nati onwi de . By 1994, according to ministry report s ,a bo ut half of a ll vi ll a ges had
form ed vi ll a ge repre s en t a tive assem bl i e s .5 3 Mem bers of the repre s en t a tive assem blies are
of ten heads or dep uty heads of the vi ll a ge small gro u p s , rem i n i s cent again not on ly of t h e
produ cti on teams but also of the old ba oj i a s ys tem . Ma ny repre s en t a tive assem bl i e s a l s o
i n clu de vi ll a ge com m i t tee mem bers and del ega tes from the local Wom en’s Federa ti on, t h e
Yo uth Le a g u e , and the militia and repre s en t a tives of the el derly.The el ected vi ll a ge ch i ef
gen era lly pre s i des over the meeti n gs ,t h o u gh this va ries wi dely from vi ll a ge to vi ll a ge .

Official reports say that mem bers of these assem blies are el ected by “a ll the people from a
vi ll a ge .”But no We s tern ers (or none that I know of) have wi tn e s s ed these el ecti on s . Su s a n
L awren ce , the form er Beijing bu reau ch i ef for U. S . News and Wo rld Repo rt , is the on ly
China specialist to wri te abo ut the vi ll a ge repre s en t a tive assem bly.5 4 Im pre s s i onist evi-
den ce ,f rom both my own ob s erva ti ons and official Chinese report s ,5 5 su ggests that el ec-
ti on procedu res are of ten very inform a l ,d rawing on trad i ti on ra t h er than law. In L i s hu
co u n ty, Jilin provi n ce , the repre s en t a tives seem ed to be the vi ll a ge s’ s en i or, most re s pected
m a l e s ,m a ny of wh om had been heads of produ cti on teams under the commune sys tem .
In Fu j i a n , repre s en t a tives were mu ch yo u n ger, of ten in their thirti e s , cons c i o u s ly repre-
s en ting their con s ti tu en c i e s .

Vi ll a ge repre s en t a tive assem blies have both more power and, of ten , gre a ter moral a u-
t h ori ty than vi ll a ge com m i t tee s . Th ey have the ri ght to dec i de important vi ll a ge affairs , to
p a rti c i p a te in the managem ent of vi ll a ge affairs , to overs ee and vo te on major ex pen d i-
tu re s , to su pervise vi ll a ge heads—and to veto dec i s i ons made by vi ll a ge com m i t tee s .5 6

Th ey are pre su m ed to be deep ly imbed ded in vi ll a ge life and in inti m a te con t act with the
popular wi ll and to have the good of the vi ll a gers at heart .
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Because forei gn ob s erva ti on has been limited to el ecti ons of the vi ll a ge com m i t tee ,
most have overl oo ked the import a n ce of the vi ll a ge repre s en t a tive assem bly. Futu re eva l-
u a ti ons of dem oc ra tic govern m ent at the vi ll a ge level wi ll need to focus on the repre s en-
t a tive assem blies as well . To equ a te the el ecti on of vi ll a ge com m i t tees with dem oc racy is 
a mistake . The properly functi oning vi ll a ge repre s en t a tive assem bly serve s , in essen ce , as a
l egi s l a tu re , making dec i s i ons governing the vi ll a gers’ everyd ay live s . The vi ll a ge com m i ttee
is re s pon s i ble for exec uting its dec i s i on s .

In Ma rch 1997, I had the opportu n i ty to ob s erve a meeting of the repre s en t a tive a s-
s em bly in Xixi vi ll a ge , Fujian provi n ce , deep in the Ji n ggang mountains.

The meeting was conven ed to dec i de wh et h er to spend limited vi ll a ge funds to estab-
lish a new peri odic market or to rep l ace a foo tbri d ge con n ecting one secti on of the vi l-
l a ge to its farm l a n d . As s em bly mem bers were yo u n g, in their thirties and forti e s , and the
deb a te was sti l ted and almost scri pted at firs t . But as assem bly mem bers rel a xed in the
pre s en ce of forei gn ers , the discussion became more inform a l . Advoc a tes of the foo tbri d ge
a r g u ed both that the dec aying beams on the ex i s ting bri d ge were life - t h re a ten i n gly dan-
gerous and that the bri d ge was essen tial for peasants to re ach their fiel d s .Advoc a tes of t h e
m a rket argued that the current market was dangero u s , too. Because it was set up alon g
ei t h er side of the two-lane highw ay that cut thro u gh the vi ll a ge , tru cks ru m bl ed by at
h i gh speed ,t h re a tening shoppers and ven dors alike .

The discussion was too abstract for the vi s i tors to gra s p.We asked to visit the two site s .
As we walked to the bri d ge accom p a n i ed by assem bly del ega te s , the interests govern i n g
the deb a te qu i ck ly became cl e a r. As s em bly mem bers repre s en ting small groups wh o s e
f a rms could be re ach ed on ly by the foo tbri d ge were natu ra lly ch a m p i oning the con s tru c-
ti on of a new bri d ge . Sm a ll groups whose fields were on the other side of the highw ay
and acce s s i ble wi t h o ut the foo tbri d ge ten ded to favor a new market . The current market
was indeed wi lly - n i lly, with small ,h a ph a z a rdly placed produ ce stalls lining both sides 
of the road . But the bri d ge was in serious disrep a i r, and it was both a foo tbri d ge and an
a qu edu ct , bri n ging water to irri ga te the fiel d s .

The repre s en t a tive assem bly dec i ded by a show of hands—25 to 14 with one absten ti on
—in favor of the bri d ge . The vi ll a ge ch i ef vo ted in favor of the market . The new market
would be set up later, wh en the vi ll a ge cof fers had been rep l en i s h ed .

The Vi ll a ge Co m m i t te e . The role of the vi ll a ge com m i t tee is dual and som etimes con-
trad i ctory. On the one hand, the vi ll a ge com m i t tee is ch a r ged with implem en ting dec i-
s i ons made by the repre s en t a tive assem bly. On the other, it is re s pon s i ble for publ i c i z i n g
govern m ent policies and persu ading vi ll a gers to fo ll ow those po l i c i e s , even (and som e-
times parti c u l a rly) wh en govern m ent policies are not en ti rely pop u l a r. By law, the vi ll a ge
com m i t tee is re s pon s i ble for med i a ting civil dispute s ,h elping to maintain social order,
a n d reporting popular op i n i on and proposals to the govern m en t .5 7 Beyond that, s pec i f i c
f u n cti ons of the vi ll a ge com m i t tee va ry from place to place . The Mi n i s try of Civil Af f a i rs
en co u ra ges vi ll a ge repre s en t a tive assem blies to draw up vi ll a ge pled ges or vi ll a ge sel f -
govern m ent ch a rters furt h er detailing the ri ghts and obl i ga ti ons of , and rules and reg-
u l ati ons for, vi ll a gers , the vi ll a ge com m i t tee , and the vi ll a ge repre s en t a tive assem bly.

Even the official re s e a rch arm of the Mi n i s try of Civil Af f a i rs recogn i zes that the
com m i t tee’s twofold functi on of i m p l em en ting high er- l evel policy and re s ponding to
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vi ll a ge - b a s ed initi a tives can be con trad i ctory.“The vi ll a ge heads lack aut h ori t a tiven e s s
with the f a rm ers ,” s ays a 1994 official report .5 8 “This is part ly due to the fact that the vi ll a ge
or ga n iz a ti on is more of an ad m i n i s tra tive body in re a l i ty. And vi ll a ge heads of ten act on
beh a l f of the govern m en t , and cannot give too mu ch con s i dera ti on to the interests of t h e
l ocal com mu n i ty and farm ers . Th erefore , vi ll a ge heads are not alw ays iden ti f i ed as one of
the farm ers them s elve s .”5 9

The vi ll a ge com m i t tee is the on ly or ga n i z a ti on requ i red by law to be dem oc ra ti c a lly
el ected . The ministry has set forth four principles essen tial to dem oc rac y: that the ch a i r-
m a n , vi ce ch a i rm a n , and mem bers of vi ll a ge com m i t tees be direct ly el ected by the vi ll a gers
t h em s elve s ; that the nu m ber of c a n d i d a tes exceed the nu m ber of po s i ti on s ; that vo ting be
con du cted by sec ret ball o t ; and that the winning candidate receive more than half
the vo te s .6 0

E l ecti ons take place every three ye a rs , but the timing is not standard i zed , ei t h er nati on-
wi de , within provi n ce s , or within co u n ties and town s h i p s . Even within a single co u n ty,
vi ll a ge el ecti ons may be spre ad over several mon t h s . Because implem en t a ti on has pro-
ceeded slowly and piecem e a l ,s ome provi n ce s , su ch as Fu j i a n ,h ave alre ady held five ro u n d s
of el ecti on s , wh ereas other provi n ces have held on ly one or two — yet another re a s on for
the rem a rk a ble divers i ty from provi n ce to provi n ce and co u n ty to co u n ty.

Cred i ble esti m a tes of h ow many vi ll a ge el ecti ons in China have been carri ed out in
accord a n ce with the ministry ’s principles are impo s s i ble to make .S h ort of a massive , well -
f i n a n ced su rvey, the Chinese co u n trys i de is too large and diverse for any re a l i s tic assess-
m en t , even by the ministry. Reports from local areas are not alw ays re a l i s ti c , and norm s
for what con s ti tutes “dem oc rac y ”va ry gre a t ly. Local officials are not ord i n a ri ly com fort-
a ble reporting failu re s , and oppo s i ti on to vi ll a ge el ecti ons is stron gest among the co u n ty
and township officials re s pon s i ble for reporti n g. Wh en one co u n ty official in Si chu a n
was asked wh en el ecti ons would be ex ten ded upw a rd to the co u n ty level and wh et h er he
would be wi lling to stand for el ecti on , he re s pon ded that many different flowers make up
a ga rden but the ga rden is no less be a utiful for the differen ce s . The co u n ty official was a
f l ower who preferred not to run for el ecti on and was not so su re that vi ll a ge el ecti on s
m ade mu ch of a con tri buti on to the ga rden , ei t h er.

The ed i tor of a Chinese magazine focusing on township affairs ,i n tervi ewed by Kevi n
O’ Bri en and Lianjiang Li, e s ti m a tes that no more than 10 percent of vi ll a ge el ecti ons have
been con du cted according to dem oc ra tic standard s .6 1 According to the Mi n i s try of Civi l
Af f a i rs , el ecti ons have tech n i c a lly been held in 90 percent of Ch i n a’s vi ll a ge s , but the min-
is try has de s i gn a ted on ly fifty-nine co u n ties as model s — l oc a l i ties wh ere el ecti ons have
been su f f i c i en t ly well or ga n i zed , dem oc ra ti c , and fair that their procedu res are con s i dered
wort hy of s tu dy and emu l a ti on by others .6 2

Nor is it easy to specify what va ri a bles influ en ce the su ccess of Ch i n a’s vi ll a ge el ecti on s .
For many Ch i n e s e , the most important qu e s ti on is wh et h er the introdu cti on of vi ll a ge
dem oc racy in fact staves of f ru ral unre s t . Some We s tern ers , by con tra s t ,h ave attem pted to
test the propo s i ti on ,t a ken by some as an arti cle of f a i t h , that econ omic (parti c u l a rly capi-
talist) devel opm ent leads inevi t a bly to dem oc ra ti z a ti on .What has been proven thus far in
the vi ll a ges of China is on ly that the rel a ti onship cannot be dem on s tra ted , or, as Jean Oi
n o te s , that “the rel a ti onship bet ween econ omic devel opm ent and po l i tical ch a n ge rem a i n s
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a puzzle.”6 3 Susan Lawren ce , wri ting abo ut vi ll a ge repre s en t a tive assem blies in Hebei
provi n ce , argues that ch ronic mismanagem ent was the motiva ting force in Hebei ’s ex per-
i m ents with new forms of l ocal govern a n ce .6 4 The repre s en t a tive assem blies were wel-
com ed as an altern a tive to su b s t a n d a rd leadership and unmanage a bl e ,i m poveri s h ed
vi ll a ge s . Kevin O’ Bri en su ggests that the most dem oc ra ti c a lly or ga n i zed vi ll a ges “a ppe a r
d i s proporti on a tely in we a l t h i er dem on s tra ti on vi ll a ges and in those with large co ll ective
en terpri s e s .”6 5 Amy Gad s den , who joi n ed the In tern a ti onal Rep u blican In s ti tute in 1995
and has ob s erved several rounds of el ecti on s ,n o tes that one re a s on dem oc ra tic el ecti on s
h ave been app l a u ded by vi ll a gers is the percepti on that el ecti ons can increase local pro s-
peri ty. Vi ll a gers therefore tend to el ect en trepren eu rs who promise to help make them
ri ch. She also notes paradox i c a lly that vi ll a ge el ecti ons have met the gre a test re s i s t a n ce 
in Ch i n a’s ri chest and poorest provi n ce s .6 6

Ru ral devel opm ent in China has not yet progre s s ed to the point wh ere the rel a ti ons h i p
bet ween po l i tical and econ omic devel opm ent is evi den t . For the time bei n g, we must l oo k
at different va ri a bles to explain the divers i ty of vi ll a ge po l i tical life . If the degree of de-
m oc ra ti z a ti on is taken as the single va ri a bl e , vi ll a ge leadership runs along a broad conti n-
u u m . At the least dem oc ra tic end of the spectrum are vi ll a ges wh ere el ecti ons have failed
and leadership has bro ken down and those that con ti nue to be govern ed by the type of
s el f - i n tere s ted and dict a torial local em perors wh om Peng Zhen saw as su ch a t h reat to
the party ’s legi ti m ac y. On the most dem oc ra tic end are vi ll a ges with popular and innova-
tive new leaders el ected by majori ty vo te and working in tandem with repre s en t a tive
a s s em bl i e s .

Wh en the level of a vi ll a ge’s econ omic devel opm ent is factored in, the spectrum be-
comes a matri x .6 7 Some of Ch i n a’s poorest and ri chest vi ll a ges are also among the least
dem oc ra ti c .While examples of rel a tively pro s perous dem oc ra tic vi ll a ges abo u n d ,h ow-
ever, examples of poor dem oc ra tic vi ll a ges are few. The source of a vi ll a ge’s pro s peri ty —
wh et h er from com mu n i ty en terprises or priva te en trepren eu rs h i p — m ay also affect the
n a tu re of gra s s roots dem oc rac y.Wh ere co ll ective en terprises all ow for the dispen s a ti on of
p a tron a ge , dem oc racy may become corru pt . An infusion of “h el p” f rom high er- l evel au-
t h ori ties can ei t h er gre a t ly prom o te the evo luti on of dem oc racy or con s tri ct the ra n ge of
ch oi ce , as wh en popular vi ll a ge leaders are pro h i bi ted from running for el ecti on by town-
ship or co u n ty of f i c i a l s .

