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Summary

T
his study addresses the relationship among popular attitudes toward democracy, a
state’s political structures—parties, elections, and the government bodies to which
candidates in these societies are elected—and the ways in which people partici-

pate in politics. It argues that high levels of popular democratic consciousness and strong
demands for participation, in the absence of legitimate democratic institutions, lead citi-
zens to resort to nonformal political strategies, including civil disobedience, to meet their
needs. Thus, despite the existence in East Asia of some democratic institutions, formal
constitutions often emasculate or limit the role of the political institutions so that politi-
cal outcomes are controlled by extraparliamentary alliances, local political factions, or
political oligarchies, leading to the emergence of “illiberal democracy.” But when social
forces cannot use democratic institutions to assert their interests, they will resort to infor-
mal procedures. While some of these are highly democratic, such as legal, nongovern-
mental organizations (NGOs), others involve social protest and extralegal political
activity.

This study analyzes political consciousness, political institutions, and patterns of par-
ticipation in three Chinese societies—Taiwan, Hong Kong, and rural China. Overall it
finds that Chinese citizens in all three societies possess a strong democratic consciousness.
Many believe that they have the right to participate and seek the information necessary to
participate in a knowledgeable way. However, the political structures of the three societies
vary significantly. While Taiwan has evolved into a “full” democracy with all political posi-
tions subject to free and competitive elections, Hong Kong is at best a “partial” democracy.
Its chief executive is selected by an 800-member committee composed of Hong Kong’s
oligarchy, political parties compete for only half the seats in the legislature, and the legisla-
ture itself has extremely limited decision-making authority. In the People’s Republic of
China, many villages are holding reasonably democratic elections, but elected officials, as
in Hong Kong, cannot influence how the political system allocates many economic and
political resources.

Taiwanese now rely primarily on formal democratic procedures as their main mecha-
nism for political participation, while the importance of “black money,” civic protests, and
local factions appears to have declined. By contrast, in rural China, because of the weak-
ness of the electoral system and the limited powers of the village committees, villagers
turn to their elected officials only 20 percent of the time to solve problems. Instead, they
petition higher-level government officials, contact local Communist Party officials, and
increasingly engage in civil disobedience. Similarly, the enormous disjuncture between
political consciousness and political institutions in Hong Kong means that while Hong
Kongers do vote, they, too, are forced to create NGOs and engage in civil protests, thus
placing social stability and the political system at risk.

International pressure has affected democracy in these three societies. The United
States and other countries pushed the Kuomintang (KMT) to liberalize Taiwan’s polity in 5



the 1980s. Popular revulsion against corrupt local oligarchs and the KMT helped opposi-
tion leader Chen Shui-bian win the 2000 presidential election. By contrast, Britain (except
during 1992–97, when Chris Patten was governor) opposed political change in Hong
Kong, as did Beijing and Hong Kong’s ruling oligarchy. Continued economic downturns
and weak political institutions could push Hong Kongers to rely increasingly on alterna-
tive political institutions. In the PRC, international support has helped advocates of village
democracy to promote village elections, to educate villagers about democratic procedures,
and to gain the attention of local governments. Chinese leaders also recognize the public
relations value of grassroots democracy. However, whether village elections will allow
rural Chinese society to challenge local power structures remains unclear; protests and
petitions remain key elements of the political repertoire of rural citizens.

U.S. policy should reflect the nature of these societies’ political institutions. The U.S.
government should encourage its mainland interlocutors to recognize that Taiwan’s future
is intimately linked to its democratic institutions and that the PRC should deal with Tai-
wan’s democratically elected leader. In Hong Kong, the U.S. government should urge the
chief executive to begin a public debate on political reform and to strengthen Hong
Kong’s democratically elected body, the Legislative Council. Direct elections for the post of
chief executive will enhance government legitimacy and undermine social unrest. U.S.
policy toward the PRC should encourage the idea of extending electoral politics from the
villages into the townships, the lowest level of state administration and a major source of
corruption, unfair taxation, and rural instability. If China is to make a slow but stable
democratic transition, it must allow citizens to elect government representatives directly.

Chinese culture is not inherently undemocratic; indeed, citizens in all three Chinese so-
cieties actively engage in formal politics. Given representative structures, they will spread
democracy within one of the world’s great cultures.
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One

Introduction

W
hat is the relationship among popular attitudes toward democracy, political
structures—including parties, elections, and the government bodies to which
candidates are elected—and the ways in which people participate in politics?

Does the existence of democratic structures ensure that citizens can meaningfully par-
ticipate in the process by which political goods and services are distributed? Do those
institutions fulfill the societal need for political participation generated by popular demo-
cratic consciousness? Or must citizens resort to nonformal political strategies to meet
their needs? 

It has been suggested that when elections are controlled by central or local oligarchies,
citizens in East Asia form civic organizations or NGOs, join social movements, or turn to
public protest.1 This study examines this proposition in three societies within Greater
China: Taiwan, Hong Kong, and rural China. This comparison lets us control for the
impact of Confucian culture on political behavior, and highlights instead the influence
of democratic values and political structures on the decision to rely on formal versus
alternative politics.

A hallmark of Asian politics is the existence of oligarchs who dominate political pro-
cesses and ensure that, despite the existence of some democratic institutions—such as
election campaigning and voting—popular social forces cannot successfully use democra-
tic institutions as channels for asserting and pursuing their interests. Formal constitutions
may emasculate the political structures so that political outcomes are controlled by extra-
parliamentary alliances, local political factions, or central oligarchies, leading to the emer-
gence of what is now called “illiberal democracy.”2 Under these conditions, people are
more likely to resort to informal procedures, some highly democratic, such as the forma-
tion of legal, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), while in other cases they turn to
social protest and extralegal political activity to win concessions from political elites.

In this study, I ask two sets of questions. First, how deeply are democratic values im-
bued in the minds of Chinese citizens? Do they believe they have the right to participate
in the political process? Do they have the information necessary to participate in a knowl-
edgeable way? Here I hypothesize that the greater the level of democratic consciousness,
the greater the demand for meaningful political participation, through either formal or al-
ternative political means.

Second, what is the nature of the political structures for which elections are held? Is the
process by which candidates and winners are selected open and competitive? Are elected
officials able to influence the allocation of resources by the political system? Can the op-
position party, if it wins at the ballot box, actually come to power?

The answers to these questions help explain the extent to which citizens in three Chi-
nese societies rely on formal rather than alternative forms of political participation. The 7



evidence suggests that if political consciousness is high but institutions are weak or non-
representative, citizens are more likely to use informal political strategies, form NGOs, pe-
tition leaders, engage in public protest or social movements, or even turn to violence to
influence government policy.

Democratic Consciousness: The Role of Political Culture

By “level of democratic consciousness,” I refer to the subjective attitudes of citizens toward
political participation. In many ways, such attitudes reflect standard aspects of a society’s
political culture, including views about the process of political activity, tolerance for overt
political conflict and opposing views, awareness of political information, and efforts by
citizens to attain such information. While the absence of democratic values within a soci-
ety should complicate the creation of a participatory or democratic polity, their presence
in the face of nondemocratic political structures could trigger social unrest or political re-
pression. For democracy to succeed, political elites must themselves tolerate political con-
flict and accept the norms of rotation and compromise—that is, willingly turn over power
to the opposition if they lose elections.3

To what extent can democratic values develop within an Asian, and particularly a Chi-
nese, society? According to Lucian Pye and others who share a culturalist view, Chinese
political culture is fixed and relatively passive, with Chinese society governed by elites who
rule by moral example. These elites favor the idea of a static, conformist social order, a
form of “antipolitics” that has “precluded the kinds of activities associated with using
power competitively in support of different values.”4 Fears that social disorder might fol-
low a transition to a full-fledged democracy can weigh against most forms of popular po-
litical action. The culturalist view would expect little tolerance for differing opinions and
little public contestation for political power. Moreover, with formal government the sole
legitimate basis of power, societal pressure becomes illegitimate and a manifestation of
corruption.5 The result is a highly paternalistic political culture that reflects society’s
deeply rooted need for social and political stability.

While this study will look at these three Greater China societies separately, cross-
national data on levels of attention to politics show that between 11.7 percent and 15.5
percent of citizens in all three societies are quite interested in gaining political information
(see table 1). Moreover, despite major differences in levels of socioeconomic development
and political structures, there is a distinct similarity along this particular dimension, with
Hong Kong, not rural China, the most traditional society.

Political Structure

A second component of the argument concerns the nature of the formal political struc-
tures. Is the system democratic, with multiple parties competing in free, democratic elec-
tions? Do victors in elections constitute a legitimate political authority that can influence
the allocation of political and economic resources? The extent of this formal democracy
can be determined by standard measures such as the number of political parties, rates of
participation in political campaigns, and the share of resources, such as budgets, allocated
by the freely elected political authorities.
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I am also interested in whether the parties and elections are truly a mechanism for the
competitive selection of political elites, and whether a multiplicity of social forces, includ-
ing the poor, find channels for political expression through these structures. In East Asia,
political systems are often dominated by political oligarchies even though numerous par-
ties compete in relatively free elections. As Joel Rocamora argues regarding the Philip-
pines, the parties are really the instruments of individual politicians and have few links to
social forces. They cannot serve as a mechanism through which society can pursue its in-
terests, so citizens turn to informal democracy and NGOs as an alternative means of pur-
suing these interests.6

The People’s Republic of China (PRC), Taiwan, and Hong Kong vary significantly in
their electoral systems and party structures, as well as in the ability of elected officials to
affect public policy. In the PRC, villagers can elect a fully constituted political authority,
the village committee, but its influence is limited to local economic issues. In Hong Kong,
despite the existence of real political parties that compete for public office through a dem-
ocratic process, the constitutional arrangement imposed on Hong Kong by China and
Britain under the Basic Law—Hong Kong’s mini-constitution—makes it impossible for
these parties to perform many of the functions prescribed for them by democratic theory.
In Taiwan, the 1990s saw the establishment of a fully democratic system with competitive
elections among party candidates for all key public offices, including the presidency. I
characterize these three Chinese societies as “village,”“partial,” and “full” democracies.

Formal versus Alternative Democracy:
Politics and Protests

How do levels of democratic consciousness intersect with a society’s political structures to
determine the pattern of politics within that society? If political structures respond to de-
mands for democratic or responsive politics, citizens will rely more on formal, rather than
alternative or informal, kinds of political activity. But what do I mean by “alternative
democracy”?

Alternative democracy—efforts by citizens to affect political outcomes through means
other than electoral politics—should be viewed as a continuum running from lobbying
efforts targeted at elected representatives, as is common in the United States but not legal
in some European democracies, through petitions or personal contacts to nonelected rep-
resentatives, ending with public protests targeting the state and its representatives. (While
civil disobedience may reflect democratic activity, violence should not be seen as a form of
alternative democracy.) We should also differentiate among participatory institutions,
such as political parties, and alternative democratic institutions such as NGOs, social
movements, and informal political networks. We must also keep in mind that political lib-
eralization and the emergence of civil society often allow for the growth of religious insti-
tutions, which may become alternative centers of power when formal political institutions
are slow to respond to popular demands for political change.7

Where the political system fulfills or incorporates those demands through a fully dem-
ocratic process, as in Taiwan, we should anticipate lower levels of social protest, particu-
larly illegal or violent political activity, especially when compared with the years before the
development of the multiparty system. We should also anticipate less of a need for alter-
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native democratic institutions, such as NGOs, and less reliance on informal political
structures or networks.

In rural China, despite increased democratic consciousness and greater institutional-
ization of village democracy, many injustices, including corruption and the imposition of
unofficial fees and taxes, are perpetrated by elites beyond the reach of village elections.8 In
response, villagers turn to informal associations, such as religious or clan organizations,
contact local Communist Party officials, or write formal petitions to higher-level officials
in order to meet their needs. Should these institutions fail to redress social grievances, we
would anticipate high levels of political and social unrest in the absence of state suppres-
sion or alternative mechanisms for seeking redress.

Finally, the existence of competitive parties in Hong Kong and the citizens’ high level
of democratic consciousness, combined with Hong Kong’s unique constitutional arrange-
ment—which prevents parties from playing an effective role in making policy or distrib-
uting social resources—create a significant role for informal political institutions such as
NGOs. But these same conditions also generate political disaffection and social protest.
Continued efforts at this “democratic denial” could lead to serious levels of social unrest.

10 Introduction



Two

Taiwan

Public Consciousness, the Electoral
Mechanism, and Formal Democracy

T
aiwan’s democratic transition reflects a classic case in which a disenfranchised and
excluded majority—native Taiwanese who were subjugated by mainlanders in
1947—employing a mass movement to assert its rights, created a political party to

challenge the ruling oligarchy and eventually both democratized the political system and
took political power. This remarkable process occurred relatively peacefully, due in part
to the enlightened leadership of President Chiang Ching-kuo, who realized that Taiwan’s
future stable development depended on political liberalization and the emergence of a
multiparty system. Still, while many observers see Taiwan’s transition confirming the
argument that socioeconomic development leads inevitably to political reform, the role
of “the electoral mechanism” and the impact of democratic participation in promoting
democratic consciousness are too frequently downplayed.9 According to Fu Hu, partial
democracy with limited electoral process undermined the authoritarian system and pro-
moted political democratization. Similarly, ethnic identity, and the fact that Taiwanese felt
like an oppressed ethnic group on their own soil, encouraged the emergence of democracy.

Democratic Consciousness

Various studies of Taiwanese political culture suggest that structural changes in the politi-
cal system, as well as the experience of democratic participation, changed people’s atti-
tudes toward politics. According to Hu, between 1983 and 1989 the value orientations of
voters in Taiwan underwent a distinctly prodemocratic transformation, altering the politi-
cal culture of Taiwanese society. And while support for “individual freedom” and the “sep-
aration of powers” remained under 75 percent,10 with the former supported by only 50.1
percent and the latter by 64.4 percent, dramatic increases of 16.4 and 17.6 percentage
points, respectively, indicated that between 1983 and 1989 Taiwan moved toward a far
more democratic political culture.11 Creating a measure combining individual evaluation
on four democratic value orientations, Hu shows that while the majority of Taiwanese still
remained “modern authoritarians”—an orientation that increased from 63.7 percent in
1983 to 68.3 percent in 1989—the number of “traditional authoritarians” fell by more
than half, from 23.5 percent in 1983 to 11.1 percent in 1989, while the proportion with
“liberal democratic” values rose significantly from 12.8 percent to 20.7 percent.12

In another study, William Parish and Charles Chang found a significant decline be-
tween 1985 and 1991 in authoritarian political values and therefore little support for the
culturalist argument of “change-resistant political values.”13 The percentage of people 11



disagreeing with statements such as “elders should manage politics” (in 1985 = 49 per-
cent), or “many political parties lead to bad politics” (in 1985 = 34 percent), increased by
32 and 44 percentage points, respectively.14 But modernization alone did not explain
these changes; based on their own statistical analysis, Parish and Chang argue that slow
socioeconomic modernization, combined with rapidly shifting political structures, ex-
plained these shifts in values.15

Responses to a series of questions about attitudes toward freedom, political pluralism,
and separation of powers also reflect significant changes in political values in Taiwan be-
tween 1984 and 1996 (see table 2).16 The average change for the six questions was 66.5
percentage points. However, further dissection of the data shows that changes in attitudes
toward politics occurred soon after the lifting of martial law in 1987 (see table 2, last col-
umn), supporting the argument that changes in political structure can affect attitudes
rapidly, and that what are perceived as deeply held Chinese values may be altered by
changes in political structure.17 Thus, for all questions but number four, more than half of
the change recorded took place between 1984 and 1987. For question four, however, the
experience of a multiparty system in the 1990s, more than just the lifting of martial law,
probably convinced people that such systems did not necessarily lead to chaos.18