Taking a con c rete look at vi ll a ges at different points along the spectru m , or in differen t
boxes within the gri d ,m a kes it po s s i ble to understand som ething of the com p l ex i ty of
vi ll a ge leadership in China tod ay and to say som ething abo ut why some vi ll a ges have been
so su ccessful in implem en ting el ecti ons and others have so mu ch furt h er to go.Why do
s ome vi ll a ges su ccumb to the rule of l ocal em perors? Why have dem oc ra tic el ecti ons in
Fujian provi n ce and Lishu co u n ty, Ji l i n , been so su ccessful? And why has Bend in the
River vi ll a ge failed in its ef forts to el ect anyone at all ?

Bend in the River Village: No Development, No Democra cy

The Cu l tu ral Revo luti on was in full swing and Tong Yanqi was on ly fo u rteen ye a rs old wh en
she was sent as an “edu c a ted yo ut h” f rom Beijing to Bend in the River vi ll a ge ,s everal hu n-
d red miles sout hwest of h er hom e . She stayed ten ye a rs . In the fall of 1 9 9 5 , retu rning for
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the first time since having left seven teen ye a rs before ,Yanqi grac i o u s ly all owed me to com e
a l on g. Now a profe s s or at the Un ivers i ty of Ut a h , Yanqi had no idea what we would find.
Bend in the River vi ll a ge had alw ays been poor.

In deed , the co u n ty town not far from Bend in the River had yet to share in the eco-
n omic boom of the sout h ern coa s t . The bu i l d i n gs were on ly one and two stories high ,
and they were not new. The taxis at the train stati on were ti ny three - wh eel ed tractors ,n o t
mu ch bi gger than a motorc ycle and open at the back . Few other motori zed veh i cles were
to be seen .

Yanqi could tell from the road ,l ong before we arrived , that Bend in the River vi ll a ge
h ad not gre a t ly devel oped since she lef t . Bend in the River is on ly a few kilom eters from
the co u n ty town , and the rut ted , bu m py dirt road begins just wh ere the town ends and
the farmland begi n s .

Yanqi was ri gh t . The vi ll a ge had yet to see any real devel opm en t . Th ere were no co ll ec-
tive en terpri s e s , and no one in the vi ll a ge could properly be call ed an en trepren eu r. Th e
great majori ty of the vi ll a gers were mu ch bet ter of f than they had been before ,h owever,
t h o u gh Yanqi was curious to discover that people who had been poor under the co ll ective
were sti ll poor and those who had been ri ch had on ly become ri ch er.A few of the old
mu d - w a ll ed houses rem a i n ed , but most people had built new bri ck hom e s . Everyt h i n g
a bo ut the new houses was more modern than before . Most had tel evi s i on s , and in the
we a l t h i er families the tel evi s i ons were co l or. Everyone agreed that they had more to eat
tod ay, and the point was proved repe a tedly in the lavish meals we were served and the
qu a n ti ties of m e a t , j i a ozi ( du m p l i n gs ) , and alcohol con su m ed .

The high er incomes were the con s equ en ce of the deco ll ectivi z a ti on of land and the
f reedom to en ga ge in small-scale mon eymaking activi ti e s . Fa rming was more divers i f i ed
than before , and people were cultiva ting cash crops and raising pigs and ch i cken s . Ma ny
families had at least one mem ber who worked in indu s try in the nearby co u n ty town ,
wh ere their wages were high er than what they could make on a farm . Th ere were no tel e-
ph ones or cars in the vi ll a ge , and running water—a spigot in every co u rtya rd — h ad been
i n trodu ced on ly in the past year or so, wh en po lluti on from nearby cem ent and ferti l i zer
f actories had poi s on ed vi ll a ge well water, ren dering it undri n k a bl e . People attri buted the
i n c rease of c a n cer in the vi ll a ge to po lluti on , wh i ch was cause for con s i dera ble con cern .

The old bri gade head qu a rters and the ad jacent vi ll a ge squ a re were the on ly spots in the
vi ll a ge that had not phys i c a lly ch a n ged . The head qu a rters had on ce been the cen ter of vi l-
l a ge activi ty. The co ll ective’s frequ ent meeti n gs were held at the head qu a rters , and the
vi ll a ge’s first bl ack - a n d - wh i te tel evi s i on had been placed there .Vi ll a gers had ga t h ered
a round it at night to watch and to talk.

The vi ll a ge squ a re , a large plot of u n c u l tiva ted land ad jacent to the head qu a rters wh ere
the threshing used to be done at harvest ti m e ,h ad also been a ga t h ering place . Toget h er,
the bri gade head qu a rters and the vi ll a ge squ a re had been the focal point of the vi ll a ge
com mu n i ty, s ym bols of co ll ective life . With deco ll ectivi z a ti on , the meeti n gs stopped ,a n d
t h reshing became a family en de avor. The bri gade head qu a rters was no lon ger used . It was
just as it had been wh en Tong Yanqi was there , with the same tables and ch a i rs in the meet-
ing room s , except that everything had fall en into disrep a i r. The place that had on ce been
the cen ter of vi ll a ge life was de s erted and lon ely. The whole vi ll a ge , in its public space s ,
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h ad an unkem pt , almost de s o l a te ,l oo k , and the vi ll a ge bl ack boa rd , on ce used for publ i c
a n n o u n cem ents and message s , was bl a n k .

People missed the co ll ective life . Th ey even missed the meeti n gs , wh i ch had been a
ch a n ce for nei gh bors to meet and soc i a l i ze , to feel part of the same com mu n i ty. Th ey
rem em bered how hard they had worked du ring the peri od of “l e a rning from Dazhai,”
wh i ch was how they referred to the Cu l tu ral Revo luti on . Dazhai was the nati onwi de
m odel bri gade then , and Bend in the River had become a model in learning from Dazha i ,
wh i ch meant that the vi ll a gers were busy ye a r- round with one form of co ll ective activi ty
or another. No one re a lly wanted to retu rn to the back breaking work . But people spo ke of
a feeling of em ptiness ( ko n g x u ) , a decline of com mu n i ty spiri t , a certain lack of m e a n i n g
to life ,l i ke being “a sheet of l oose sand.”

Some people were tu rning to rel i gi on to fill the ga p. At the ed ge of the vi ll a ge , just wh ere
the fields bega n , the vi ll a gers had recen t ly con s tru cted a new temple—a small bri ck stru c-
tu re with a feroc i o u s - l ooking Buddhist god inside . The god was re s pon s i ble for provi d i n g
good we a t h er and pro tecting the crops—a task he had not fulfill ed very well that ye a r.
The main crop in the vi ll a ge was cabb a ge , and we were there at harvest ti m e . But heav y
rains in the weeks leading up to the harvest had de s troyed the crop. The avera ge incom e
in the vi ll a ge would drop this year from an avera ge of a bo ut 1,300–1,500 yuan to abo ut
800 yuan—less than $100 at the 1997 exch a n ge ra te .

We went to another temple some distance out s i de the co u n ty town—the Stone Dru m
Tem p l e .Worshiping at places like Stone Drum Temple is of f i c i a lly con s i dered su pers ti ti o u s
and therefore disco u ra ged , but several of the officials who accom p a n i ed us also prayed
t h ere , with no app a rent em b a rra s s m en t .

Ch ri s ti a n i ty is also gaining new ad h eren t s .A chu rch is under con s tru cti on in the co u n ty
town , and servi ces are held reg u l a rly in a building near the train stati on . Some vi ll a gers
a re beginning to atten d , and others ex press interest in goi n g. The attracti on is less spec i f i c
rel i gious doctrine than the promise of rel i gi on as com fort .

The family was sti ll the most important social unit in the vi ll a ge , and the most tro u bl e-
s om e . In travi ll a ge marri a ge s ,b a s ed on love and en tered into freely, a re not the norm ,a n d
wh en they occur of ten run into tro u bl e . In most cases, wom en marry out of the vi ll a ge ,
and the men find their wives in other place s . These marri a ges are of ten arra n ged and are
not based on love . The best the couple can hope for is to he de qi lai— get along well to-
get h er. Couples were ro uti n ely perm i t ted to have two ch i l d ren , but some had three or
fo u r. Families were su ppo s ed to pay fines for having more than two, but no one knew
h ow mu ch the fine was or wh et h er it was actu a lly co ll ected .Vi ll a ge leadership was too
weak for a con certed ef fort at en forcem ent of the family planning po l i c i e s .

Crime was an increasing probl em in the are a . On one recent day, forty motorc ycles had
been sto l en from the co u n ty town , and the buying and selling of b a bies and kidnapp i n g
and selling of wom en was a probl em . A few days before our vi s i t ,t h ree po l i cem en had
m oved in to arrest a man acc u s ed of s elling wom en . Kn owing of his impending arre s t ,
the all eged criminal had stra pped dy n a m i te around his waist. As the po l i ce su rro u n ded
h i m , he lit it, bl owing himsel f and the po l i ce to bi t s .

The vi ll a gers had several ex p l a n a ti ons for Bend in the River ’s failu re to devel op.
The main re a s on was that the vi ll a ge has alw ays been poor. Everyone agrees that the
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i n trodu cti on of com mu n i ty en terprises is the ro ute to real pro s peri ty, but the vi ll a ge has
n ever been able to save en o u gh mon ey to invest in co ll ective en terpri s e .

An o t h er ex p l a n a ti on was that all the smart and talen ted people had left or taken work
o ut s i de the vi ll a ge . Our host, M r. Wa n g, h ad been party sec ret a ry du ring Ya n q i ’s ti m e ,
a n d he rem a i n ed one of the most re s pected men in the vi ll a ge . But he had been one of
the first to leave wh en the opportu n i ty aro s e . The co u n ty as a whole had a very low level
of edu c a ti on . Un til recen t ly, of a co u n ty wi de pop u l a ti on of 4 0 0 , 0 0 0 , on ly 90 people had
gradu a ted from high sch oo l . With one excepti on , everyone from Bend in the River with a
h i gh sch ool edu c a ti on had lef t ,u su a lly to serve as co u n ty - l evel of f i c i a l s , and the one high
s ch ool gradu a te who stayed ste ad f a s t ly ref u s ed to assume a po s i ti on of l e aders h i p. Th e
best and the bri gh test with middle sch ool edu c a ti ons were not wi lling to stay ei t h er and
were cl ever en o u gh to find jobs in other parts of the provi n ce or to join the ranks of t h e
ru ral migrants flocking to the citi e s .

Vi ll a ge leadership was a probl em . Bend in the River ’s party sec ret a ry was a nice but pa-
t h eti c a lly incom petent man, and he com m a n ded scant re s pect . Pa rty mem bership in t h e
vi ll a ge was decl i n i n g, as it was in many parts of Ch i n a . Official reports several mon t h s a f ter
our visit said that party bra n ches in a third of the co u n try ’s 1 mill i on vi ll a ges had de-
c ayed , and a major drive to rec ruit new mem bers and revive the party com m i t tees was
u n der way.6 8 The sec ret a ry in Bend in the River was attem pting to rec ruit new mem bers ,
but most of the vi ll a gers he had approach ed had just laugh ed him aw ay.

Ma ny vi ll a gers agreed that on ly a stron g, dy n a m i c , forw a rd - l ooking leader can bri n g
the vi ll a ge out of its do l d rums and begin a process of econ omic devel opm en t . Few hel d
o ut mu ch hope for an early soluti on to the leadership probl em ,and no one su gge s ted that
vi ll a ge dem oc racy might be the answer. The on ly pers on to discuss dem oc racy at len g t h
was an intell ectual from the co u n ty town who had been sent to the vi ll a ge du ring the Cu l-
tu ral Revo luti on . He thought that the freedom assoc i a ted with dem oc racy would bri n g
m ore chaos than China could manage . Dem oc ra tic reform was not in the con s c i o u s n e s s
of these vi ll a gers .

Bend in the River had held el ecti ons for vi ll a ge ch i ef not long before our vi s i t , but they
were unsu cce s s f u l .“Con trad i cti on s” tracing back for dec ade s — l i n gering wounds from
the anti ri gh tist campaign and the Cu l tu ral Revo luti on , as well as perceived inequ i ties in
the red i s tri buti on of land du ring deco ll ectivi z a ti on — preven ted any of the several candi-
d a tes from receiving a majori ty vo te . The vi ll a gers lost interest in the el ecti on . The party
h e ad was serving tem pora ri ly as vi ll a ge ch i ef , too.

Ho s p i t a ble and gracious though the vi ll a gers were , Bend in the River non et h el e s s
s eem ed pervaded by a sense of a i m l e s s n e s s , of w a i ti n g, as though som ething should be
h a ppening but is not.6 9 In deed , the con trast bet ween the anomie of Bend in the River,
wh ere halfhearted ef forts to dem oc ra ti ze have failed , and Guanjiang vi ll a ge , Fu j i a n , wh ere
el ecti ons have su cceeded (see pages 33–39), su ggests that one uninten ded con s equ en ce of
vi ll a ge el ecti ons is the re s tora ti on of the sense of com mu n i ty that disappe a red with the co l-
lapse of the com mu n e s .E con omic devel opm ent might lift Bend in the River out of i t s
do l d ru m s , and vi ll a gers’ faith in dem oc racy might be kindl ed if t h ey could be persu aded
that dem oc racy would bring econ omic devel opm en t . But wi t h o ut a bold and innova tive
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l e ader, the introdu cti on of dem oc racy into the vi ll a ge wi ll have to come from out s i de and
h i gh er up.

Daqiu Village: Development with Dictat o rs h i p

If Bend in the River is an example of a vi ll a ge that is both undevel oped and sti ll undem o-
c ra ti c ,D a q iu vi ll a ge , not far from the city of Ti a n j i n , is Ch i n a’s most famous and dra m a ti c
gra s s roots ch a ll en ge to the hypothesis that econ omic devel opm ent leads som eh ow inevi t-
a bly to dem oc ra tic reform . Un til the ign ominious down f a ll of its on ce nati on a lly recog-
n i zed leader, D a q iu had been very devel oped , very ri ch , and very undem oc ra ti c .

Si n ce the mid-1980s, D a q iu had been to uted in both the Chinese and the intern a ti on a l
press as one of the wealthiest vi ll a ges in China and the nu m ber- one model for other vi l-
la ges to emu l a te . Its leader,Yu Zu om i n , became one of ten nati onwi de models of pe a s a n t -
tu rn ed - en trepren eu r.Yu Zu omin had joi n ed the Com munist Pa rty in 1958 and had been
a vi ll a ge cad re for dec ade s . With the beginning of econ omic reform in the late 1970s,
Yu was cred i ted both with having led his vi ll a ge to pro s peri ty and with retaining the sel f-
less devo ti on to public wel f a re that is the com munist ide a l .Even as vi ll a gers moved from
t h eir mu d - w a ll ed ,t h a tch - roofed huts to newly built bri ck hom e s , Yu stayed in his dilapi-
d a ted house.7 0

Over ti m e ,h owever,Yu Zu omin became arroga n t , corru pted by power, and began put-
ting himsel f a bove the law. He became a classic example of a local em peror—the type of
l ocal leader Peng Zhen and others have cred i ted with undermining the legi ti m acy of t h e
Com munist Pa rty.7 1 As leader of D a q iu vi ll a ge , not on ly did Yu become a mu l ti m i ll i on-
a i re , he tra n s form ed the vi ll a ge and made its inhabitants ri ch , too. But Chinese journ a l i s t
f ri ends who vi s i ted Daqiu vi ll a ge wh en it was a nati onwi de model con fess that even then
the place ree ked with corru pti on . The visit was too caref u lly orch e s tra ted , and the reporters
were preven ted from casu a l ,s pon t a n eous meeti n gs with the vi ll a gers . The place was “n o t
n orm a l ,” my fri ends told me. It was too ri ch . Too many people were driving Mercede s .
No one got that ri ch wi t h o ut being corru pt—and wi t h o ut high er- l evel con n ecti on s .