Another driving force behind increased democratic consciousness is ethnic conscious-
ness (Taiwan yishi) among native Taiwanese. When asked in 1995 whether they saw them-
selves as Taiwanese, Chinese, Taiwanese and Chinese, or Chinese and Taiwanese, citizens
in Taiwan, even before the 1996 Taiwan missile crisis, showed a clear preference for ex-
pressing a Taiwanese identity (see table 3). Those selecting “Taiwanese” (30.3 percent) or
“Taiwanese and Chinese” (27.9 percent) totaled 58.2 percent, as compared with those se-
lecting “Chinese” (18.9 percent) or “Chinese and Taiwanese” (17.2 percent), who totaled
36.1 percent. Moreover, between 1995 and 2000 the preference for Taiwanese identity in-
creased dramatically, with the percentage of people identifying themselves as Taiwanese
rising by 22.6 percentage points to reach 52.9 percent. By contrast, those identifying them-
selves as Taiwanese and Chinese dropped from 27.9 percent to 24.0 percent, those identi-
fying themselves primarily as Taiwanese rose to 76.9 percent, and those identifying
themselves as Chinese or Chinese and Taiwanese declined to 19.2 percent.19

Data from another survey by Ly-Yun Chang, Yu-Hsia Lu, and Fu-Chang Wang show a
strong relationship between political action and political consciousness. The study fo-
cused on three aspects of political consciousness—democratic consciousness, Taiwanese
independence consciousness, and “provincial consciousness”20—and three forms of po-
litical participation—discussion of politics, electoral participation, and protest behavior—
as the factors that might influence the level or type of political consciousness. Chang, Lu,
and Wang found that people who engaged in political discussions had both a democratic
consciousness and a provincial consciousness, while those who participated in protests fa-
vored Taiwan independence and had a democratic consciousness. However, the relation-
ship between participating in elections and both democratic consciousness and provincial
consciousness was not very strong.21 Although the more interesting issue is the impact of
political consciousness on levels and modes of participation and protest behavior, these
data do suggest that identity as Taiwanese is related to one’s level of political activity.
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Changing Political Structures:
The Emergence of the Multiparty System

Soon after moving to Taiwan in 1949, the defeated Kuomintang (KMT) introduced local
elections as a means of legitimating its rule. Controls over local political factions or local
oligarchs and the co-optation of local Taiwanese elites helped it totally dominate the elec-
toral process from the 1950s through the early 1970s. Beginning in the 1977 local elec-
tions, a loosely coordinated opposition group, bearing the label of “Dangwai” (or “outside
the party,” that is, outside the KMT), began to make inroads on the KMT’s power base.
Over the next seven years, the opposition created various semiformal campaign organiza-
tions, and in 1986, established a formal party, the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP).
During this period, the KMT was hard pressed to undo this process and arrest the move-
ment’s leaders since many of them had emerged through local elections sanctioned by the
KMT itself and had political immunity as elected representatives. To stabilize the political
and economic system, President Chiang Ching-kuo tried to incorporate the opposition
into the political system by allowing the DPP to compete openly as an organized political
party in all-island elections. These elections for some seats in the Legislative Yuan, Tai-
wan’s parliament, in 1986 and 1989 transformed the Taiwanese political landscape by
allowing the local population to participate in nationwide elections, which further de-
mocratized popular political consciousness.

Further critical structural changes were under way. For decades, the Legislative Yuan
had been controlled by mainlanders who had fled to Taiwan in 1949 and who claimed
their seats based on the 1947 elections on the mainland. By the late 1980s, most of the old
guard had died, so in 1993 all seats in the Legislative Yuan were put up for grabs, affording
the opposition a real chance to expand its representation. Unfortunately, the electoral for-
mat for the Legislative Yuan—single, nontransferable voting in multimember districts,
with each district choosing as many as sixteen representatives—encourages factionalism
and catering to small constituencies, since each candidate often needs less than 10 percent
of the votes in his or her district to win.22 Nevertheless, the opening of the electoral sys-
tem allowed the DPP to become the largest party in the Legislative Yuan. In 1996 Taiwan
held its first free and open election for the presidency, completing a cycle of reforms that
has created a fully democratic political system.

Social Protest, Social Movements, and Alternative Politics

Political liberalization in Taiwan, particularly before the official sanctioning of an opposi-
tion party, triggered a dramatic increase in social movements and the incidence of social
protest. The number of social protests rose from 143 in 1983 to 183 in 1984, 243 in 1985,
271 in 1986, and 676 in 1987, the year that martial law was lifted.23 Many of these protests
were part of social movements, which, though generally apolitical, challenged the KMT to
respond to society’s concerns, dismantle its corporatist controls, and establish new rules
for dealing with politically sensitive subjects.24 For example, led by a powerful environ-
mental movement, public protests over environmental degradation grew dramatically.
While there was an average of 13.8 environmental protests per year between 1980 and
1987, the average jumped to 31.3 protests per year in 1988–90 and peaked at 258 in
1991.25 Yun-han Chu attributes this rise in public protest to a lack of secondary
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associations or other functional intermediaries to translate popular discontent into effec-
tive policy responses, as well as the inability of the authoritarian state to respond in a
timely fashion to emerging popular demands.26

The institutionalization of democracy has led to fewer, and more civil, political
protests. As Shelley Rigger observes,“The frequency of demonstrations has diminished
steadily as reform has progressed.”27 So, too, has the occurrence of violent assemblies and
parades since the peak of 1989, when twenty-eight cases were reported. There were eight
violent protests in 1996, three in 1997, and four in 1998.28 The number injured in politi-
cal protests has fallen significantly since 1988, when 486 people were hurt. This number
stayed above 100 through 1994, but only 25 people were injured in 1997 and only 32 in
1998.29 In the late 1990s, however, citizens took to the streets en masse to protest the gov-
ernment’s inability to halt “gangster” politics.

Informal political networks have been a hallmark of Taiwan’s politics. When the KMT
moved to Taiwan it empowered local factions or clans across the island, giving them con-
trol over local politics while linking them to Taipei through patron-client networks. These
factions ensured the KMT’s political hegemony, even as it allowed relatively free and fair
elections.

However, over time these local factions and networks, which formed overlapping for-
mal and informal structures, found winning local elections more and more difficult. As
society grew wealthier and levels of education rose, aspiring local political entrepreneurs
used elections to compete for political power. Drawing on issues such as national identity
and Taiwanization, terrible environmental degradation, and political reform, they chal-
lenged local power structures. Once a mechanism for control, dominated by informal pol-
itics, elections became a public process of political contestation through which local
interests competed for government resources.

Still, despite the emergence of a stable electoral system, increasing wealth and auton-
omy among local politicians allowed alternative politics to continue to play a major role in
Taiwan. With elections the “sole, legitimate channel for upward mobility and access to key
public offices,”30 winning elections became supremely important for local KMT bosses.
With the DPP able to field popular local candidates, money became a key determinant of
electoral outcomes. Local politicians, factional leaders, and powerful clans became power
brokers who negotiated with the central KMT authorities more as equals than as suppli-
cants, demanding a variety of payoffs for turning out the vote. According to Michael Kau,
since the KMT had to rely more and more on the rich and powerful to deliver votes,“it is
now quite commonplace to see the forces of factional bosses, big clans, business conglom-
erates, and Mafia-type gangsters take control over local political campaigns.”31 The rise of
criminal elements among local politicians—in 1994, 35 percent of 858 first-term council-
men at the township and village levels had criminal records or associations with illegal
gangs—has particularly harmed the KMT, which lost to the DPP in the 2000 presidential
election largely over the issues of political reform and “black-money politics.”