Yu’s down f a ll began in 1990 wh en two of his close assoc i a tes acc u s ed another vi ll a ge
en trepren eur of s educing the daugh ter of Yu’s cousin and then beat the father of t h e
acc u s ed man to de a t h . Two ye a rs later, s everal people under Yu Zu om i n’s command bega n
i n terroga ting sen i or pers on n el from one of the vi ll a ge’s en terprises on su s p i c i on of cor-
ru pti on . Du ring the co u rse of the inve s ti ga ti on , a nu m ber of s t a f f m em bers were det a i ned ,
and some were brut a lly clu bbed and wh i pped . According to official acco u n t s ,7 2 one of
the staff m em bers , Wei Fu h e , was stri pped and be a ten with clubs and whips for seven
h o u rs . Wei Fuhe died .

Wh en the Tianjin Pu blic Sec u ri ty Dep a rtm ent learn ed of a po s s i ble mu rder in Daqiu
vi ll a ge ,t h ey sent po l i ce to inve s ti ga te .Yu Zu omin ordered the po l i cem en det a i n ed . Wh en
Tianjin sent another team of i nve s ti ga tors ,b acked by four hu n d red po l i cem en ,Yu
Zu omin arm ed the vi ll a gers with steel bars and mobi l i zed them to bl ock ade the vi ll a ge .

Yu Zu omin was finally arre s ted ,h owever, and in 1993 a co u rt in nearby Tianjin sen-
ten ced him to twen ty ye a rs’ i m pri s on m ent for “h a rboring cri m i n a l s , ob s tru cting publ i c
s ec u ri ty pers on n el in performing their duti e s , bri bery, u n l awf u lly detaining people and
u n l awf u lly put ting people under con tro l .”7 3
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The full story of Yu Zu omin and Daqiu vi ll a ge has yet to be to l d . Reports of Yu’s perf i dy
come from the official pre s s , and my attem pts to visit the vi ll a ge failed . Forei gn ers are no
lon ger perm i t ted to go there . But the case of Yu Zu omin su rely ch a ll en ges the asserti on of
a ny simple causative rel a ti onship bet ween econ omic devel opm ent and dem oc ra ti z a ti on .
D a q iu vi ll a ge was one of the ri ch e s t , most devel oped in Ch i n a . The official account of Yu
Zu om i n’s sen ten ce reports a total produ cti on outp ut for the vi ll a ge of 2.3 bi ll i on yuan
and men ti ons su ch en terprises as an ox ygen plant, a breeding farm , and autom obile and
f u rn i tu re factori e s . But Yu Zu omin was a corru pt dict a tor.

Just as no one knows with cert a i n ty how many vi ll a ge leaders are dem oc ra ti c a lly
el ected in Ch i n a , so no one knows how many local em perors con ti nue to ru l e . Al t h o u gh
Yu Zu omin is su rely ex trem e — for his brut a l i ty, the wealth he amassed for the vi ll a ge ,
and his earl i er role as a nati onwi de model for pe a s a n t - en trepren eur—the ph en om en on
of the local em peror is sti ll com m on in the Chinese co u n trys i de . Su rely one ex p l a n a ti on
for why Yu’s down f a ll was so long in coming may be the dict a tor ’s su ccess in making su re
that everyone shared in the vi ll a ge’s pro s peri ty. Local em perors may be accepted , even
wel com ed , as long as everyone shares in the spoi l s .

In deed ,l ocal em perors may even be dem oc ra ti c a lly el ected—as Wang Wei dong was in
Si chuan provi n ce .

Wugang Village: Democra cy and Pat ronage 
in a Company Tow n

Si chu a n’s Wu gang vi ll a ge is not as ri ch as Daqiu , but it is very ri ch indeed .7 4 In come from
co ll ective en terprises was 40,000 yuan a year wh en Wang Wei don g7 5 was first appoi n ted
vi ll a ge ch i ef in 1982. By 1995, i n come from co ll ectively own ed en terprises had re ach ed
8 mill i on yuan, and the dem oc ra ti c a lly el ected Wang Wei dong was running for reel ecti on .
Wang Wei don g’s leadership was not the on ly factor con tri buting to Wu ga n g’s pro s peri ty.
The vi ll a ge’s loc a ti on hel ped . Wu gang is on the out s k i rts of Wuton g q i a o, a pro s pero u s
co u n ty town that has been gradu a lly spre ading out w a rd to en compass the vi ll a ge . As
Wutongqiao has pro s pered , so has Wu gang vi ll a ge , and tod ay the vi ll a ge is vi su a lly indis-
ti n g u i s h a ble from the town .

Si n ce 1983, Wang Wei dong has been both vi ll a ge ch i ef and party sec ret a ry, and his
po s i ti ons give him a say in the distri buti on of the vi ll a ge’s co ll ective prof i t s . In a pattern
rem i n i s cent of m a ny co u n tri e s ,i n cluding the Un i ted State s , in the early stages of dem o-
cra tic devel opm en t , Wang has used those profits in a gen erous disbu rs em ent of p a tron a ge .
E ach ye a r, s ome of the co ll ective profits go into a special bank account to be distri buted to
vi ll a gers as bonuses at Chinese New Ye a r. In 1995, the payo ut was 1,100 yuan a pers on .
Wu gang even has a pen s i on plan—unheard of in most of ru ral Ch i n a . In Wu ga n g, every-
one over sixty ye a rs old receives reti rem ent pay of 70 yuan a month—up from 40 yuan a
few ye a rs before . The vi ll a ge had inve s ted 500,000 yuan to build a kinder ga rten , for wh i ch
families were ch a r ged 70 yuan per sem e s ter per ch i l d ,t hu s , according to the ch i ef , con-
tri buting to the su ccess of the on e - ch i l d - per- f a m i ly po l i c y. Cad res and dem obi l i zed soldiers
were given free health insu ra n ce , wh i ch paid 80 percent of t h eir health co s t s . Wang Wei-
dong has also set up training co u rses for farm ers who want to work in indu s try. So many
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vi ll a gers have left farming that mu ch of the land has been reco ll ectivi zed .O n ly 20 percen t
of the vi ll a gers sti ll work in the fiel d s .

Wang was relu ctant to discuss his own incom e . He was so busy being party sec ret a ry
and vi ll a ge ch i ef that he has no time for work , he said.“ My on ly de s i re is to make the vi l-
l a ge bet ter.”At first he said he made on ly 3,000 yuan a year plus an unspec i f i ed amount
f rom ren ting out his land. Wh en pre s s ed , he ad m i t ted to making 4,000 yuan a mon t h . It
was his wi fe who made 3,000 yuan a ye a r.

On el ecti on day in Decem ber 1995, the ch i ef ex u ded sel f - con f i den ce , and he was cer-
tain of the vi ll a gers’ l oya l ty.“ E l ecti ons are a test and also some pre s su re ,” he said.“Th ey
force us to do a good job. We have to be able to do good things for the vi ll a gers or we’ ll be
rep l aced .”

Wang Wei don g’s ch a ll en ger was a twen ty - ei gh t - ye a r-old middle sch ool gradu a te and
c a n d i d a te for party mem bership who was one of the few farm ers left in the vi ll a ge .“ I
don’t have any particular plan if I am el ected ,” he said.“Ot h er people ra i s ed my name for
the el ecti on .” He had done no campaigning and had not tri ed to convi n ce anyone to vo te
for him. He was sti ll too yo u n g, he said,“and the current vi ll a ge head is very good .”He
could not hon e s t ly say that there was anything he could do bet ter than the incumben t .
He had no co ll ective profits to share . He knew he had little hope of wi n n i n g, but he had
con f i den ce in the dem oc ra tic process and in the vi ll a gers’ dec i s i on .

Not all the vi ll a gers ga t h ered in the sch ool ya rd to vo te shared the ch a ll en ger ’s con f i-
den ce in the proce s s . For som e , the noti on that vi ll a ge and party ch i ef Wang Wei don g
could ever be vo ted out of of f i ce was so prepo s terous that the su gge s ti on was greeted wi t h
gales of l a u gh ter.But the vo ters knew they were bet ter of f s i n ce Wang had come to power
and were gra teful that he had taken su ch good care of t h em . Some vi ll a gers did not par-
ti c u l a rly like the current ch i ef , but they would vo te for him any w ay.

The el ecti on itsel f h ad the air of an amateur dra m a . The party and govern m en t ,u pper
and lower ad m i n i s tra tive level s , were working toget h er so cl o s ely to orch e s tra te the even t
that the divi s i on of re s pon s i bi l i ty disappe a red . For the vi ll a gers ga t h ered in the sch ool ya rd ,
the el ecti on was a fe s tive occ a s i on , and they were being paid for their ti m e . The we a l t h i er,
m ore econ om i c a lly su ccessful vi ll a gers had stayed at hom e . Th ey had business to atten d
to, s everal told me wh en I vi s i ted their hom e s , and they had sent som eone to cast thei r
vo te by prox y.Wh en the el ecti on was over and the tallies in, Wang Wei dong was the over-
wh elming vi ctor. The ch a ll en ger got on ly a smattering of vo te s .

The sel ecti on of n om i n ees is a vi t a l , but of ten overl oo ked ,p a rt of the dem oc ra tic pro-
cess and con ti nues in many places to be con tro ll ed by party com m i t tees or high er- l evel
ad m i n i s tra tive or ga n s . In Wu ga n g, the con clu s i on that “o t h er peop l e”persu aded the
ch a ll en ger to run in order to en su re a two - c a n d i d a te slate and pre s ent the sem bl a n ce of
a genu i n ely com peti tive el ecti on is difficult to avoi d . By agreeing to ru n , the ch a ll en ger
dem on s tra ted his loya l ty to the party. His rew a rd , pre su m a bly, was prom o ti on from can-
d i d a te to full mem ber.But wi t h o ut a more open nom i n a ti on proce s s , genuine com peti ti on
is hampered , and the introdu cti on of n ew, i n n ova tive vi ll a ge leadership may be sti f l ed .
The el ecti on in Wu gang was more form than essen ce .

The case of Wu gang vi ll a ge also su ggests what can happen wh en thriving co ll ective
en terprises permit the po l i tical use of p a tron a ge . Pa tron a ge has been (and sti ll is in som e
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p l aces) a powerful force in Am erican el ectoral po l i ti c s , too, and some would con s i der it
an adva n ce over no dem oc racy at all . The qu e s ti on is wh et h er el ecti ons in places su ch as
Wu gang wi ll become more genu i n ely com peti tive before disillu s i on m ent with dem oc rac y
s ets in. Non com peti tive el ecti ons are nothing new in Ch i n a .P l en ty of pro forma vo ti n g
con ti nues to take place at all levels of the po l i tical hiera rchy. Or wi ll the vi ll a gers simply
con clu de that mon ey, a f ter all , buys power ?

Lishu County: The Nationwide Model

Dem oc racy in Lishu co u n ty, Ji l i n , is furt h er adva n ced than in Si chu a n , of fering an instru c-
tive con tra s t . Al t h o u gh Jilin vi ll a ges are modera tely well of f (in 1995, per capita incom e
was 1,168 yuan a ye a r ) ,7 6 co ll ective en terprise does not dom i n a te , and patron a ge is there-
fore more difficult to dispen s e . Winning candidates are of ten the vi ll a ge’s most pro s per-
ous en trepren eu rs , who have prom i s ed to share their know - h ow (but not their mon ey )
with the vi ll a ge as a wh o l e .

Moreover, L i s hu was the first to recogn i ze the import a n ce of the nom i n a ti on proce s s
and to take steps to introdu ce dem oc ra tic procedu res into candidate sel ecti on . Th ro u gh
an open pri m a ry known as the h a i x u a n, or sea el ecti on , vi ll a gers in Lishu are given bl a n k
b a llots containing on ly the po s i ti ons ava i l a ble on the vi ll a ge com m i t tee , but no names.
Vo ters then wri te in their ch oi ce of c a n d i d a te s . The re sult is gen era lly many more names
than po s i ti ons ava i l a ble—an avera ge of s even ty-six people per vi ll a ge in 1994–95. Th e
nu m ber of c a n d i d a tes is then wi n n owed to two each for the po s i ti on of vi ll a ge ch i ef a n d
dep uty and, gen era lly, one more candidate for vi ll a ge com m i t tee than the nu m ber of po-
s i ti ons on the com m i t tee . Thu s , a three - pers on com m i t tee would have four candidate s
and a fo u r- pers on com m i t tee would have five . In Novem ber 1995, L i s hu’s ex peri m en t
with open pri m a ri e s , and its innova tive introdu cti on of s ec ret ball o t s ,l ed to its sel ecti on
as the nati onwi de model for vi ll a ge el ecti on s .7 7

Jilin provi n ce , toget h er with Liaoning and Hei l on g j i a n g, is in Ch i n a’s far nort h e a s t
(the area som etimes referred to in the West as Ma n chu ri a ) , one of the few places in set t l ed
China wh ere the pop u l a ti on does not press too cl o s ely on the land. Mu ch of Ch i n a’s
s t a te - run heavy indu s try is loc a ted here , and Ch i n a’s state - run en terprises have run into
difficult ti m e s . The hardest hit factories are shut ting or slowing down produ cti on ,s en d-
ing all or a porti on of t h eir workers home at a fracti on of t h eir wage s — u su a lly aro u n d
300 yuan a month in the larger cities and 200 yuan a month in small er on e s — b a rely
en o u gh to buy food . Xi a ga n g is the term used to de s c ri be this situ a ti on , wh i ch ro u gh ly
tra n s l a tes as “f u rl o u gh”and is short of being laid of f but not qu i te em p l oym en t , ei t h er.
With the nu m ber of f u rl o u gh ed workers on the ri s e ,s ome cities are wi tnessing the rise of
m a f i a - l i ke or ga n i z a ti ons known in Chinese as h ei sheh u i , or “bl ack soc i eti e s .”

The bl ack soc i ety is nece s s a ry, a young fri end from the northeast told me, because “t h e
govern m ent and po l i ce are not doing their job s . So many state en terprises have gone bank-
ru pt that lots of people are just at hom e , or on the street s . Th ey don’t have mu ch mon ey
— m aybe 200 yuan a month at the most. So crime is up, too. But if s om eone gets robbed
of 200 k u a i , i t’s his last 200 k u a i . He goes to the po l i ce , and the po l i ce won’t even bo t h er to
h el p. It’s not en o u gh mon ey for them to be intere s ted . But the bl ack soc i ety has so many
con n ecti ons thro u gh o ut soc i ety that they can find out who did it and ad m i n i s ter thei r
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own form of ju s ti ce .”The bl ack soc i ety also ex tracts pro tecti on mon ey from many shop-
keepers , promising them big payof fs if t h ey en co u n ter any tro u bl e .7 8

The official Chinese press con f i rms the rise of these mafias, p a rti c u l a rly in Hei l on g j i a n g
provi n ce , de s c ri bing ga n gs as “running ra m p a n t ,” ex torting mon ey, or ganizing pro tecti on
racket s , robbing cars and tra i n s , and mon opolizing the local pork market . According to
one report , a mafia set up a sel f - s tyl ed under ground public sec u ri ty bu reau that “ i n d i s-
c ri m i n a tely exec uted innocent peop l e , posing a very serious threat to public order.”Wh en
the gang boss Han Jie was kill ed ,a ll egedly du ring a shoo t - o ut with a rival ga n g, his fo l-
l owers or ga n i zed a 150-veh i cl e , fo u r- h o u r- l ong proce s s i on thro u gh the Hei l ongjiang city
of Ji a mu s i ,t a u n ting local officials and honking their horns in front of l ocal govern m en t
bu i l d i n gs , according to the official pre s s .7 9

But the co u n trys i de of Ch i n a’s northeast is more tra n qu i l .Vast fields of ten stretch as far
as the eye can see ,i n terru pted on ly occ a s i on a lly by scattered ,f a r- f lung vi ll a ge s . The ri ch
bl ack eart h— h ei tu d i—is ideal for growing wheat and corn , and the local cuisine is uniqu e
and hearty — t h i ck wheat noodl e s ,f a t ty pork , spicy sauerk ra ut , chu n ky bean curd ,a n d
po t a to and corn dishes of great va ri ety. The ref i n ed wh i te ri ce of the south is ra rely served
h ere . Ma ny of Ch i n a’s large state farms are loc a ted in the nort h e a s t , and some bel i eve that
s om etime in the next cen tu ry, this vast expanse of fertile land wi ll become a major source of
Ch i n a’s food .

L i s hu co u n ty, 120 kilom eters from Ji l i n’s capital of Ch a n g chu n ,f i rst held vi ll a ge el ec-
ti ons in 1988. In the wi n ter of 1 9 9 4 – 9 5 , el ecti ons were being held for the third ti m e .
Wi n ters in the northeast are seari n gly co l d , and in early Ja nu a ry the fields were bare and
f rozen , ex posing the fertile bl ack soi l . The el ecti ons in Lishu were held in the wi n ter, we
were to l d , because farming comes to a halt du ring the co l dest mon t h s . Peasants co u l d
t a ke time to vo te wi t h o ut interru pting their work .

But the vi ll a ges in Lishu had no meeting halls large en o u gh for candidates to speak to
the en ti re vi ll a ge , and the we a t h er was too cold to assem ble everyone outdoors .O f f i c i a l
c a m p a i gn speeches were thus ad d re s s ed to a meeting of the vi ll a ge repre s en t a tive assem bly,
gen era lly conven ed in a sch ool or at the vi ll a ge head qu a rters . Most of the repre s en t a tive s
were heads of s m a ll groups and the vi ll a ge’s most sen i or, re s pected males—old men wi t h
wri n k l ed , we a t h er- be a ten faces and hu ge gn a rl ed hands dre s s ed in thick co t ton - p ad ded
jackets and tro u s ers . The repre s en t a tives were ch a r ged with spre ading the candidate s’
vi ews to the vi ll a gers .

Even after three rounds of el ecti on s , the noti on of c a m p a i gning was sti ll new to Lishu
co u n ty and an occ a s i onal source of em b a rra s s m en t . Some candidates ad m i t ted to cam-
p a i gning inform a lly door- to - door or within their small gro u p s , but vying for vo tes was
con s i dered unseem ly at be s t , and open com peti ti on for el ecti on was vi ewed as som et h i n g
of an affront to harm ony and perhaps an outri ght invi t a ti on to l u a n. Ha rm onious rel a-
ti ons with nei gh bors was an important va lu e . Standing before the repre s en t a tive assem bly,
the room fill ed with smoke , a few yo u n ger candidates seem ed relu ctant to assert that they
w a n ted to be el ected and hu m bly decl a red inste ad that they were wi lling to accept the
ju d gm ent of the masses.

But Lishu did have real com peti ti on , of ten bet ween the older gen era ti on , who had ru n
the co ll ective s , and a yo u n ger, m ore en trepren eu rial group that was promising to share
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econ omic know - h ow with the wi der com mu n i ty, and there were real differen ces bet ween
the candidate s . In Gao Jiazi vi ll a ge ,f i f ty - n i n e - ye a r-old Yan Qinxue,a form er bri gade leader
who had been forced by tem pora ry ill health to re s i gn his po s i ti on as vi ll a ge ch i ef ,w a s
a t tem pting a com eb ack . He was the on ly candidate to note that a third of the farm ers in
Gao Jiazi had yet to ben efit materi a lly from econ omic reform , and he prom i s ed to work
to redu ce the percen t a ge of d i s adva n t a ged families. His forty - t wo - ye a r-old en trepren eu r
riva l ,Z h eng Xi a op i n g, prom i s ed bet ter pri ces for raw materials and cl o s er ties wi t h
h i gh er- l evel or ga n s . Wh en the speeches were over and the ch a i rman call ed for qu e s ti on s ,
the room rem a i n ed silen t .“We all know the candidates and what they stand for,”t h e
a s s em bly mem ber sitting next to me ex p l a i n ed . Th ere was no need to ask qu e s ti on s .
In trut h ,c a n d i d a tes were so well known to the vi ll a gers that speeches were prob a bly
su perf lu o u s . Th eir families had lived toget h er for gen era ti on s , even cen tu ri e s .8 0

The final el ecti ons in Lishu were or ga n i zed by small gro u p, and the po lling stati on s
were usu a lly in the homes of the small - group leaders . The layo ut of the typical Lishu
house was ideal for the functi on . Homes are large and bri ck ,a ll con s tru cted in the same
basic de s i gn. Piles of cornstalks dry against the co u rtya rd wall s , wh i ch en close the fami-
l i e s’ veget a ble plots and prevent their cows ,h ors e s , ch i cken s , and pigs from running wi l d .
The house is en tered thro u gh the kitch en ,wh ere two bri ck cooking stoves face each other
on ei t h er side of the door. The stora ge room is stra i ght ahead , and there are two other
room s , one on ei t h er side of the kitch en . The stove s ,f u el ed by dri ed corn s t a l k s ,a re the
f a m i ly ’s on ly source of h e a t .P i pes run ac ross the floor in oppo s i te directi ons from each
stove ,t h ro u gh the walls to each room and under a ra i s ed bri ck platform , the k a n g . Th e
f a m i ly s l eeps and of ten eats on the k a n g and en tertains there du ring the wi n ter. In the
co l dest m on t h s ,h o s p i t a l i ty tow a rd guests is dem on s tra ted by the invi t a ti on to s h a n g
k a n g, or “get on the k a n g.” The poorest homes have little furn i tu re , but most rooms have a
t a ble and ch a i rs , a cabi n et ,f a m i ly mem ora bi l i a , a tel evi s i on set , and som etimes a sof a .

As vi ll a gers arrived at the po lling stati on ,t h ey assem bl ed in one of the large k a n g room s ,
wom en con grega ting on one side ,m en on the other, the room filling qu i ck ly with smoke .
The k a n g was re s erved for hon ored guests—high er- l evel officials and forei gn ers . As vo ters’
names were call ed one by on e ,e ach went alone into the other k a n g room to sit at a tabl e
and fill out the sec ret ball o t . In 1994, L i s hu party sec ret a ry Fei Yu n ch eng had parti c i p a ted
in a training session joi n t ly spon s ored by the In tern a ti onal Rep u blican In s ti tute (IRI) and
the Ford Fo u n d a ti on , du ring wh i ch IRI China specialist Lorraine Spiess and the Ford
Fo u n d a ti on’s Phyllis Chang built a sec ret ballot booth and directed the parti c i p a ti n g
Chinese officials thro u gh a mock el ecti on . Fei had been impre s s ed with the con cept of a
s ec ret ballot and had ad a pted the noti on to Lishu’s specific con d i ti on s .O cc a s i on a lly, a
s m a ll child or an old gra n ny could be found sleeping on the kang wh ere vi ll a gers were
vo ti n g, but everyone agreed that the sec recy of the ballot was not thereby vi o l a ted .

Vi ll a gers in Lishu co u n ty were barely aw a re of a b s tract con cepts like dem oc racy and
human ri gh t s , and the noti on of com peting po l i tical parties did not ex i s t . Forei gn obs erv-
ers of Ch i n a’s gra s s roots el ecti ons som etimes assume that party mem bership is a cen tra l
i s sue in local campaign s , that the con test is one bet ween party and non p a rty cand i d a te s ,
and that a non p a rty de s i gn a ti on repre s ents an incipient ch a ll en ge to on e - p a rty ru l e . In
L i s hu co u n ty, to the con tra ry, the Com munist Pa rty was accepted unqu e s ti oni n gly as the
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governing party of Ch i n a , and if a nyone imagi n ed an altern a tive po l i tical arra n gem en t ,h e
n ever spo ke abo ut it open ly.What was important in these el ecti on s , vi ll a gers said, were the
qu a l i ties of the candidate s . Th eir con cerns were loc a l , practi c a l , and econ om i c ; and they
h ad a strong and certain sense of t h eir own sel f - i n tere s t . Th ey wanted stones placed un-
der their dirt roads so they could sti ll be navi ga ted in the ra i n . Th ey wanted l ower pri ce s
for plastic sheeting so they could build greenhouses to grow crops in the wi n ter. Th ey
w a n ted bet ter ties with the co u n ty seat so they could get more licenses to market thei r
produ ce there . Th ey wanted bet ter sch ools and edu c a ti onal opportu n i ties for their ch i l-
d ren . And they wanted their leaders to be people who could make those t h i n gs happen .

Overwh el m i n gly, the candidates being el ected were the vi ll a ge s’ l e ading en trepre-
n eu rs— m en who had been excepti on a lly su ccessful econ om i c a lly and who prom i s ed to
use their econ omic ex peri en ce for the ben efit of the en ti re vi ll a ge . In Gao Jiazi vi ll a ge ,
Z h eng Xi a op i n g, the young en trepren eur ch a ll en ging the form er bri gade leader, won
re s o u n d i n gly.

Both mem bers and non m em bers of the party were running for of f i ce , and party mem-
bers had an adva n t a ge .Mu ch of what affects vi ll a gers’ l ives is determ i n ed by party of f i c i a l s
in the township and co u n ty, and vi ll a gers natu ra lly want their leader to have good g u a n xi ,
or “con n ecti on s ,”with high er- l evel leaders . Pa rty mem bers are more likely to have estab-
l i s h ed those con n ecti on s . In Lishu’s 1991–92 el ecti on s , 75 percent of the vi ll a ge com m i t-
tee mem bers also bel on ged to the party. Na ti onwi de stati s tics for party mem bership of
vi ll a ge com m i t tees are not ava i l a bl e . In some areas for wh i ch there are stati s ti c s , the per-
cen t a ge of n on m em bers of the party being el ected seems to have grown — f rom abo ut 20
percent in 1993 to 40 percent in 1995.8 1 O n ce el ected ,a bo ut half of the non p a rty of f i c i a l s
a re then rec ru i ted into the party, t h ereby infusing it with talen ted , pop u l a r, yo u n ger, a n d
prob a bly more honest peop l e , co - opting the best and the bri gh test of the ru ral pop u l ace .

Even in a model co u n ty like Lishu ,s ome of the el ecti ons did not live up to the stan-
d a rds the co u n ty had set for itsel f . As our car drew up to one vi ll a ge ,c u rious vi ll a gers ,
ru d dy - f aced from the wind and bu n dl ed against the co l d , were lining the dirt path, w a i t-
i n g, com p l eted ballots in hand. The ballots had been distri buted earl i er and fill ed out at
h om e . Our arrival was the signal for the “el ecti on”to begi n . The vi ll a gers simply lined up
at the small - group leader ’s house and depo s i ted their ballots in a red card boa rd box .

In other vi ll a ge s , proxy vo tes were a probl em . Bet ween 10 and 15 percent of Ch i n a’s
ru ral pop u l a ti on have left their native vi ll a ges to work in cities and co u n ty town s . Th ei r
official re s i dency remains in their native place ,h owever, and officials in many parts of
China have gra pp l ed with the qu e s ti on of h ow to inclu de the migrants in vi ll a ge el ecti on s .
L i s hu co u n ty ’s el ecti on procedu res all owed three proxy vo tes per family for mem bers wh o
were aw ay. In 1995, h owever, the use of the proxy far exceeded its ori ginal inten t . In d ivi d-
uals were given proxy ballots upon requ e s t , rega rdless of wh et h er they had family m em-
bers working out s i de the vi ll a ge . One woman was given six. The con cept of one pers on , on e
vo te is forei gn to Chinese trad i ti on , wh ere the family ra t h er than the indivi dual has been
the basic unit of i den ti ty. The dom i n a n ce of the sen i or male mem ber of the f a m i ly is so
well establ i s h ed in ru ral China that few wom en or yo u n ger men would even think of
c a s ting an indepen dent vo te .
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Im p l em en t a ti on of the h a i x u a n , or open pri m a ry, also som etimes falls short of the ide a l .
Al t h o u gh the h a i x u a n a ll ows vi ll a gers to nom i n a te their favori te candidate s , the process of
determining whose names wi ll be on the final ballot differs from place to place . Vi ll a ge-
wi de pri m a ri e s , with the en ti re el ectora te parti c i p a ti n g, s eem not to be the norm . More
of ten , the vi ll a ge repre s en t a tive assem bly dec i des the final list. In some cases, h i gh er- l evel
a ut h ori ties con ti nue to exercise veto power over popular ch oi ce s , and nothing preven t s
the arbi tra ry exercise of that power.

The case of Ma Zhanlin is an ex a m p l e .

◆ ◆ ◆

Ma Zhanlin’s su ccess could be measu red in many ways . In 1995, Ma was in his early fifti e s
and the ri chest en trepren eur in Lishu’s Don gdaba vi ll a ge . He and his family ra i s ed ra bbi t s
in a sprawl i n g, on e - s tory bri ck shed ad jacent to their hom e . More spec i f i c a lly, t h ey ra i s ed
Ca l i fornia ra bbi t s , wh i ch even in Lishu gave them a special cach et . Ma’s su n - f i ll ed hom e ,
just at the ed ge of the vi ll a ge , was newer, n e a ter, bet ter furn i s h ed , and more spacious than
o t h ers , and the Vo l k s w a gen Santana parked in his ga ra ge was the on ly priva tely own ed
car in Don gd a b a .