Wisely, the DPP targeted “black-money politics” as part of its campaign for political re-
form. This strategy increased its legitimacy in the eyes of the Taiwanese electorate and its
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own leverage vis-à-vis the KMT. Thus vote buying by KMT candidates was not significant
in the December 2001 elections for the Legislative Yuan, reflecting the Justice Ministry’s
successful crackdown on this practice.32 Moreover, Taiwan’s economic difficulties left the
KMT with little money to spend on buying votes. These reforms are likely to result in fur-
ther declines in alternative politics and a greater role for formal political institutions.
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Three

Hong Kong

Parties without Power in a “Partial Democracy”

H
ong Kong has a hybrid political system that is neither strongly authoritarian nor
completely democratic. The population has a strong sense of democratic con-
sciousness, and formal political parties, established in 1991, compete vigorously

in the electoral process. However, the constitutional arrangement imposed on Hong
Kong by the Beijing government has created a “restricted” or “partial” democracy.33

Political parties face serious constraints when they try to influence government policy
because elected legislators cannot initiate public policy. As a result, the role of political
parties in the allocation of political resources is limited, weakening a key channel for
state-society communication, confidence building, and elite-mass linkages. Social and
political discontent, too, is poorly managed by parties and political institutions.34

Moreover, Hong Kong’s government is increasingly dominated by clientelist parties and
elites without strong grassroots support,35 and leaders in this “executive-led” political sys-
tem are widely seen as excessively probusiness. The result is great dissatisfaction with the
government and its top leaders.36 The summer of 2000 witnessed unprecedented levels
of public protest, while surveys conducted in the fall of 2001 show a significant rise in
concerns about social stability. Little wonder that some observers now assert that political
instability is no longer beyond the realm of possibility.37

Democratic Consciousness

Hong Kongers are commonly characterized as politically apathetic, caring only about
making money. Because of the political constraints imposed by British colonial rule,
Hong Kong’s position next to a soon-to-be-sovereign China, and the refugee status of so
many inhabitants, Hong Kong began to develop a more active political culture only in the
early 1970s.38 As political structures were erected that encouraged grassroots activities,
however, a foundation was laid for rapid political development in the 1980s and 1990s. In
particular, the Tiananmen crackdown in Beijing woke the population to the dark side of
the soon-to-be-sovereign power, while the political reforms of Governor Chris Patten
(1992–97) allowed greater political expression of those concerns.

Hong Kongers are voracious consumers of political and economic information (see
table 4). According to surveys, 61 to 68 percent of Hong Kong residents read a newspaper
every day. In April 1998, 48 percent of people reported watching news or current affairs
programs on television for seven hours or more per week, while in April 2000, 38 percent
were still doing so.39

Hong Kongers also have a high tolerance for political conflict, with about 80 percent
finding multiparty competition in elections and party debates in the legislature acceptable16



(see table 5). Approximately three-fourths of those interviewed accept the legitimacy of
disagreements between the Legislative Council (Legco) and the Executive Council (Exco),
while more than two-thirds of the population believe that people have the right to express
their political opinions through public protests.

Hong Kongers resent nondemocratic political activities. While the findings are less
than conclusive, only 50 percent of citizens accept the idea that Exco should veto propos-
als by Legco, even though this power is enshrined in Hong Kong’s Basic Law. Although the
number of those who did not find such actions acceptable fell from 28 percent in 1998 to
22 percent in 2000, 22 percent responded “don’t know” in 1998 and 28 percent in April
2000. Clearly there is great ambivalence on this issue. But when asked about the right of
business groups to veto grassroots proposals, people showed a strong support for pluralist
democracy and strong resentment of the influence of the ruling oligarchy. As table 5
shows, in 1998 more people found business groups’ vetoing of grassroots proposals unac-
ceptable than acceptable (45 percent versus 34 percent), although in 2000 more people
found it acceptable than unacceptable (39 percent versus 36 percent).40 (In April 2000, 25
percent of those interviewed responded “don’t know” to this question.) 

Political Structures:
A Legislature with Parties but No Powers

The political structures of Hong Kong were carefully crafted to ensure a strong chief exec-
utive and to weaken society’s and Legco’s ability to influence policy. Moreover, the current
chief executive is not very democratic. Even before taking office, Tung Chee-hwa demon-
strated what Lau Siu-kai calls an “abhorrence of politics” and political parties, as well as a
political conservatism that has led him to reject even a watchdog role for the elected legis-
lators.41 He has disbanded the elected municipal councils; generally refuses to meet with
the Democratic Party (DP), the strongest party in Hong Kong; and treats the legislature as
a gadfly he must tolerate but can generally ignore.

Political parties in Hong Kong are weak. Since decolonization was a top-down affair
rather than a struggle led by political parties against the colonial power, parties did not
earn legitimacy as forces for political liberalization. Public support for parties thus re-
mains “shallow and fragile,” with only 21.7 percent of Hong Kongers identifying with any
party.42 Hong Kong’s partial democracy and the political context—its recent transition to
mainland sovereignty—still impede party development.

Even so, following the Tiananmen crackdown in Beijing, parties were seen as key insti-
tutions that could promote rapid democratization and protect Hong Kong from Beijing.
In a 1998 survey, 44.7 percent of Hong Kongers believed that parties were needed; only
18.2 percent said that they were not needed.43 In particular, the Tiananmen crackdown
strengthened the popularity of the DP, which was seen as the major opposition to author-
itarian rule by Beijing. Even in 1998, people who were concerned about the pace of de-
mocratization in Hong Kong favored the DP over other parties, while those who trusted
Beijing and the Hong Kong government favored the pro-Beijing Democratic Alliance for
the Betterment of Hong Kong (DAB) or the probusiness Liberal Party.

Yet as Tip O’Neill, former Speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives, once said,“All
politics is local,” and in the past few years, particularly following the 1997 East Asian
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financial crisis, people’s concerns have shifted from a focus on democratic freedoms to
greater concern about economic opportunity and livelihood issues. The number of peo-
ple in Hong Kong concerned about “economic prospects” rose from 9 to 40 percent be-
tween February 1996 and April 2000, peaking at 47 percent in April 1999, while the
proportion of those concerned about security and freedom dropped from 25 to 6
percent.44 The result has been a decline in the popularity of the DP, which has failed to
address these livelihood issues, and the rise of the DAB.45 The DAB has benefited from
strong support from Hong Kong’s business elite, which has been encouraged to assist the
DAB by pro-mainland forces in Hong Kong. For example, a Hong Kong tycoon funded
courses in management training at Qinghua University in Beijing for DAB cadres. While
members of the DP must turn over some of their Legco salaries to the party to help pay its
administrative costs, the DAB is flush with cash and funds two full-time staff in each elec-
toral constituency who respond to complaints from local constituents about grassroots is-
sues. As a result, the DAB is building a strong political machine within the community
which is likely to result in its becoming the largest party over the next few years.46

The unique characteristics of the Hong Kong legislature prevent parties from serving as
interest articulators or representatives of societal interests. Both Beijing and the British
colonial authorities favored keeping Legco weak so that even if a single party came to
dominate the legislature, it would not be able to veto bills proposed by the chief executive.
Also, Article 74 of the Basic Law, Hong Kong’s mini-constitution, limits the right of pri-
vate members to propose any bills “with meaningful policy implications.”47 The only real
power granted Legco is the right to veto government bills, particularly budgets, the threat
of which gives it some negotiating power. But even this power is limited, because the elec-
toral system has been structured to ensure that even a party popular with the majority of
citizens may have difficulty controlling the legislature. In 1999 only 33 percent of Legco
seats (twenty seats) were directly elected from geographic constituencies, 50 percent
(thirty seats) were elected by unrepresentative “functional constituencies”—where only
leaders in professional associations can vote for representatives to the legislature—and 17
percent (10 seats) were elected by a pro-Beijing, probusiness selection committee. Gover-
nor Patten tried to democratize functional constituencies by allowing employees and
elites in each sector to vote, but Tung Chee-hwa reversed those reforms after coming to
power, again allowing only leaders and owners of businesses in each sector to vote.48 Even
in September 2000, the Election Committee still selected six members of Legco; the num-
ber of legislators elected from geographic constituencies had risen only to twenty-four
seats, or 40 percent. Moreover, the proportional representation system used in the geo-
graphic constituencies further weakens liberal forces in Hong Kong. Under the electoral
system, citizens vote for a party list with multiple seats (three to five) in each constituency
rather than a “first-past-the-post” system. This system favors less popular parties, such as
the DAB, since they can win seats despite receiving less than 30 percent of the vote in any
district. Moreover, parties have no access to the chief executive, who is the initiator of
most legislation, since he refuses to meet with them, in part out of fear of legitimizing the
DP. Not surprisingly, political parties remain most popular among those who are disaf-
fected with the political authorities.49
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Alternative Politics, NGOs, and Public Protests

The emergence of political parties in 1991 and the political liberalization of the Patten
years did not obviate the need for public meetings and public processions, both indicators
of informal political activity. According to data from the Hong Kong police, the number
of public meetings increased from 365 to 1,203 between 1990 and 2000 (see table 6), with
the greatest increase occurring between 1990 and 1991, after the Tiananmen crackdown
in Beijing. Similarly, the number of public processions rose from 272 in 1990 to 526 in
1996, with a jump of over 25 percent in 1993–94. The number of public processions con-
tinued to rise after the handover of Hong Kong to the PRC.