Ma Zhanlin’s family was furt h er te s ti m ony to his su cce s s . His well - d re s s ed , bri gh t - eyed
s on had served in the military — s ti ll a major ro ute for upw a rd mobi l i ty in the co u n try-
s i de—and his grega ri o u s ,o ut going daugh ter was stu dying English as a univers i ty stu den t
in Ch a n g chu n .A pictu re of Ma and his pigtailed wi fe taken at their Cu l tu ral Revo luti on
– s tyle wedding reve a l ed a stri k i n gly handsome co u p l e . Time had on ly ad ded ch a racter to
the face s ,l e aving their intell i gent good looks intact .

Ma was also an undisputed vi ll a ge leader. He had been el ected vi ll a ge ch i ef in 1992, a n d
at the time of his el ecti on was simu l t a n eo u s ly head of the vi ll a ge party bra n ch . But in the
wi n ter of 1 9 9 3 – 9 4 , township aut h ori ties had rem oved Ma Zhanlin from of f i ce and ap-
poi n ted a yo u n ger, less ex peri en ced man, in his ste ad .Awk w a rd and inarti cu l a te , with a
p u d gy, i n ex pre s s ive face , Ma’s unlikely su cce s s or could not have been more differen t .

Everyone had a sligh t ly different story abo ut why Ma was rem oved . The new vi ll a ge
ch i ef said that Ma’s son had lied abo ut his age wh en he joi n ed the army, claiming to be
o l der than he re a lly was. Dem obi l i zed and back hom e , the son had beh aved as though the
false age were true and had marri ed before re aching the legal age of t wen ty - fo u r.

The vi ll a gers were very upset by this vi o l a ti on of the family planning po l i c y, the town-
ship official keeping a close watch on the young su cce s s or ex p l a i n ed . Some had wri t ten to
township head qu a rters com p l a i n i n g.“The family planning policy is very stri ct ,” the of f i-
cial con ti nu ed .“ It is the most basic policy of the party in the ru ral are a s . So for a party s ec-
ret a ry and vi ll a ge ch i ef to vi o l a te the policy is a terri ble bre ach of ru l e s .”The seri o u s n e s s
with wh i ch the family planning policy was being implem en ted was evi dent in the town-
ship of f i ce . The names of a ll the marri ed couples of ch i l d be a ring age were listed on a hu ge
ch a rt , covering an en ti re wall , toget h er with the date of m a rri a ge , the date of bi rth of e ach
ch i l d , and the date of e ach wom a n’s last men s trual peri od . Township officials could not
a ll ow su ch a flagrant vi o l a tor of the bi rth con trol policy to serve as vi ll a ge ch i ef . Th a t
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Ma’s son and daugh ter- i n - l aw sti ll had no child seem ed not to diminish the cri m e . Th e
m a rri a ge was the cri m e .

Du ring a visit to his hom e , Ma Zhanlin re ad i ly ad m i t ted vi o l a ting the party ’s family
planning po l i c y. With his wi fe , his daugh ter, and the of fending son and his wi fe ga t h ered
a ro u n d , the depo s ed ch i ef ex p l a i n ed why his son marri ed early. In con su l ting a fortu n e
tell er ’s almanac , Ma’s wi fe had discovered that a marri a ge in 1994, the year in wh i ch thei r
s on was lega lly perm i t ted to take a wi fe , would be dangerous for both the bri degroom
and his father. In fact , a marri a ge that year was so inauspicious that father, s on , or bo t h
m i ght die if the wedding took place . Ma Zhanlin cl a i m ed not to bel i eve su ch su pers ti ti on s
and knew that a man in his po s i ti on ought to set an example in family planning. But his
wi fe ,l i ke many ru ral fo l k , could not make plans wi t h o ut con su l ting almanacs and fortu n e
tell ers . Trying to minimize the bre ach of f a m i ly planning po l i c y, the couple arra n ged for
t h eir son to get marri ed two days before the start of the inauspicious ye a r. The yo u n g
couple would wait for a more prop i tious time to have ch i l d ren . The bre ach of the family
planning reg u l a ti ons was thus not in having a child but in marrying too soon .

The search for a balance bet ween folk trad i ti on and party policy was a dilemma Ma’s
fell ow vi ll a gers could easily have unders tood . But party officials in the township had re-
m oved him as both party and vi ll a ge ch i ef .

In Ja nu a ry 1995, wh en Don gdaba vi ll a ge was con du cting another round of el ecti on s ,
Ma Zhanlin was perm i t ted to run for mem bership on the vi ll a ge com m i t tee but not for
vi ll a ge ch i ef . His rep l acem ent was running as the incumbent ch i ef , t h o u gh he was not
p a rti c u l a rly en t hu s i a s tic abo ut con ti nuing to serve in Ma’s po s t . His campaign speech was
we a k , as he prom i s ed on ly to rely on the su gge s ti ons of the masses.“ If t h ey want to el ect
m e ,f i n e ,”he said, as the ever- pre s ent township aut h ori ties hovered nearby.“ If t h ey don’t ,
t h a t’s fine, too. I ’ ll go back to farm i n g, to what I was doing before .” He was cl e a rly the
township level ’s ch oi ce , prep a red to do their bi d d i n g.

The vi ll a gers were hardly angry with Ma Zhanlin. On el ecti on day, I walked with Ma
f rom his home to the vi ll a ge of f i ce wh ere the vo tes were being tabu l a ted and sat next to
him du ring the co u n t . The incumbent ch i ef , Ma’s rep l acem en t , won handily, t h o u gh not
re s o u n d i n gly, t h ereby giving the township leaders face . But Ma Zhanlin’s vo tes for mem-
bership on the vi ll a ge com m i t tee far exceeded those of a ny other candidate . Vi rtu a lly the
en ti re el ectora te had vo ted for him.Would Ma Zhanlin also have been the ru n aw ay favori te
h ad he been all owed to run for vi ll a ge ch i ef? Su ch a con clu s i on was hard to avoi d .

What was re a lly behind the rem oval of Ma Zhanlin? Was it a case of “red - eye disease”
—the perva s ive envy of the fortu n a te ri ch? Ma was not on ly ri ch , but his ch i l d ren were
su cce s s f u l , too. Had Ma used his g u a n xi and influ en ce to get his son rec ru i ted into the
a rmy? Had he been too defiant as vi ll a ge ch i ef , of fending town s h i p - l evel aut h ori ti e s ,
u su rping some of t h eir con trol? Or was Ma re a lly being rem oved for a vi o l a ti on of t h e
f a m i ly planning policy? Had vi ll a gers re a lly peti ti on ed the township govern m ent and
com p l a i n ed that Ma’s son had marri ed too soon? And what had happen ed du ring the
h a i x u a n? Had vi ll a gers re a lly not wri t ten in Ma’s name? 

The qu i et stru ggle bet ween Don gdaba and the township was likely to con ti nu e . It was
easy to bel i eve that on ce the township officials went hom e , Ma Zhanlin would be lead i n g
the vi ll a ge aga i n , no matter who held the official po s i ti on as vi ll a ge ch i ef .8 2
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L i s hu’s occ a s i onal failu re to live up to its own ideals su ggests that dem oc racy there is
not yet the natu ral state of a f f a i rs . Dem oc ra tic norms have yet to take roo t . The case of
Ma Zhanlin dem on s tra tes that the nom i n a ti on process is a cru c i a l , but som etimes over-
l oo ked , el em ent of the dem oc ra tic proce s s . The let ter of the law can som etimes be fo ll owed
wi t h o ut the spiri t , te s ti m ony to the power of township and co u n ty aut h ori ties who are
relu ctant to grant full auton omy to the vi ll a ges in their ju ri s d i cti on .

But the el ecti ons in Lishu co u n ty are among the best or ga n i zed in the co u n try, an ac-
com p l i s h m ent that can be attri buted in no small measu re to the ex tra ord i n a ry leaders h i p
of both Zeng Fa n x u , the non p a rty official in Ji l i n’s Dep a rtm ent of Civil Af f a i rs re s pon-
s i ble for overs eeing provincial el ecti on s , and Fei Yu n ch en g, the party sec ret a ry of L i s hu
co u n ty. Both men are em ph a ti c a lly com m i t ted to making local dem oc racy work .L i s hu’s
de s i gn a ti on as the nati onal model is the re sult of the cumu l a tive improvem ents they have
i n trodu ced with each su cce s s ive round of el ecti on s .

Both Zeng Fanxu and Fei Yu n ch eng en co u ra ge con s tru ctive cri ticism and have wel-
com ed coopera ti on with forei gn el ecti on spec i a l i s t s . Both have now vi s i ted the Un i ted
S t a te s . Fei Yu n ch eng has taken to heart su gge s ti ons that el ecti ons could be held du ring the
w a rm er, t h o u gh bu s i er, f a rming season so candidates can speak to all the vi ll a gers in out-
door meeti n gs ; the next round of el ecti ons were sch edu l ed for Ju n e . Both officials under-
stand out s i ders’ con cerns that the proxy tends to give the sen i or male the ri ght to dec i de
the en ti re family ’s vo te , t hus discri m i n a ting against the ad m i t tedly small minori ty of
wom en and yo u n ger males who might want to vo te indepen den t ly. Di f ferent ways of
i nvo lving ru ral migrants in the el ectoral process are being ex p l ored .

L i s hu’s su ccess is also a re sult of the stru ctu re of the vi ll a ge econ omy, wh i ch is pro s per-
ous but not we a l t hy and in wh i ch en trepren eu rship is more important than co ll ective
en terpri s e s .Ab s ent the patron a ge to distri bute from co ll ective en terpri s e , the qu a l i ties of
the candidate ra t h er than the power of the purse seem to govern the vo te .

The stru ctu re of the ru ral econ omy in Gutian co u n ty, Fu j i a n , is not gre a t ly differen t
f rom that of L i s hu , and Fujian has had both strong provincial leadership and long ex peri-
en ce in the el ecti on proce s s . But Fujian has held el ecti ons more recen t ly than Lishu and
con ti nues to build on both its own and others’ ex peri en ce . As measu red by the ministry ’s
four principles of dem oc racy—that the ch a i rm a n , vi ce ch a i rm a n , and mem bers of vi ll a ge
com m i t tees be direct ly el ected by the vi ll a gers them s elve s ; that the nu m ber of c a n d i d a te s
exceed the nu m ber of po s i ti on s ; that vo ting be con du cted by sec ret ball o t ; and that the
winning candidate receive more than half the vo tes—the provi n ce is at the foref ront of
el ectoral su cce s s .

Fujian Province: Democrat i z ation with Deve l o p m e n t

Vi ll a ge com m i t tees were sti ll appoi n ted by high er- l evel aut h ori ties in 1984, wh en Zhang
Xi a ogan left the military to head the of f i ce of b a s i c - l evel govern m ent in the Fujian Civi l
Af f a i rs Dep a rtm en t . Si n ce then ,m a j or re s pon s i bi l i ty for introducing vi ll a ge el ecti ons has
re s ted with him. The provi n ce’s accom p l i s h m ents ju s ti f i a bly make him pro u d .A com m i t-
ted increm en t a l i s t , Zhang has used each new round of el ecti ons to build on the lessons of
the last. Wh en el ecti ons were first introdu ced less than a year after he took of f i ce , a singl e
f a m i ly mem ber could vo te on beh a l f of the en ti re househ o l d . In 1987, vi ll a gers vo ted for
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m em bers of the vi ll a ge com m i t tee , but the vi ll a ge ch i ef and dep uty ch i ef were then el ected
by the com m i t tee as a wh o l e . The noti on of a sec ret ballot was introdu ced in 1990,but little
was done to guara n tee it, and el ecti ons con ti nu ed to take place in large open meeti n gs sim-
ilar to those in Si chu a n .Vi ll a gers first vo ted direct ly for vi ll a ge ch i ef and dep uty ch i ef i n
1 9 9 4 , the same year the principle of one pers on , one vo te was implem en ted , and the nu m-
ber of c a n d i d a tes was requ i red to exceed the nu m ber of po s i ti ons ava i l a bl e . In 1997, n ew
m e a su res were taken to guara n tee the sec recy of the ball o t , and a certain level of i n s ti tu-
ti on a l i z a ti on set in.8 3

Coastal Fu j i a n ,s ome 100 miles ac ross the straits from Ta iw a n , has long been pro s per-
ous wi t h o ut being gre a t ly devel oped . Because of its stra tegic vu l n era bi l i ty to attack from
Ta iw a n , few state indu s tries were establ i s h ed there du ring the Ma oist regi m e . But the
coast has thrived under Deng Xi a op i n g’s policy of reform and opening up. The Fu j i a n
c i ty of Xi a m en was one of the co u n try ’s first special econ omic zon e s .

Mu ch of the provi n ce’s su ccess is rel a ted to its special rel a ti onship with Ta iw a n . Mo s t
Ta iwanese trace their ance s try to Fu j i a n , and since the late 1980s, with a rel a x a ti on of pro-
h i bi ti ons against cro s s - s traits exch a n ge s , bu s i n e s s m en from Ta iw a n , traveling via Hon g
Kon g, h ave po u red in to inve s t , of ten set ting up new factories in their old hom etown s ,
becoming Con f u c i a n - s tyle patrons of the place they left dec ades before . The Ta iw a n e s e
i nve s tors are of ten markedly different from the su pra n a ti onal class of s l ee k ,i m pecc a bly
t a i l ored bu s i n e s s - s ch ool gradu a tes who have been key actors in the devel opm ent of
Hong Kon g. The Ta iwanese com p a triots are of ten nouveau ri che pe a s a n t s : we a t h ered ,
ch a i n -smoking men in ru m p l ed ,i ll - f i t ting su i t s . Th eir female co u n terp a rts attem pt to
cover the rava ges of the sun with heavy app l i c a ti ons of m a keu p, t h eir clothes are ga ri s h
and their co s tume jewel ry osten t a ti o u s , and they wobble uncert a i n ly on high - h eel ed shoe s .
Corru pti on has arrived toget h er with rapid devel opm en t , and Xi a m en’s forei gn - own ed
h o tels seethe with pro s ti tuti on .8 4

In the co u n trys i de , the arrival of Ta iwanese com p a triots has been accom p a n i ed by a re-
viva l of trad i ti onal Fujianese cultu re . Rel a tives sep a ra ted since 1949 have been reu n i ted ,
and l on g - u nu s ed clan temples are under going rep a i r. Local Buddhist tem p l e s ,e a rl i er as-
s a u l ted by an anti rel i gious socialism that re ach ed its hei ght with the Cu l tu ral Revo luti on ,
h ave been ref u rbi s h ed and rei n tegra ted into the fabric of vi ll a ge life .S h rines to vi ll a ge
gods dot the ru ral road s .