With weak parties and the business oligarchy dominating the formal institutions of po-
litical authority, Hong Kongers resort to forming civil society organizations and other
grassroots bodies to promote their interests. The number of registered societies has con-
tinued to grow since the early 1980s (see table 7), increasing by 75 percent between 1991
and 1998 despite the legalization of political parties in 1991.

The stature of the parties has been declining over the past few years because of their in-
ability to affect the legislative agenda, precipitating political disillusionment and a period
of “party stagnation if not decline.”50 Party competition, for example, is seen to reflect
power struggles among elites more than battles over public policy. As table 5 shows, there
has been a significant decline in popular acceptability of both multiparty competition in
elections, from 85 percent to 78 percent, and party debates in Legco (from 83 percent to
77 percent).51 Most important, Hong Kongers have recently expressed views that they feel
neglected by politicians: only 14.1 percent of people interviewed thought that politicians
were concerned about their problems, while 61.5 percent found politics and government
complicated and difficult to understand.52 Similarly, when asked whom the chief execu-
tive and the civil servants should listen to about livelihood issues, only 2 percent said the
government should listen to political parties and pressure groups, while 16 percent fa-
vored directly elected Legco members, the majority of whom are affiliated with political
parties. The most important group to be consulted was the “general public” (approxi-
mately 43 percent).53

As support for parties has declined, so too has popular support for street demonstra-
tions. In June 1998, 72 percent of citizens found such protests acceptable and 18 percent
found them unacceptable, while in April 2000 only 67 percent found them acceptable and
23 percent found them unacceptable (see table 5). Since the spring of 2000, however, the
number of protests seems to have increased; on July 1, 2000, the anniversary of the hand-
over, five different groups staged various protests throughout Hong Kong, leading the
International Herald Tribune to call Hong Kong the “City of Protest,” not the “City of
Light.”54 A group of young turks within the DP who are more concerned with social is-
sues than lofty concerns about democracy would prefer more street-level activity. Even the
probusiness Liberal Party felt it necessary to bring people into the streets to protest the de-
cline in property values.55 No wonder some observers believe that “democracy in Hong
Kong may have to hit the streets.”56

In fact, in November 2001 the share of the population that was “very worried” about
social unrest returned to its peak of 19 percent (see table 8). Although the number of peo-
ple who were “very worried” or “fairly worried” dropped from 49 percent  in October
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1998 to 44 percent in November 2001, the fact that 44 percent of people have real fears
about social instability underlines Hong Kong’s political problems. As more people come
to see elections as “window dressing that creates an illusion of democratic develop-
ment,”57 the elite-mass gap could deteriorate. Add to this alienation growing economic
inequality and the feeling that the government is increasingly unfair and you have a “po-
litical time-bomb for the HKSAR.”58 Ironically, while Hong Kongers consume massive
amounts of political information, generally turn out to vote (despite the low efficacy of
such activity), and support democratic, rather than nondemocratic, practices, the business
elite portrays them as unprepared for full democracy.59 However, the ongoing “democra-
tic denial” by the wealthy and pro-Beijing forces in Hong Kong may backfire, generating
the very political instability that they fear democracy creates.
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Four

The PRC

Village Democracy without Parties

O
f our three Chinese societies, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) has under-
gone the most limited amount of democratic development. Nonetheless, since
1987 the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has instituted basic grassroots

democracy in the form of village elections for village committees that have effective con-
trol over certain aspects of the local economy. Overall, these village committees cannot
challenge local CCP authority, although they were introduced in part because village-
level CCP committees had seriously deteriorated in almost 80 percent of villages follow-
ing decollectivization. The CCP felt it was losing control over the countryside, so when
a group of young rural specialists approached some senior party officials and recom-
mended the introduction of village democracy, these leaders felt that the party had little
to lose.60 These village committees, although theoretically autonomous, are under the
authority of the township government, the lowest level of official government in the
countryside. I have labeled this form of political structure “village democracy.”

Do these elections and the village committees mesh with the level of democratic con-
sciousness in the countryside? Given the level of democratic consciousness in rural China,
as well as the extent of social unrest, is this type of democratic development sufficient to
maintain social and political order? Or do villagers need to turn to alternative forms of
democratic activity, including protests, in order to pursue their interests?

The Strength of the “Democratic Idea” in Rural China

Despite the low level of economic development in rural China, data from a survey in the
summer of 1999 reveal strong support for the “democratic idea” in rural China.61 Vil-
lagers were asked to respond to a series of six questions about democracy and electoral
politics (see table 9). For example, we asked villagers to respond to the following state-
ment: “Only people with specialized knowledge and ability have the right to speak during pe-
riods of decision making.” Since this statement reflects nondemocratic values, those who
“strongly supported” it were given a score of –2, those who “agreed somewhat” received a
score of –1, those who “disagreed somewhat” received +1, while those who “strongly dis-
agreed” were scored +2. Interestingly, almost 45 percent of villagers disagreed with this
statement: 27.6 percent “disagreed” and 17.3 percent “strongly disagreed.” On the other
hand, over 30 percent “agreed somewhat,” while only 12.1 percent “strongly agreed.” Only
12.9 percent selected “don’t know.”62

Responses to another question showed that villagers strongly believe they have the
right to petition the upper levels of government. Over 80 percent “strongly agreed” (41.1
percent) or “agreed somewhat” (40.3 percent) with the statement “If villagers disagree with 21



local policies, they have the right to send accusatory petitions to higher levels,” while only 6.4
percent “disagreed” and 2.4 percent “strongly disagreed.” On this issue, 9.8 percent of vil-
lagers had no opinion. Finally, villagers reject the argument that Chinese accept nondemo-
cratic politics as long as they can make money. In response to the statement “As long as
village economic development is stable, there is no need to increase the level of democracy,”
only 6.6 percent “strongly agreed,” while 14.4 percent “agreed somewhat.” In contrast, 32.3
percent “disagreed somewhat,” and 33.1 percent “strongly disagreed.” Finally, 13.6 percent
“didn’t know.” Clearly, the oligarchs are wrong in arguing that Chinese villagers are politi-
cally apathetic.

Combining each person’s score for all six questions created an overall score in terms of
a “democratic ideal” and placed them on an anti- versus pro-democratic continuum (see
figure 1). The distribution of villager attitudes in figure 1 shows a rather strong prodemo-
cratic tendency among these 2,400 villagers from 120 villages, with very few villagers ex-
pressing antidemocratic values; over 40 percent had strong prodemocratic values, in that
they took a strongly democratic position in response to at least one of the six questions.63

Since these villages were relatively poor and had seen little industrialization, democratic
consciousness seems to have emerged without significant socioeconomic development.
Perhaps, as in Taiwan, participating in elections itself helps promote democratic con-
sciousness.

We also asked people about the level of attention they pay to politics and public affairs.
As table 10 shows, 21.4 percent were “very interested” and another 51.5 percent were
“relatively interested.” Over 50 percent had engaged fairly frequently in some form of
discussion of economic and political affairs in the last month, although the number of
discussions seems to be less than would be expected from the asserted level of interest in
public affairs. Finally, many in this group may be illiterate or simply rely on the radio for
their political information.

Again, we also found strong support for free and fair elections. In response to the state-
ment “If the existing cadres are capable and trusted, there is no need for democratic elections,”
about 55 percent “disagreed somewhat” or “disagreed strongly” (see table 9). Only 23.9
percent “agreed somewhat,” while only 12.4 percent “totally agreed.” The assertion that
Chinese people prefer order and economic development to democracy may not hold true
in these localities.

Political Structure:
The Institutional Framework for Village Democracy

Village democracy was introduced step-by-step based on draft regulations passed by the
National People’s Congress in 1987. Since 1987, almost all provinces in China have intro-
duced their own regulations, while the central government has further codified this grass-
roots phenomenon. Estimates vary, but in 2000 perhaps 40 percent of villages employed
secret-ballot and multiple-candidate elections to choose the director, vice director, and
members of their village committee (committees usually have five to seven members). Vil-
lages have also been called on to draft “village charters,” which commit the elected repre-
sentatives to run village affairs democratically or face recall, and have been directed to
open their financial records to their citizens by posting them on public billboards. The
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goal is to reduce corruption and increase public confidence in elected officials. Finally, in
1998, the National People’s Congress called on villages to select their candidates through a
public and open nomination process.

How democratic are these structures? Can local CCP officials manipulate the outcome?
Did villagers see the CCP as having too much influence over the electoral process? In our
localities, when villagers were asked, “What do you think of the CCP’s level of influence over
elections?” only 9.6 percent saw the party’s influence as “very great”; 22.3 percent saw the
CCP having “a certain level of influence”; 22.3 percent saw it having “not much influ-
ence”; while 20.6 percent saw it having “no influence.”Again, 21 percent said that they “did
not know.” Even if we assume that those who selected “did not know” did so because they
were afraid to say that they saw the CCP having influence, 42.9 percent did express the
view that the CCP did not have much influence. Responses to a similar question con-
firmed these findings. We asked, “If a ministry or bureau wants to control the election, they
can do so by controlling the selection of candidates.” The responses? “Totally agree,” 6.5 per-
cent;“relatively agree,” 18.4 percent;“don’t agree much,” 20.9 percent;“totally disagree,”
20.4 percent;“don’t know,” 27.1 percent. Again, we find about 41 percent of villagers
agreeing that outside or local established political forces cannot readily control the selec-
tion of candidates or the outcomes of elections.

One key reform of the electoral process—the introduction in some localities of hai
xuan, or “selecting candidates from the sea”—further weakens the local authority’s ability
to manipulate outcomes. Under this system, villagers can nominate any person in the vil-
lage who possesses democratic rights, and through a series of ballots the less popular can-
didates are weeded out until only two or three candidates remain. They then compete for
the public office.

Among the villages we surveyed, 19.7 percent of villagers reported that their village
used this method in the most recent election, 17 percent reported that their village had
used some other direct-nomination process, which also undermined the hidden power of
local oligarchs, while another 4.9 percent reported that a small group of villagers collec-
tively nominated their candidates. These choices, plus self-nomination (0.6 percent of
cases), suggest that more than 42 percent of villagers participated in a relatively democra-
tic process for selecting candidates. Even so, if one sees nominations by various local orga-
nizations, including the party secretary, the local election committee, or the village
assembly, as inherently nondemocratic, then 36 percent of villagers participated in more
nondemocratic procedures.64

Looking at other indicators of democracy (see table 11), 79.3 percent of villagers re-
ported that they had voted in the most recent election and by secret ballot. Also, 69.6 per-
cent of villagers reported multicandidate elections, while only 11.3 percent reported that
there had been only one candidate. Only 22.4 percent reported that their village had al-
lowed candidates to speak publicly before the election, while 57.8 percent reported that
they had not.65 Finally, as table 11 shows, a significant percentage nominated candidates
(13.1 percent)  or encouraged others to vote (20.6 percent). These data suggest a robust
local political climate relating to this new form of formal democracy, with only 12.5 per-
cent not participating at all.
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Yet even when villagers freely nominate their own candidates, a form of anticipated re-
action may be at work if villagers select people whom they believe will be acceptable to lo-
cal party officials and do not select people who oppose CCP rule or are at odds with the
local party officials. Thus when we asked, “Who should be elected for office?” and allowed
respondents to select more than one choice, the largest number of people, 60.3 percent,
selected “People who keep close ties to the party.”Villagers recognize that the CCP is the
most important organization in rural China and a major channel through which the state
distributes resources, so they benefit when their leaders have good party ties. Nevertheless,
these institutions were relatively legitimate in the eyes of the villagers. In our survey, 15.3
percent of villagers saw the level of competition in the recent elections as being “much
more intense” than in the previous one, with 39.5 percent seeing the level of competition
as “somewhat more intense,” while 22 percent saw no change. Only 6.6 percent saw the
level of competition becoming less intense. Similarly, 17.6 percent saw the most recent
election as “much fairer,” 41.3 percent saw it as “somewhat fairer,” and 20.6 percent saw no
change. Only 6.5 percent saw the most recent election as less fair than previous ones.

These findings were particularly characteristic of villages that had established more
democratic institutions. Statistically, the best predictors of “perceived fairness” were vil-
lages did not allow voters two or more ballots and whether there were more candidates
than positions. Also, in villages in Anhui province that had used a direct-nomination
process (hereafter DN),66 when asked to rank the level of fairness of the electoral process,
69.7 percent of villagers whose village had used DN selected “much fairer” or “fairer,”
while only 52.3 percent of villagers in non-DN villages did so.67

Similarly, villagers whose village used DN saw the recent elections as more competitive,
another boost for the argument that good structures breed legitimacy. Thus 20 percent of
villagers in villages with DN procedures saw the level of competition under the electoral
system as “extremely intense,” versus 11.6 percent of villagers in non-DN villages. And
when we combine “extremely intense” and “comparatively intense,” 78.2 percent of vil-
lagers in DN villages held these views as compared with 52.8 percent of villagers in non-
DN villages.68

The state’s ability to make villagers feel that elections are becoming fairer also has some
effect on other aspects of governance. Villagers’ perceptions of the electoral system’s level
of fairness are related to their views that elections increase peasant support for govern-
ment policies.69 Perceived fairness was also linked in people’s minds with the belief that
elections and the village committee can solve problems. Also, perceived fairness increased
enthusiasm for participating in village affairs. Furthermore, perceived fairness correlates
with satisfaction about how the village government is using the funds that villagers give it,
as well as the level of openness of village accounts, both of which are important innova-
tions designed to make village politics more transparent and democratic. Finally, there is a
relationship within villagers’ minds between perceived fairness of elections and the stabil-
ity of rural life over the past five years. Thus there is a relationship between the perceived
fairness of elections and issues that increase stability and support for the government and
the electoral process.70

Elections in rural China are also restructuring political power. In our villages, elite
turnover increased significantly between 1996 and 1999. The percentage of village leaders
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taking office for the first time grew substantially year to year, from 36.8 percent in 1996 to
43.2 percent in 1997, reaching 52.5 percent in 1999 (32 out of 61).71 Much of this
turnover in 1999 occurred in our Anhui villages, where the introduction of DN led a sig-
nificant number of cadres to decide not to run for reelection (see table 12). Moreover, of
those Anhui village directors who ran for reelection, approximately 50 percent lost. Rural
elections are changing the specific officeholders. The only issue is whether those office-
holders actually wield much power.

Alternative Forms of Political Action in Rural China

Besides election-related activities, what forms of political activity occurred in these vil-
lages? We asked the following hypothetical question: “If you heard that village cadres were
considering carrying out what you considered to be inappropriate policies, what would you
do?” More than 30 percent of villagers said they would directly confront the local officials
(see table 13). They would also work with others to solve these problems. Yet cynicism is
strong; 37.6 percent did not want to get involved or felt that doing so would be of no use.

But what had they done in real life? We proposed a list of the main problems people
confronted in their daily lives and asked whether they had done anything to solve those
problems. Of 2,367 people interviewed, 441 (16.7 percent) said that they had done some-
thing to solve their problem, taking part in 739 different actions. Table 14 shows the range
of strategies they pursued.