Not all of Fujian has alw ays been pro s pero u s ,h owever. Traveling inland, tow a rd the
mountains that occ u py most of the provi n ce and span the border bet ween Fujian and
Ji a n g x i , vi ll a ges have trad i ti on a lly been poor. Gutian co u n ty, four hours’ d rive from the
capital city of Fuzhou at the foot of the Ji n ggang mountains, has long been one of t h e
poore s t . In the late 1920s and early 1930s, Gutian was incorpora ted for a while into the
Jiangxi sovi et , one of the earliest indepen dent guerri lla base areas establ i s h ed by the
s tru ggling com mu n i s t s . In recent ye a rs , even Gutian has begun to pro s per, l a r gely, l oc a l
officials pro u dly ex p l a i n , because of the cultiva ti on of ed i ble fungus—del i c acies that
ra n ge from the re ad i ly iden ti f i a ble mu s h room to species that look more like soft wh i te
coral or ch ewy spon ge s . Bel i eved in many parts of Asia to be both nutri tious and
m ed i c in a l , Guti a n’s ed i ble fungi fetch a handsome pri ce both dom e s ti c a lly and abroad .
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In Guanjiang vi ll a ge , a short fifteen - m i nute drive from the Gutian co u n ty seat and
typical of o t h ers in the are a , the fungi are cultiva ted at hom e .

Guanjiang vi ll a ge is cut in half by the two-lane highw ay linking it with distant Fu z h o u
and the several pro s perous towns en ro ute . Peasants in Guanjiang have no com p l a i n t s
a bo ut get ting their produ ce to market ; Fu j i a n’s roads are among the most ex ten s ive 
in Ch i n a .

From the highw ay, Guanjiang seems com po s ed almost en ti rely of n ewly built three -
s tory bri ck hom e s . As el s ewh ere in Ch i n a , Guanjiang homes fo ll ow a disti n ctive pattern .
Fujian is sem i trop i c a l , and homes are open to the el em ents and built to catch the bree ze .
A wi de , open door facing the narrow dirt street reveals the family ’s public sitting room .
The vi ew inside to the inner co u rtya rd is bl ocked by a narrow wall , open on ei t h er side
and hung va ri o u s ly with po s ters dep i cting the ideogra ph for good fortune (of ten tu rn ed
u p s i de down to signify that good fortune has actu a lly arrived—fu dao le) or pictu res 
of su ch Com munist Pa rty lu m i n a ries as Mao Zedong or Deng Xi a op i n g. The outdoor
co u rtya rd serves as the family kitch en , with a prop a n e - f u el ed stove , a tile sink, and a
s p i got for cold running water. The firs t - f l oor stora ge and bed rooms face the co u rtya rd .
The mu s h rooms are gen era lly cultiva ted on the second floor, or in an ad jacent shed , on
l ayered shelve s .

Ma ny of the vi ll a ge leaders , both the el ected vi ll a ge com m i t tee and mem bers of t h e
p a rty bra n ch ,l ive in the newly con s tru cted homes along the highw ay. Building does not
begin wi t h o ut first con su l ting a local geom a n cer, the feng shui m a s ter, one vi ll a ger to l d
m e . Homes with the best feng shui a re loc a ted at the ed ge of the vi ll a ge fiel d s , wh ere an
orch a rd - do t ted hill stands in the back ground and a small stream sep a ra tes the orch a rd s
f rom the vi ll a ge land.

But the vi ew from the highw ay is deceptive . Tu cked aw ay in the inters ti ces of the vi l-
l a ge ,o ut of s i ght from the main road ,a re many older, trad i ti on a l ,s i n gl e - s tori ed bu i l d i n gs
with mu d - p acked walls and gray - ti l ed roofs . In Ma rch 1997, the head of the Gu a n j i a n g
Wom en’s Federa ti on ,Wei Ba oz hu , took me by the hand to show me the vi ll a ge . She led
me first to the trad i ti on a l - s tyle vi ll a ge temple—an ecl ectic com bi n a ti on of Bu d d h i s m ,
Ta oi s m , and Confucianism ded i c a ted to a local god de s s . Th ere , she taught me how to
l i ght the incen s e ,p l ace it in the sand-fill ed incense bu rn er, and bow three times before
e ach of the dozen or so ido l s . The gods properly ten ded , she led me deeper into the vi ll a ge
and up a hill to the old clan tem p l e ,t h en under going rep a i r. The site bel on ged to the
Ch en s , the larger of the vi ll a ge’s two major cl a n s , but the Weis were rep a i ring their tem p l e ,
too. The Com munist Pa rty has been trying to wi pe out the lineage or ga n i z a ti ons since
coming to power in 1949, but the clans are inevi t a bly revived in peri ods of po l i tical rel a x-
a ti on . Th eir ex i s ten ce poses a peculiar probl em for vi ll a ge dem oc rac y, because majori ty
rule almost en su res that mem bers of the nu m eri c a lly larger lineage wi ll triu m ph over 
the small er gro u p s .

The vi ll a ge’s official or ga n i z a ti ons—the party bra n ch , the vi ll a ge com m i t tee ,t h e
Wom en’s Federa ti on , and the Yo uth Le a g u e — a re housed in a small of f i ce building ad ja-
cent to the pri m a ry sch ool just of f the main road . The bu i l d i n g’s firs t - f l oor sitting room ,
similar to those in priva te hom e s , is a ga t h ering place for old people to watch tel evi s i on ,
p l ay ch e s s , or otherwise while aw ay the day. The of f i ces were upstairs .O ut s i de , on the of-
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f i ce’s outer walls and on the walls of ad jacent bu i l d i n gs , were the vi ll a ge bu ll etin boa rds ,
decora ted now in red and cra m m ed with inform a ti on abo ut the upcoming el ecti on .
One bl ack boa rd out l i n ed the qu a l i ties of a good candidate ,i n cluding an exem p l a ry mora l
ch a racter and a com m i tm ent to carry out state po l i c i e s ;a n o t h er listed the names of t h e
c a n d i d a tes and their basic bi ogra phical data. An o t h er con t a i n ed an announcem ent of
the el ecti on and gave the loc a ti ons of the three po lling place s . The vi ll a ge com m i t tee’s fi-
nancial statem ent was po s ted , too, l i s ting all income and ex pen d i tu res for the previ o u s
ye a r. A public announcem ent sys tem , with a hookup in every hom e , broadcast el ecti on
a n n o u n cem en t s , the candidate s’ s peech e s , and other essen tial news . The con trast bet ween
Gu a n j i a n g’s public spaces and those in Bend in the River was dra m a ti c .

Fujian had yet to introdu ce Lishu’s h a i x u a n pri m a ry met h od . The on ly way to becom e a
c a n d i d a te was thro u gh a peti ti on sign ed by five or more vi ll a gers . Several days before t h e
final el ecti on , the names of a ll candidates nom i n a ted thro u gh peti ti on are placed before
a meeting of the vi ll a ge repre s en t a tive assem bly, wh i ch then sel ects the final slate by sec ret
b a ll o t . In Ma rch 1997, el even names were put before the Guanjiang assem bly, wh i ch wi n-
n owed the nu m ber to six. Zhang Xi a oga n , the provi n c i a l - l evel civil affairs of f icial ch a r ged
with overs eeing vi ll a ge el ecti on s , is not sati s f i ed with this type of i n d i rect pri m a ry. In the
n ext ro u n d , he hopes to emu l a te and su rpass Lishu’s h a i x u a n , with the en ti re el ectora te
p a rti c i p a ti n g.

At the Guanjiang meeting to sel ect the final candidate s , Ch en Ba n g x i n g, the sitting vi l-
l a ge ch i ef , began with a ye a r- end report on the vi ll a ge com m i t tee’s activi ti e s . Ch en Ba n g-
xing was proud of the com m i t tee’s accom p l i s h m en t s . The vi ll a ge’s living standard h ad
i m proved . Avera ge per capita income was 2,300 yuan a ye a r.A new road , linking Gu a n-
jiang with the Gutian co u n ty seat, h ad been built under Ch en Ba n g x i n g’s leaders h i p.
Ch en was proud of his ties with the township and co u n ty govern m ents and was e s pe-
c i a lly pleased to have been singl ed out for praise by co u n ty of f i c i a l s . Ch en was leaving the
vi ll a ge in good financial shape , as atte s ted by a report on vi ll a ge finances by Ch en Yo u d i ,
who was not a mem ber of the com m i t tee but served as the assem bly ’s acco u n t a n t . Co ll ec-
tive incom e ,l a r gely from raising ch i ckens and du ck s , was 270,000 yuan, and the bu d get
was balanced .

Ch en Bangxing was running for reel ecti on , and the meeting was the opportu n i ty for
him and the other pri m a ry candidates to del iver their campaign speech e s . Ch en prom i s ed,
i f el ected , to get perm i s s i on to open up more land for vi ll a gers to build new houses, to get
clean running water del ivered to all the homes in the vi ll a ge , to inaugura te a be a uti f i c a-
ti on progra m , and to invest 30,000 yuan in a co ll ective veget a ble plot for the ben efit of t h e
vi ll a gers .He wanted to stren g t h en the co ll ective econ omy in order to con ti nue improvi n g
the vi ll a gers’ s t a n d a rd of l ivi n g, but he was sti ll looking for the best way to do that a n d
wel com ed the en co u ra gem ent and advi ce of the repre s en t a tive assem bly. The com m i t tee’s
accom p l i s h m ents depen ded on the vi ll a gers’ su pport , Ch en said, for wh i ch he thanked
t h em . De s p i te the accom p l i s h m en t s , he con ti nu ed , mu ch had not been done well . He
prom i s ed to try to improve himsel f and do more .

Gu a n j i a n g’s vi ll a gewi de el ecti ons were held three days later. The major procedu ral im-
provem en t , an innova ti on of provincial leader Zhang Xi a oga n , was the introdu cti on of
po lling places open from 6:30 in the morning until 4:00 in the aftern oon .
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The innova ti on was a direct out growth of Zhang Xi a oga n’s 1995 visit to the Un i ted
S t a te s , wh ere he had been parti c u l a rly impre s s ed with the or ga n i z a ti on of po lling place s .
He tri ed in Gutian to du p l i c a te their spiri t ,i f not their ex act con s tru cti on . In the past, a ll
the vi ll a gers had been ga t h ered toget h er at the same time for a “ vo ting meeti n g,”Z h a n g
s a i d . The re sult was a very high tu rn o ut—98.6 percen t — but vo ting was not en ti rely
s ec ret and the high tu rn o ut was the re sult not of the vo ters’physical pre s en ce but of t h e
prox y. One mem ber of the family was all owed to vo te for all .

On el ecti on day, po lling stati ons were set up in the front sitting rooms of t h ree Gu a n-
j iang family hom e s . At a table just beyond and to the left of the en tra n ce ,e ach vo ter pre-
s en ted his vo ter regi s tra ti on card and picked up his ballot as his name was ch ecked of f
the official regi s tra ti on list. The vo ting booth was at another table to the left of the regi s-
tra ti on stop, s h i el ded on three sides by bri ght red cloth su s pen ded from bamboo po l e s
a t t ach ed to the tabl e’s four corn ers . A pair of re ading glasses sat on each table for those
who needed them , and high on the wall direct ly ac ross from the vo ting boo t h ,e a s i ly vi s ibl e
to the vo ter, was an en l a r ged mock-up of the ballot with a pictu re of e ach candidate
a bove his name—an aid not on ly to those who could not re ad but to those who migh t
k n ow a candidate on ly by his family po s i ti on — el dest son of Ch en Wei g u o, for instance
— ra t h er than by formal name. The sealed ballot box , covered in fe s tive red , was ju s t
beyond the vo ting boo t h .

E ach candidate was all owed one mon i tor in the room , and because Guanjiang was a
dem on s tra ti on vi ll a ge ,h i gh er- l evel officials and the four forei gn ob s ervers wandered
f rom place to place to com m ent and ob s erve . Peak peri ods of vo ting requ i red cre a tive
ef forts at traffic con tro l , but the process was rem a rk a bly smoo t h .

S h ort ly before four in the aftern oon , wh en the vo ting was of f i c i a lly to cl o s e , el ecti on
officials carri ed the ballot boxes to the homes of vo ters who were regi s tered but had yet to
come to the po ll s . The assu m pti on was that the nonvo ters would be el derly or disabl ed .
In fact , the non p a rticipants were gen era lly yo u n ger and apatheti c .Vo ter parti c i p a ti on
rem a i n ed ex trem ely high ,h owever. O n ly 46 out of 1,022 vo ters did not cast ball o t s .

With the vo ting com p l ete , the ballot boxes were carri ed to the sch ool ya rd for the
co u n t . Vi ll a gers bro u ght ch a i rs into the ya rd to ob s erve the proce s s , and many peop l e
went to the sch oo l ’s secon d - f l oor balcony to watch from above .E ach of the three boxe s
was em pti ed sep a ra tely, and the ballots were co u n ted to make su re the nu m ber of b a ll o t s
equ a l ed the nu m ber of people who had vo ted . Blank and spoi l ed ballots were set aside .
The properly exec uted ballots were then mixed toget h er, and the re sults were tall i ed on a
l a r ge bl ack boa rd .

Ch en Bangxing was reel ected vi ll a ge ch i ef by an overwh elming majori ty—787 to 179.
His ch a ll en ger was a mem ber of the small er Wei cl a n . Ch en Yo u d i , the accountant wh o
h ad re ad the financial report at the meeting to nom i n a te final candidate s , was el ected to
the vi ll a ge com m i t tee with more vo tes than the ch i ef . Ch en Youdi had run but lost in the
last el ecti on , and he attri buted his 1997 vi ctory to the qu i et campaign he had waged for
the past three ye a rs . Not su rpri s i n gly, a ll the male vi ctors were mem bers of the dom i n a n t
Ch en cl a n ,h i gh l i gh ting a probl em in many parts of s o ut h ern China wh ere clans are sti ll
i m portant and one lineage is of ten nu m eri c a lly and po l i ti c a lly stron ger than others .
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Wei Ba oz hu , the thirty - s om ething head of the Wom en’s Federa ti on who had shown me
a round the vi ll a ge , was also reel ected . In deed , reg u l a ti ons mandate that at least one wom a n
be el ected to the com m i t tee ,t h o u gh the mechanism guara n teeing that repre s ent a ti on w a s
n ever cl e a r. Wei Ba oz hu ga i n ed face , and po s s i bly vo te s , by showing a forei gn er a ro u n d ,
but the warmth of i n teracti on bet ween her and the vi ll a gers would have been difficult 
to fei gn .

Th ere was a curious con trad i cti on bet ween Wei Ba oz hu’s obvious pop u l a ri ty and the
role she played as head of the Wom en’s Federa ti on . Her major re s pon s i bi l i ty was to en su re
i m p l em en t a ti on of s t a te policy on family planning.

“Why does everyone like you so mu ch wh en your job is to limit the nu m ber of ch i l-
d ren they have ? ” I asked her in front of s everal vi ll a gers .

“ Fa m i ly planning is state po l i c y,” she re s pon ded , as the ob s ervers nod ded .
“ But isn’t it unpop u l a r ? ” I asked .
The qu e s ti on made no sen s e . The policy was nece s s a ry. The assu m pti on of m a ny for-

ei gn ers that the family planning program is wi dely unpopular in the Chinese co u n trys i de i s ,
perh a p s , too simple. The po l i c y, a f ter all , has been accepted as nece s s a ry by many in t h e
c i ti e s , and with proper edu c a ti on—and significant econ omic devel opm ent—the po l i c y
m ay also be accept a ble in many ru ral are a s , too. And if the policy is accepted as nece s s a ry,
su rely its implem en t a ti on by a warm - h e a rted ,s ym p a t h etic woman of ch i l d be a ring age is
prefera ble to the gra n ny bri gades who have been known to patrol the citi e s .

The vi ll a gers of Guanjiang were ri ch er — econ om i c a lly, po l i ti c a lly, and spiri tu a lly —
than those of S h a n x i ’s Bend in the River. The natu ral envi ron m ent seem ed to favor
Gu a n j i a n g, and so did the man-made sys tem of roads and the atten ti on being showered
f rom above . One pe a s a n t ,f resh from the fiel d s , re s pon ded to my qu e s ti on abo ut improve-
m ents in his standard of l iving with a wail that his life was not good . But most vi ll a gers of
Guanjiang had found their path to pro s peri ty—in the cultiva ti on of mu s h room s . Th ei r
ch a ll en ge was not what to sell but how to expand their market both dom e s ti c a lly and
a broad .

Le adership had long since been passed from the old co ll ective cad res to a new en tre-
pren eu rial el i te , and the com peti ti on bet ween the con ten ders was genu i n e . Wealth and
power con ti nu ed to be linked . The head of the party bra n ch was one of the ri chest men
in the vi ll a ge , and so were mem bers of the vi ll a ge com m i t tee . But con trol over vi ll a ge
re s o u rces did not appear to be the way to get and keep power, as it was in Si chu a n’s
Wu gang vi ll a ge . Th ere was no patron a ge in Gu a n j i a n g — or non e , at least, that was obvi-
o u s . Co ll ective en terprise su pp l em en ted family income but was not the major source .

To say that Guanjiang was a civil soc i ety in the making is perhaps an ex a ggera ti on , but
the vi ll a gers had a mu l ti p l i c i ty of a s s oc i a ti on s — rel i gi o u s , po l i ti c a l , econ om i c , and f a m i l-
ial—that toget h er made up a com mu n i ty and med i a ted against the excesses of power t h a t
were ch a racteri s tic of the Great Leap Forw a rd or the Cu l tu ral Revo luti on . One could a r-
gue abo ut the rel a tive power in Guanjiang of the party, the repre s en t a tive assem bly,a n d
the vi ll a ge com m i t tee , but the balance among them en su res that no single po l i tical insti-
tuti on can gain full con tro l . No local em peror is likely to rise in Gu a n j i a n g.

Tech n i c a lly, Gu a n j i a n g’s el ecti ons were close to flawl e s s . For provincial leader Zhang
Xi a oga n , on ly a few issues rem a i n .The qu e s ti on of h ow to inclu de legal re s i dents worki n g
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o ut s i de the vi ll a ge has yet to be solved .With the proxy abo l i s h ed ,a b s en tee ballots had been
m a i l ed to people who were aw ay. None had been retu rn ed . Final candidates were ch o s en
on ly three days before the el ecti on , wh i ch did not leave en o u gh time for the ballots to be
pri n ted ,m a i l ed , and retu rn ed .

How to du p l i c a te Gu a n j i a n g’s su ccess in other parts of Fujian is also a vexing qu e s ti on .
The task of training el ecti on officials and vi ll a ge leaders for the provi n ce’s 15,000 vi ll a ge s
is en orm o u s .

Zhang was also wrestling with the more ph i l o s ophical and lon g - term qu e s ti on of h ow
to raise the vi ll a gers’“dem oc ra tic con s c i o u s n e s s .” ( “The most serious probl em ,” Ma o
Zedong said a half cen tu ry ago,“is the edu c a ti on of the pe a s a n try.”) Zhang recogn i zed
that the vi ll a gers’ u n derstanding of dem oc racy incre a s ed with each su cceeding el ecti on , but
he thought that most peasants were sti ll infected with “feu d a l i s t” t h o u gh t , that they were
too well ad ju s ted to ye a rs of a ut h ori t a rian ru l e . The process of dem oc ra tic con s c i o u s n e s s -
raising would be len g t hy, he though t .

The most powerful con s c i o u s n e s s - raising tool in Gutian co u n ty is not likely to be el ec-
ti ons for vi ll a ge com m i t tee but parti c i p a ti on in the repre s en t a tive assem bl i e s , wh i ch were
s trong and lively thro u gh o ut the co u n ty. Ma j or dec i s i ons affecting Gutian vi ll a ges were
dec i ded not by the vi ll a ge com m i t tee but by the repre s en t a tive assem bly. The pri m a ry
re s pon s i bi l i ty of the vi ll a ge com m i t tee was to implem ent ra t h er than initi a te dec is i on s .
In deed ,f utu re re s e a rch ers of dem oc ra ti z a ti on in ru ral China wi ll need to look more cl o s ely
at the role and functi ons of the repre s en t a tive assem blies and guard against equ a ti n g
dem oc ra tic el ecti ons of vi ll a ge com m i t tees with dem oc racy itsel f .

In the en d , the most impre s s ive differen ce bet ween Guanjiang and Bend in the River
vi ll a ges was Gu a n j i a n g’s spirit of com mu n i ty in con trast to the sense in Bend in the River
that som ething important was missing. Guanjiang was pervaded by optimism and a con-
vi cti on that the futu re could on ly be bet ter. Ma ny factors con tri buted to Gu a n j i a n g’s sen s e
of com mu n i ty—the vi ll a gers’ cert a i n ty that they were on the ri ght path to econ om i c
devel opm en t , the strength of the lineage ,t h eir rel i gious reviva l , even the atten ti on they
were receiving f rom above . But the activi ty of or ganizing and con du cting el ecti ons and the
de s i gn a ti on of the repre s en t a tive assem bly as the major dec i s i on-making body also served
to stren g t h en com munal bon d s .
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Fo u r

The Requisites for Success

T
his overvi ew of vi ll a ge leadership in China tod ay high l i ghts the divers i ty of l oc a l
govern a n ce in the co u n trys i de , the limitati ons of our understanding of the po l i ti c a l
s i tu a ti on there , and the fo lly of d rawing early con clu s i ons abo ut how wi de s pre ad

or well run vi ll a ge el ecti ons may be . Al t h o u gh vi ll a ge el ecti ons may have improved loc a l
govern a n ce in some parts of the co u n try, vi ll a ges in other areas face a vacuum of l e ader-
ship and some con ti nue to be dom i n a ted by local em perors . The inciden ce of corru pti on,
ex p l oi t a ti on , and abuse of power remains high . In some are a s , peasants have pro te s ted
a gainst bu r geoning taxes and fee s , govern m ent IOUs , and perva s ive corru pti on . In 1993,
s ome ten thousand peasants in Si chu a n’s Renshou co u n ty storm ed co u n ty head qu a rters
to pro test taxes levi ed for the con s tru cti on of a road . Similar sporadic outbu rsts of pro te s t,
s om etimes vi o l en t ,a re liable to con ti nue in many areas of the Chinese co u n trys i de , ju s t
as Peng Zhen and officials at the Mi n i s try of Civil Af f a i rs pred i cted . Li and O’ Bri en also
n o te the rise of what they call “policy based re s i s t a n ce ,” as vi ll a gers cite “l aws , govern-
m ent po l i c i e s , and other official com mu n i c a ti on s” wh en ch a ll en ging unjust and unfair
tre a tm en t .8 5 The su m m er of 1997 saw new reports of ru ral unre s t . Some five hu n d red
thousand peasants in Hu bei and Jiangxi are said to have ri o ted over the corru pti on of
co u n ty - l evel officials and the ex tracti on of i ll egal and exce s s ive taxes and fee s .8 6 Th e
s pring of 1998 wi tn e s s ed a new wave of pro tests and ren ewed calls for order from the
Chinese Com munist Pa rty Cen tral Com m i t tee .8 7

Even wh ere el ecti ons are held reg u l a rly, s ome are cl e a rly a sham and others are badly
m a n a ged . Local em perors with patron a ge to dispense can be dem oc ra ti c a lly el ected . More-
over, even in the most progre s s ive vi ll a ge s , wh ere el ecti ons are both well run and genu i n ely
com peti tive , the impact of “dem oc rac y ” on pe a s a n t s’ l ives is limited . Non el ected ,h i gh er-
l evel officials con ti nue to make many dec i s i ons direct ly affecting the vi ll a gers’ l ive s . Ma j or
policies con ti nue to em a n a te from Beij i n g, and an important re s pon s i bi l i ty of el ected
vi ll a ge - l evel officials is to carry out policies that vi ll a gers had no part in making and that
t h ey may or may not su pport . Dem oc rac y, wh ere it is being introdu ced , is thus circ u m-
s c ri bed and limited in scope .

Moreover, wh a tever the lon g - term po s i tive rel a ti onship bet ween econ omic devel op-
m ent and dem oc ra ti z a ti on , that rel a ti onship does not yet exist in ru ral Ch i n a . Hen ry
Rowen argues that “the tra n s i ti on to stable dem oc racy correl a tes with mean incom e s
bet ween $5,000 and $6,000 and becomes impregn a ble at the $7,000 level .”8 8 Even the
wealthiest ru ral areas are sti ll too poor, or their wealth too new, for that correl a ti on to
work . Rowen pred i cts that at its current ra te of growt h , Ch i n a , with a per capita GDP of
$2,500 in 1996, wi ll become a dem oc racy som etime around 2015. Ch i n a’s peasants are
not yet demanding dem oc rac y. In their hiera rchy of n eed s ,m a terial well - being sti ll take s
preceden ce over po l i tical reform , as the case of Bend in the River illu s tra te s . Al t h o u gh
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peasants may rebel against local em perors and vi ll a gers in poor areas may flee to the citi e s ,
the con cept of dem oc racy as an altern a tive form of govern m ent must come from out s i de .
Priva te farming is part of the ru ral trad i ti on , and hen ce peasants could spon t a n eo u s ly
a b a n don the co ll ective in favor of a rra n gem ents they knew and tru s ted . Ex po su re to new
i deas that might introdu ce ru ral China to different modes of po l i tical or ga n i z a ti on —
c a rri ed by retu rn ed migrants and the tel ecom mu n i c a ti ons revo luti on , for instance — i s
just begi n n i n g. For now, the impetus for dem oc ra ti z a ti on is coming from officials in
Beijing and in the provi n ce s .

At pre s en t ,f ive factors seem most dec i s ive in determining wh et h er com peti tive el ecti on s
can be su cce s s f u lly introdu ced into Chinese vi ll a ge s .

F i rs t , the most su cce s s f u lly dem oc ra tic vi ll a ges are those that have received the gre a t-
est a t ten ti on from those high er- l evel officials most com m i t ted to making vi ll a ge dem oc-
racy work .

Secon d , genu i n ely com peti tive el ecti ons have a gre a ter likel i h ood of su ccess in more
p lu ra l i s tic vi ll a ge s , that is, vi ll a ges wh ere nei t h er econ omic nor po l i tical power is very
con cen tra ted and wh ere vi ll a gers are en ga ged in a mu l ti p l i c i ty of a s s oc i a ti on s — rel i gi o u s ,
po l i ti c a l , econ om i c ,s oc i a l , and familial. Thus vi ll a ges wh ere wealth is cre a ted by many en-
trepren eu rs are more likely to have com peti tive el ecti ons than vi ll a ges wh ere en terpri s e s
a re osten s i bly co ll ectively own ed but managed by one pers on or a small group of peop l e .
Ma ny vi ll a ges are el ecting their most pro s perous mem bers to lead them , but in a com-
p a ny town like Wu ga n g, wh ere flourishing com mu n i ty en terprises are con tro ll ed by a
handful of peop l e , the liberal use of p a tron a ge limits vo ter ch oi ce and corru pts the dem o-
c ra tic proce s s .

Vi ll a ges with strong and active repre s en t a tive assem blies are similarly more likely to
fo s ter a dispers i on of power and thus to en co u ra ge genuine po l i tical com peti ti on . Th e
vi ll a ge repre s en t a tive assem bly of fers a ch eck against the power of both the party bra n ch
and the vi ll a ge ch i ef , providing vi ll a gers a significant voi ce in those dec i s i ons that most
d i rect ly affect them and fo s tering gre a ter tra n s p a rency in vi ll a ge finance s .Vi ll a ge repre-
s en t a tive assem blies are not alw ays dem oc ra ti c a lly ch o s en ,h owever. In some cases, t h ey
a re dom i n a ted by the vi ll a ge’s sen i or, most ex peri en ced and re s pected men .Al t h o u gh it is
tem pting to argue that vi ll a ge dem oc racy wi ll be furt h er stren g t h en ed with the dem oc ra-
tic el ecti on of repre s en t a tive assem bl i e s , the su ccessful tra n s i ti on to gra s s roots dem oc rac y
wi ll also requ i re accom m od a ti ons to Chinese trad i ti on ,i n cluding re s pect for vi ll a ge
el ders . In many place s , reti red or defe a ted vi ll a ge leaders are given a place on the vi ll a ge
a s s em bly, wh ere their voi ces are heard and proper re s pect is ten dered but they are not 
at the same time gra n ted great pers onal power. Su ch arra n gem ents serve to give legi ti-
m acy to vi ll a ge - l evel po l i tical reform and may su ggest what is meant by “dem oc racy 
with Chinese ch a racteri s ti c s .”

Th i rd , el ecti ons can su cceed on ly in vi ll a ges wh ere el ecti on officials have been properly
tra i n ed . Deep ly ingra i n ed in the Am erican psyche is a bel i ef that dem oc racy is the natu ra l
s t a te of a f f a i rs ,t h a t , given a ch oi ce , people every wh ere wi ll natu ra lly set up el ectoral sys-
tems very mu ch like our own . Ch i n a’s ef forts thus far su ggest otherwi s e . Th ere is little that
is intu i tively obvious abo ut the or ga n i z a ti on of dem oc rac y, and there are many ways to
hold open and fair el ecti on s . The details of el ecti on procedu res must be taugh t , su pervi s ed ,
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and learn ed . Training is one of the major ch a ll en ges curren t ly facing the Mi n i s try of Civi l
Af f a i rs , wh i ch esti m a tes that in order to implem ent vi ll a ge dem oc racy nati onwi de , at least
1.5 mill i on town s h i p - l evel officials need to be tra i n ed . The ministry has open ed a tra i n i n g
cen ter on the out s k i rts of Beijing to carry out this task. The goal is to tra i n , in ph a s e s ,
12,000 nati on a l - , provi n c i a l - , and co u n ty - l evel officials and 3,330 prefectu ral level tra i n ers
( for Ch i n a’s 333 prefectu re s ) , who in tu rn wi ll tra i n ,within the prefectu re s , the town s h i p -
l evel of f i c i a l s . By the year 2000, the ministry ’s goal is to have one model co u n ty for vi ll a ge
s el f - govern m ent in each of the 333 prefectu re s , one model township per co u n ty, and on e
m odel vi ll a ge per town s h i p. The hope is that these models wi ll have a dem on s tra ti on ef-
fect that wi ll spre ad to all of Ch i n a’s vi ll a ge s .