Although villagers had been able to elect the village committee and its leaders, only 20
percent of actions taken to solve problems involved approaching them for help. About 30
percent involved approaching the local Communist Party committee or its members. An-
other common strategy—and a key part of informal democracy in rural China—is to
contact higher-level officials directly. Thus 237, or 32 percent, of responses involved going
over the heads of local officials and petitioning higher levels to become involved. Here,
then, is a good indicator that the formal democratic structures being established in rural
China are not seen to have the capacity to solve important problems. Despite the limited
usefulness of these new structures, villagers in our four counties rarely engaged in protest,
since public assemblies or protests combined to account for only 2 percent of the actions
adopted.72

Finally, what is the impact of elections and democratic structures on village stability?
Unfortunately, we were unable to get good measures of social unrest in the localities we
studied; the hard data were not available.73 Reports from China suggest that elections for
village committees reduce the number of complaints by villagers, largely because the es-
tablishment of committees leads to greater transparency in village finances. In Pingyuan
village, Shandong province, collective complaints and crimes reportedly  fell by 21 percent
and 18 percent, respectively, in 1997 due to the more open political atmosphere in the vil-
lage.74 On the other hand, Lianjiang Li argues that the more democratic the election, the
more likely villagers are to approach their elected officials to seek redress for unfair taxes
usually imposed by the township; moreover, as democratically elected officials, village di-
rectors are more likely to help the villagers resist the township’s demands. To that extent,
democracy may be leading to some instability.75
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Our study suggests that elections build support for the regime’s policies. When asked if
people support government policies because of elections, 23.2 percent “strongly agreed”
and 42.8 percent “agreed somewhat.” Only 3.9 percent “totally disagreed.”Also, 17.8 per-
cent said that elections had greatly increased the level of stability within their village, while
53 percent thought elections had brought some stability. Only 2.1 percent thought that
elections had “somewhat decreased” (1.7 percent) or “significantly decreased” (0.7 per-
cent) stability in their village.

To better assess this relationship, we created a statistical model based on village-level
data to explain why villages had experienced an increase in social stability over the past
five years.76 Villagers’ feelings that their locality was “stable” were strongly related to
whether they felt that “their overall level of participation had increased in the previous
5–10 years” and whether they perceived the “contract” between cadres and villagers as use-
ful.77 Hence, people perceive a relationship between stability and democracy. In more sta-
ble villages, the villagers were also less likely to have taken steps to oppose unfair actions
by cadres—perhaps the cadres simply behaved better—and had not taken many actions
to solve problems in general. Overall, then, these villages were probably better run, so peo-
ple participated in formal electoral politics rather than using informal procedures such as
contacting higher-level officials.

It is important to note that, in its drive to limit social unrest and cadre corruption, the
CCP has itself sanctioned alternative forms of “democratic” activity beyond village elec-
tions. As mentioned above, villagers are allowed to petition higher-level officials—in part
because they inform the party about local problems—and in 1990 the government insti-
tuted the Administrative Litigation Law, which allows citizens to sue public officials in
court. However, the success of these measures, and this strategy of establishing alternative
democratic institutions as a means of ameliorating social unrest and strengthening politi-
cal institutions, remains questionable.78 Rural protests remain widespread and continue
to threaten the regime’s stability.79

Although the state has legitimized these alternative forms of political behavior, which
reflect greater political liberalization and the institution of more open procedures, it
strongly resists the formation of autonomous NGOs and the emergence of civil society.
According to a report by Human Rights in China, the “Regulations on the Registration
and Management of Social Organizations” introduced in 1998 were even more compre-
hensive and controlling than similar rules introduced after the 1989 Tiananmen crack-
down.80 The way the CCP deals with the Falun Gong religious movement shows that it
sees autonomous religious organizations as highly threatening. But repressing essentially
nonpolitical, civil society organizations such as Falun Gong could force these organiza-
tions underground and turn them into new vehicles for political dissent. Still, NGOs have
become more active in the environmental sector, where the state needs a counterbalance
to local government “developmentalism,” and in the alleviation of poverty. Moreover, de-
spite the government’s recent decision to shelve its long-awaited NGO legislation, NGOs
are increasingly seen as an important way in which society can help itself and alleviate the
growing welfare burden faced by the shrinking Chinese state.81
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Five

Conclusion

T
hree factors help to explain the varied experiences of the PRC, Taiwan, and Hong
Kong with democracy: the role of external forces in promoting or retarding
democracy; the power of the ruling oligarchy; and the relationship between polit-

ical culture, political structure, and political development. Here, I briefly examine each of
these factors before asking what the U.S. government and U.S. NGOs can do to promote
democratization in Greater China without generating instability.

International Pressure

International pressure has contributed significantly to the form of democracy—full, par-
tial, or village—existing in each of the three Chinese societies, though the direction of in-
fluence varies across the cases. Whereas foreign forces greatly affected democratic
development in Taiwan and played a positive, albeit less important, role in the PRC, exter-
nal influences have slowed the pace of democratization in Hong Kong.

In the PRC, domestic advocates of village democracy consciously played the “interna-
tional card” as part of their strategy to overcome domestic opposition to village elections.
Advocates of village elections in the central government used incentives—in particular,
trips overseas to study how self-government and elections were implemented—as a way
to encourage local officials in the Ministry of Civil Affairs to introduce village democracy
in their county. They also turned to foreigners for financial support for training, publica-
tions, and overseas education, and for help in gaining the attention of local governments
throughout China.82 The Ford Foundation, the International Republican Institute, the
Asia Foundation, the United Nations Development Program, the Carter Center for
Democracy, the European Union, and other donors helped this homegrown drive to pro-
mote village democracy. Former U.S. president Jimmy Carter brought village elections to
the attention of Chinese President Jiang Zemin, whose recent support for village democ-
racy has increased the pressure on local officials to carry out the relevant directives.83 At
the same time, officials in China, including top leaders, recognize the public relations
value of grassroots democracy, particularly vis-à-vis the United States, since it helps coun-
terbalance a rather dismal record of political reform.84

In the case of Taiwan, all observers agree that the loss of international status in the
1970s, beginning with the loss of Taiwan’s UN seat and culminating in the breaking off
of diplomatic relations with the United States in 1979, increased pressure on the KMT to
“turn inward and to rely more on the legitimating function of electoral institutions.”85 As
a result of these external pressures, then president Chiang Ching-kuo made the critical de-
cision to lift martial law and institute widespread democratic reforms. Fear of interna-
tional condemnation made it harder for the KMT to crack down on elected officials who
became opponents of the regime in the early 1980s. (Indeed, Chyuan-jeng Shiao argues 27



that the assimilation of Taiwan into the world capitalist system was a positive force for the
emergence of civil society because it reinforced society’s capacity to resist state domina-
tion.)86 Finally, Taiwan’s effort to position itself in a positive light in contrast with the
continuing authoritarian regime on the mainland further propelled it to adopt democra-
tic structures.

The impact of international pressure has been the greatest in the case of Hong Kong,
where it has generally impeded, rather than promoted, democratization. In 1987 Britain
ignored popular demands for democracy and postponed political reform by doctoring
the findings of its own survey, which contrary to the public pronouncements actually
showed strong support for political change. Then China, through its control over the
committee establishing the constitutional arrangement that would govern Hong Kong af-
ter the 1997 reversion, created a legislature with minimal authority, preferring instead to
vest almost all political power in the post of the chief executive, whom the PRC then pro-
ceeded to hand-pick.

The Power of Local Elites

The dominance of local elites has characterized both Taiwan and the PRC. While electoral
politics enabled the emergence of new Taiwanese elites in the 1970s and 1980s to chal-
lenge the dominant local KMT factions, in the 1990s economic power allowed local oli-
garchs to reassert their influence over a competitive and expensive democratic process.
However, demands for political reform and an end to “black-money politics” helped Chen
Shui-bian defeat the KMT candidate in the presidential elections of March 2000. His chal-
lenge is to reform the political system and further undermine the authority of local oli-
garchs.