Fo u rt h , ex peri en ce is important to the lon g - term su ccess of vi ll a ge el ecti on s .As the
examples of L i s hu and Gutian co u n ties dem on s tra te , el ecti ons are a learning process for
officials and vi ll a gers alike ,i m proving thro u gh trial and error with each su cce s s ive ro u n d.
Al t h o u gh peasants are not initi a ting the movem ent tow a rds dem oc ra ti z a ti on , ru ra l
people have dem on s tra ted that they are qu i te capable of re s pon s i bly exercising thei r
dem oc ra tic ri ghts wh en given the opportu n i ty. Peasants have a strong sense of t h eir own
s el f - i n terest and can be depen ded upon to vo te according to those interests wh en given 
a ch a n ce . Ci ty folk and intell ectuals who argue that Ch i n a’s vi ll a ges are not re ady for
dem oc racy are wron g.

F i n a lly, forei gn coopera ti on ,s en s i tively ten dered , can exert a po s i tive influ en ce on the
dem oc ra tic proce s s .At one level , the mere pre s en ce of forei gn ob s ervers du ring the el ecti on
process is a strong incen tive to or ga n i ze el ecti ons well . Forei gn ers are ord i n a ri ly invi ted
to ob s erve el ecti ons in dem on s tra ti on or model distri ct s , wh ere official atten ti on is gre a te s t .
Forei gn training can also be usef u l , as programs by the Ford Fo u n d a ti on and the In ter-
n a ti onal Rep u blican In s ti tute atte s t . Opportu n i ties for Chinese officials to ob s erve loc a l
el ecti ons in the Un i ted States and other co u n tries can also have a powerful ef fect . Wa n g
Z h enya o, Zeng Fa n x u , Zhang Xi a oga n , and Fei Yu n ch en g — n o t a ble for their ef forts to
m a ke the dem oc ra tic process work — h ave all vi s i ted the Un i ted State s .

The most important next step in Ch i n a’s process of gra s s roots dem oc ra ti z a ti on wo u l d
be the insti tuti on of d i rect , com peti tive el ecti ons at the township and co u n ty level s .
Wh et h er and wh en this may happen remain to be seen . Th ere is a fundamental logi c a l
f l aw in the reform ers’ a r g u m ent for the limited dem oc ra ti z a ti on now taking place . In the
s h ort ru n , no harm and mu ch good is done by con cen tra ti n g, as reform ers insist, on acti on
ra t h er than talk, on el ecti on procedu res ra t h er than lon g - term goa l s . But the ra ti onale for
el ecti ons at the gra s s roo t s — to repair deteri ora ting rel a ti ons bet ween leaders and led , to
ch eck wi de s pre ad official corru pti on , to re s tore failing legi ti m ac y, and to qu i et seet h i n g
d i s con tent—is equ a lly app l i c a ble to high er level s .G a rdens may indeed be planted wi t h
m a ny flowers , but in the long run dem oc racy at the bo t tom but not at the top does not
m a ke sen s e . Dem oc racy and on e - p a rty rule are ulti m a tely incom p a ti bl e .

Unless leaders su ch as Jiang Zemin and Zhu Rongji begin soon to arti c u l a te a new
ra ti onale for dem oc rac y, that task wi ll likely be undert a ken by the gen era ti on of of f i c i a l s
n ow in their forties and fifti e s , who wi ll come to power early in the twen ty - f i rst cen tu ry.
These yo u n ger officials tend to be less ti ed to ideo l ogy than the Sovi et - tra i n ed tech n oc ra t s
c u rren t ly at the pinnacle of Chinese po l i tical power, and they are more broadly edu c a ted
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and more attu n ed to ideas from the We s t — a n d ,m ore import a n t ly, f rom Ta iw a n . Th e
p a s s a ge of time wi ll even tu a lly give China a leadership more dispo s ed by edu c a ti on and
ex peri en ce to favor dem oc ra tic norm s .

For the mom en t ,h owever, the out l ook is less en co u ra gi n g. Recent ch a n ges in pers on-
n el are matters of con cern . In the spring of 1 9 9 7 , Wang Zhenya o, the young reform er at
the Mi n i s try of Civil Af f a i rs ,w a s ,o s ten s i bly for bu re a u c ra tic ra t h er than for po l i tical re a-
s on s ,l a tera lly tra n s ferred from his po s i ti on as head of ru ral basic-level govern a n ce to the
m i n i s try ’s dep a rtm ent of d i s a s ter rel i ef . Wa n g’s rep l acem ent app a ren t ly does not yet share
his predece s s or ’s eva n gelical call i n g. Fu rt h er pers on n el ch a n ges may soon fo ll ow as the
po l i tical logic of the Com munist Pa rty con gress plays itsel f o ut at both the nati onal and
provincial level s . These ch a n ges wi ll be import a n t , because the push for vi ll a ge el ecti on s
t hus far has come from key people within the nati on a l - l evel Mi n i s try of Civil Af f a i rs and
its provincial dep a rtm en t s . Wh et h er new appoi n tm ents at provincial levels wi ll inclu de
ch a m p i ons of b a s i c - l evel reform remains to be seen .
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F i ve

The U. S. Response to Chinese 
Political Refo r m

F
or all the som etimes stri dent Am erican rh etoric on the need for po l i tical reform in
Ch i n a , official ef forts to coopera te with the Chinese govern m ent have been limited.
The natu re of po l i tical reform in China pre s ents some well - i n ten ti on ed , dem oc ra ti c -

m i n ded or ga n i z a ti ons with a conu n d ru m . De s p i te limited ef forts at po l i tical reform , Ch i n a
tod ay remains both fundamen t a lly undem oc ra tic and incapable of a rti c u l a ting a lon g -
term plan for dem oc ra ti z a ti on . Com peting po l i tical parties con ti nue to be ill ega l , and on e
re a s on the Com munist Pa rty is implem en ting po l i tical reform is to stren g t h en its own
l egi ti m ac y. Not on ly are dem oc racy and on e - p a rty rule fundamen t a lly incom p a ti bl e , but
t h ere is no guara n tee that even Ch i n a’s limited reforms wi ll work or that gra s s roots dem oc-
racy wi ll spre ad .

Why, t h en , should Am erican or ga n i z a ti ons com m i t ted to fo s tering dem oc ra ti z a ti on
coopera te with China? 

F i rs t , for the fore s ee a ble futu re , the on ly way to influ en ce the process of dem oc ra ti z a-
ti on in China is to work direct ly and coopera tively with the Chinese govern m en t . Th e
process wi ll be a long on e , and Chinese dem oc racy wi ll nece s s a ri ly look very differen t
f rom ours . Secon d , coopera tive ef forts hold the promise of h elping China pass thro u gh
this very difficult tra n s i ti on peri od with a minimum of vi o l en ce and uph e ava l . If it is tru e
that ru ral unrest is rising in areas wh ere dem oc ra tic el ecti ons have yet to be introdu ced ,
m i n or reform s , pe acef u lly implem en ted , can avert the risk of wi de s pre ad vi o l en ce .

Th i rd , even minor, i m perfect reforms are bet ter than non e .The com peti tive el ecti on of
vi ll a ge com m i t tees is a major adva n ce over high er- l evel appoi n tm ents of vi ll a ge leaders ,
el ecti on by accl a m a ti on , and non com peti tive el ecti on s . The free and fair vi ll a ge el ecti on s
n ow being fo s tered by the Mi n i s try of Civil Af f a i rs pre s ent ru ral people with ch oi ces they
did not have before , give them a voi ce in the sel ecti on of t h eir local leaders h i p, a ll ow (for
the first time since 1949) for a pe aceful tra n s i ti on of l e aders , and provi de a sense of po l i ti-
cal parti c i p a ti on and em powerm en t . At their be s t , vi ll a ge el ecti ons introdu ce the noti on s
of com peti ti on , ch oi ce , and ju s ti ce into local soc i eties wh ere su bm i s s i on to aut h ori ty and
dom i n a ti on by local em perors have long been the norm ; wh ere cl e ava ges of ten run alon g
clan lines; wh ere families are ru l ed by the sen i or male, and wom en lack even the con cept
of equ a l i ty. In the most dem oc ra ti c a lly or ga n i zed vi ll a ge s , wh ere el ecti ons are com peti tive
and the vi ll a ge com m i t tee and repre s en t a tive assem bly work in tandem , the sense of com-
mu n i ty that faltered with the demise of the produ cti on bri gade is being re s tored , as the
con trast bet ween Bend in the River and Guanjiang has dem on s tra ted .

F i n a lly, while com peti tive el ecti ons at high er levels are a long way of f , vi ll a ge el ecti on s
a re at least put ting in place the mechanisms for el ecti ons of h i gh er- l evel of f i c i a l s . Wh en
peasants are all owed to el ect their township and co u n ty officials (and the Mi n i s try of
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Civil Af f a i rs says that co u n ty el ecti ons wi ll begin within five ye a rs ) , the vi ll a ges wi ll serve
as prec i n ct s .

Several intern a ti onal or ga n i z a ti ons and Am erican non govern m ental or ga n i z a ti on s
(NGOs) are alre ady working cl o s ely with the Chinese Mi n i s try of Civil Af f a i rs to prom o te
gra s s roots po l i tical ch a n ge . In 1996, the Un i ted Na ti ons Devel opm ent Programme bega n
con tri buting to a three - year program to devel op curri c u l a , training materi a l s , and capac i ty
for “training the tra i n ers”at the ministry ’s new Ru ral Official Training Cen ter on the out-
s k i rts of Beij i n g. The Eu ropean Un i on is working out implem en t a ti on of a $12 mill i on ,
mu l ti f aceted proj ect that would inclu de con s i dera ble pers on n el and curri c u lum su pport
for the Beijing training cen ter as well as two - w ay ac ademic exch a n ges bet ween China and
the Eu ropean Un i on .

Am ong Am erican or ga n i z a ti on s , the Ford Fo u n d a ti on , whose Beijing of f i ce was estab-
l i s h ed in the early 1980s, has been su pporting the re s e a rch arm of the Mi n i s try of Civi l
Af f a i rs dep a rtm ent of b a s i c - l evel govern a n ce since 1992 and has spon s ored work s h op s
and con feren ces on implem en t a ti on of the Organic Law. The In tern a ti onal Rep u bl i c a n
In s ti tute has been coopera ting with gra s s roots reform ers since 1993, co ll a bora ting in the
training of l oc a l - l evel of f i c i a l s , con du cting work s h ops for el ecti on of f i c i a l s , and sen d i n g
ob s ervers to wi tness and report on vi ll a ge - l evel el ecti on s . The Asia Fo u n d a ti on is also
working with the Mi n i s try of Civil Af f a i rs , focusing parti c u l a rly on providing tra i n i n g
m a teri a l s . The Ca rter Cen ter has sent two del ega ti ons to ob s erve vi ll a ge el ecti ons and is
l aying the gro u n dwork for furt h er coopera ti on .8 9

At pre s en t , U. S . NGOs are bet ter stru ctu red to coopera te with China than are gov-
ern m ental agen c i e s , both because of the NGOs’ l on g time ex pertise at the gra s s roots and
because they are bet ter cushion ed against Wa s h i n g ton’s ch a n gi n g, and of ten powerf u l ,
po l i tical wi n d s .Coopera tive ef forts could ben efit gre a t ly from an infusion of f u n d i n g,bo t h
govern m ental and priva te ,h owever. A mu l ti p l i c i ty of ef forts by a va ri ety of NGOs ru n s
little risk of overl a p. Most of Ch i n a’s thirty provi n ces are larger than most co u n tries of t h e
worl d . Several new progra m s , in ad d i ti on to the ones alre ady under way, could be fru i tf u l .

F i rs t , NGOs need to iden tify reform - m i n ded leaders at the provincial and local level s
and to devel op more direct , su s t a i n ed con t act with them . A few lon g - term ,t a r geted pro-
grams at the provincial level might have a more lasting ef fect than scattered ef forts in dif-
ferent parts of the co u n try.

Secon d , training programs in loc a l - l evel govern a n ce and el ecti on procedu re s , of s evera l
m on t h s’ du ra ti on and tailored direct ly to Chinese need s , could help all evi a te Ch i n a’s cur-
rent probl em of “training the tra i n ers .”

Th i rd , funding for co ll a bora tive , po l i c y - ori en ted re s e a rch in the Chinese co u n trys i de
could begin to fill the hu ge lac u n ae in our understanding of the tra n s form a ti ons taking
p l ace there and the probl ems ru ral people face .

Even with the best of i n ten ti on s , su ch coopera tive programs carry no guara n tees of
su cce s s , and the hope of making China “m ore like us” is not likely to be fulfill ed . As the
Chinese govern m ent con f ronts the several crises that rapid econ omic devel opm ent is
bri n ging in its wake — p a ra s i tic state en terpri s e s , a dangero u s ly overex ten ded banking sec-
tor, m a s s ive internal migra ti on ,i n c reasing unem p l oym en t , wi de s pre ad official corru p-
ti on , a co llapse of old va lues—the co u n try is in a race against itsel f . Some futu re instabi l i ty,
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even vi o l en ce , is almost inevi t a bl e . Al t h o u gh fear of chaos led some in Beijing to su pport
the i n trodu cti on of gra s s roots el ecti on s , the outbreak of d i s order could equ a lly well spur
a t tem pts to re a s s ert aut h ori t a rian con tro l . The qu e s ti on is wh et h er the forces of corru p-
ti on and chaos wi ll overwh elm the forces of reform , wh et h er the disaffecti ons en gen dered
by the wi dening gap bet ween the urb a n , coastal nouveaux ri ch e s and the hu n d reds of
m i ll i ons in the ru ral hinterlands wi ll spill over into pro te s t , vi o l en ce , and po l i tical bre a k-
down . Tocqu evi ll e’s dictum that the most dangerous time for a bad govern m ent is wh en
it starts to reform itsel f was proven in China with the co llapse of the Qing dy n a s ty in 1911,
and with the fall of E a s tern Eu rope and the Sovi et Un i on less than a dec ade ago. These are
d a n gerous times for China—and therefore dangerous for us all .
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