Although village democracy has taken root in China, there is little sign that it is chal-
lenging the local power structure. Villagers in my survey selected candidates who were 
acceptable to the local party elite. Local corruption, often on the part of cadres at the
township and county level, remains rampant and seems beyond the reach of village
democracy. Moreover, the CCP resists introducing electoral politics at the township level
despite the demands of some local governments for the right to experiment with these
procedures.87 Villagers must turn to alternative forms of democracy, particularly sending
petitions to higher-level officials, contacting local party officials, joining illegal local orga-
nizations, or even organizing violent protests, if they wish to solve their problems.

In Hong Kong, the rule of the oligarchs seems secure. Their control of the functional
constituencies and the Election Committee, which still account for over 60 percent of the
seats in Legco, enables them to prevent serious political and economic reforms that chal-
lenge their dominance. Also, all but one of the seats on the Executive Committee, which
advises the chief executive, are held by the business elite. Having successfully transferred
their political allegiance from London to Beijing, Hong Kong’s business elite has used this
alliance, and Beijing’s desire for stability and economic growth in Hong Kong, to protect
its own economic and political position. For example, pro-worker legislation passed on
the eve of the handover was annulled after July 1997. In March 2002 the business elite was
able to orchestrate Tung Chee-hwa’s reselection despite concern about his abilities and
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unpopularity. Moreover, some members of the elite may even be favored with formal po-
sitions in his new ministerial system.

Political Culture, Political Structure,
and Political Development

What kinds of future democratic and political development are likely in these three
Greater China societies? First, relatively high levels of political consciousness in all three
societies, despite different political structures, suggest that the available structures and
structural reform, rather than simply socioeconomic development or modernization, will
help determine each society’s political future. China may not need significant changes in
people’s values before undergoing a democratic transition. On the eve of democratization,
mass culture in Taiwan was more authoritarian than the political culture prevailing today
on the Chinese mainland, so perhaps the PRC’s political culture is not a deterrent to
democratic breakthrough.88 Although Tianjian Shi may argue that the key to democratic
development lies with the values and attitudes of the ruling elite—as shown by the role of
Chiang Ching-kuo in Taiwan—the experience of Taiwan also suggests an alternative
source of democratization: the experience of electoral politics itself. Thus the PRC may
have opened the genie of democratic transition by instituting village democracy. Indeed,
the willingness of the KMT to use elections to co-opt local elites and legitimize its author-
itarian rule had major implications for the democratic process in Taiwan. Elections be-
came the local elites’ source of identity and the basis of their power. Moreover, the KMT
itself came under increasing pressure from both inside and outside the party to open up
elections at the national level.89 Moreover, as discussed above, Hu strongly believes that
elections themselves fostered democratic practice and democratic consciousness within
the entire population.90

Interestingly, Peng Zhen, a member of China’s old guard who strongly supported vil-
lage democracy in the late 1980s, argued the same position for the mainland back in the
1940s. In a 1941 report, he wrote that “if we conduct popular elections, we should seri-
ously follow democratic principles and the spirit of rule of law in doing so. . . . This will
enable the majority of people to understand, from their own personal lives, that demo-
cratic politics is far better than authoritarian politics.” 91

The case of Hong Kong probably supports this argument as well, in that the political
reforms introduced by Governor Patten in the early 1990s appear to have taught Hong
Kongers the value of democracy and encouraged them to want to participate. Yet it is in
Hong Kong where we find the greatest mismatch between levels of democratic conscious-
ness and established political structures. While Hong Kongers are strong supporters of
democracy, their political structures may be the least democratic in the three societies, in
that in village democracy the elected representatives do have direct control over funding
for village programs. If the elites in Hong Kong do not respond to this incongruity by
speeding up the process of democratization, one of two possibilities is likely. Cynicism
could set in, and rather than “partial democracy” transforming into full democracy—as it
did in Taiwan—citizens might give up on the formal political process entirely. Or they
could turn instead to large-scale protests, resulting in increasing political instability.
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Policy Implications for the United States

Taiwan’s democratic transition places enormous pressure on the U.S. government to
maintain its support for the Taiwanese regime. Taiwan’s democratic transition is a re-
markable story, but one that the PRC, as it formulates its Taiwan policy, refuses to incor-
porate into its calculations. The U.S. government should encourage its interlocutors on
the mainland to recognize that democratic politics plays an absolutely critical role in the
making of cross-straits policy in Taiwan. Taiwan’s future is intimately linked to its fully
democratic institutions, and the mainland must be encouraged to deal with Taiwan’s
democratically elected leader. Taiwanese have used their political institutions to express
their views on cross-straits relations and the result is the continuing rise of the DPP.

At the same time, while formal political institutions are robust, vote buying has played
too big a role in Taiwanese politics. The U.S. government and NGOs should support DPP
efforts to eradicate corruption from Taiwanese democracy. Finally, despite Chen Shui-
bian’s efforts to solve Taiwan’s problems, the KMT has placed party interests above na-
tional ones. The U.S. administration, Congress, and NGOs should encourage their friends
in the KMT to work with the DPP to solve the island’s crisis. A strong, united Taiwan is far
better positioned to negotiate with the PRC than a divided one, which would hesitate to
make the concessions that may be necessary to reduce cross-straits tensions.

Although Hong Kong is a very free society, its political system is not democratic. The
U.S. government should encourage the chief executive to begin a serious debate in Hong
Kong about the nature and pace of political reform. Many structures in the future political
system will be created over the next five years. As the Basic Law states, at some unspecified
time after 2007 Hong Kong may change its political system; but the shape of that system is
not spelled out except that the “ultimate aim” is “universal suffrage.”92 While the Basic
Law does not mandate direct elections for the chief executive, such a democratic process
can only enhance the legitimacy of the government in the eyes of the public and under-
mine trends toward social unrest.

The government must reform its dysfunctional political structure. Legco, due to the
constraints of the Basic Law, remains relatively helpless; its only strategy for exerting polit-
ical influence is filibustering, itself a destabilizing and unproductive method. With the leg-
islature playing such a passive role, political parties, the mainstay of modern political
systems through which social forces pursue their interests in an orderly fashion, are emas-
culated. Moreover, the DP, the foremost representative of liberal forces in the territory, is
losing its electoral struggle with the pro-mainland DAB. The day may not be far off when
Hong Kong will have stronger democratic institutions but lack a strong prodemocracy
political party.

Moreover, a huge gap exists between the executive and the bureaucrats who implement
policy.93 Members of the Executive Council, who are directly involved in many key deci-
sions, do not directly supervise the bureaucracy, as they would in a cabinet-led govern-
ment. Hong Kong needs an Executive Council composed of cabinet secretaries who sit
atop each functional hierarchy. Otherwise Hong Kong’s government will face continued
difficulties implementing its policy agenda. Fortunately, Tung Chee-hwa will introduce a
new ministerial system on July 1, 2002, under which eleven ministers will join his Execu-
tive Committee, strengthening his control over the civil service. But while Tung says that
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he will hold these ministers accountable for the success of their departments, as long as
they and the chief executive are not directly elected there will be no popular mechanism
to make them accountable. Moreover, this system could significantly increase the power of
the chief executive, who is not a popularly elected official.94

U.S. organizations have invested in moving China’s village democracy forward; they
should continue to do so. Introducing democratic practices consolidates democratic val-
ues in the countryside.95 Such practices also stabilize rural society. But China’s govern-
ment should move electoral politics out of the villages and into the townships. While
villages lie within the realm of civil society—and therefore elections there are perceived by
Beijing as strengthening societal autonomy—the township is the lowest level of the state
administration and a major source of corruption, unfair taxes, and rural instability. Ad-
mittedly, rapid democratization may be destabilizing. But if China is to make a slow but
stable democratic transition, it must allow citizens to elect government representatives di-
rectly. Rural Chinese recognize their interests and, given the structural opportunities, can
act upon those interests in ways that will enhance the democratic nature of the entire soci-
ety.

There is nothing inherently undemocratic about Chinese culture. People in all three
Chinese societies are keen to engage in formal political processes. Given representative
structures, they will do so and spread democracy within one of the world’s great cultures.
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