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Debating Chinese Politics
Will China democratize?
Will China collapse?



Politically, where is China heading to?



The democratization debate and beyond 



Aspirations/visions

scenarios

driving 
forces

Exercises of Political Reform
Analytical Issues



The Bugle Call

• Deng Xiaoping's "On the Reform 
of the System of Party and State 
Leadership” (August 31, 1980)

– a systematic exposition on the 
problems and agendas of reform 
in the realm of the superstructure

– Institutional differentiation and 
efficiency



” The time and conditions are now ripe for us to undertake the task
of reforming and improving the system of Party and state leadership
so as to meet the needs of our modernization drive. While our
generation may not be able to finish this work, at least we have the 
responsibility of laying a firm foundation and establishing a correct
orientation for its accomplishment.”

�The purpose of reforming the system of 
Party and state leadership and other systems is 
to take full advantage of the superiority of 
socialism and speed up China‘s modernization�

”the major problems are bureaucracy, over-concentration of 
power, patriarchal methods, life tenure in leading posts and 
privileges of various kinds”



• Enduring challenges 
and responses

– ”Streamlining
administration and 
delegating power”

– Institutional reforms in 
1982, 1988, 1993, 1998, 
2003, 2008…

• Aspiration in ”the new 
era” 

• “Mordernizing system 
and capacity for 
governance”



Statecraft and Governance: 

Holistic and top-down approach

– To find a stable and effective system for development, the wellbeing 
of the people and society's long-term stability.

– To raise the Party and officials’ integrity, capability and improve the
efficiency of Party organs, government departments, public 
institutions, enterprises and civil organizations.

– The CPC must rule in an scientific, democratic and legalistic manner

-—— Xi Jinping on a workshop at the Communist Party of 
China (CPC) Central Committee Party School Feb. 17, 2014 



Consolidating the 
institutional strenght and 
effeciency

New round of  ”governance
innovations”, Feb 2018



Mapping Political Reforms: 
redistribution of power; institutional and normative changes

In relation to gradual transformation, Streeck 
and Thelen (2005) and Mahoney and Thelen 
(2010) describe four key types of  institutional 
change:

1. Displacement: When existing rules, norms, 
etc. are removed and replaced with new 
ones. 

2. Layering: The introduction of  new rules, 
norms, etc. on top of  or alongside existing 
ones, thereby gradually changing the form, 
content and meaning of  the institutions 
(see also Heijden 2011 who connects this 
to institutional bricolage, see also below). 

3. Drift: When institutions formally remain 
the same and do not initiate changes, but 
their relevance and impact change because 
of  changes in their context.

4. Conversion: When institutions formally 
remain the same, but actors actively rede-
ploy or reinterpret them to have a new pur-
pose/form/content/meaning.

These four types of  change can come about 
both by formal changes (e.g., by a govern-
ment), but also by the way that, e.g., organi-
sational staff  interpret and choose to imple-
ment rules, and as a result of  power struggles 
between those struggling to change and pre-
serve the institutional status quo.

Mahoney and Thelen (2010: 18ff) suggest 
focusing on three aspects that influence 
and promote the above types of  institu-
tional change. This can be summarised as 
follows:

• The role of  context: Two basic questions can 
be asked in this respect: “Does the politi-
cal context afford defenders of  the status 
quo strong or weak veto possibilities?” [i.e., 
possibilities to oppose institutional change 
measures]? “Does the targeted institution 
afford actors opportunities for exercising 
discretion in interpretation or enforce-
ment?” (op cit). In practice this involves 
examining formal and informal power re-
lations, influence and authority related to 
the institutions and actors in question.

• How actors change institutions: The two key 
questions are: “Does the actor seek to pre-
serve the existing institutional rules? Does 
the actor abide by the institutional rules?” 
(op cit). Mahoney and Thelen identify 
four basic types of  actor strategies in this 
respect: (i) Insurrectionaries, who seek to 
eliminate/change institutions actively and 
openly, (ii) Symbionts, who secretly ex-
ploit institutions for their own purposes 

Source: Streeck and Thelen 2005



Mapping Institutional Changes



Legitimacy-driven reforms
New legitimizing agents and source of legitimacy 
in political process



The Introduction of Grassroots Democracy in the 80s

• Institutional response to the collapse of 
People’s commune system

• Direct election of approximately 3.2 
million village leaders in more the 
734,000 villages. 

• More than 700 million (900 million 
peasants in total) peasant voters



“Deliberative authoritarianism”

The increasing use of 
deliberative and consultative 
mechanisms in local 
governance
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It’s Their Call 
Using a Stanford professor’s polling technique, Chinese Communist 
Party officials are giving citizens a voice in decision making. 
BY JOEL McCORMICK 
ILLUSTRATION BY BRIAN CRONIN 

Last July in Beijing, town and local-level party 
officials, academics, journalists and others—maybe 
40 people in all—crowded into a small function 
room on the seventh floor of China Youth Daily’s 
hotel, CY Journalists’ Home. The building, part of 
the national newspaper’s substantial headquarters 
along Dongzhimen Road, is a short cab ride from 
Tiananmen Square, where People’s Liberation 
Army troops crushed China’s pro-democracy 
movement in 1989. Given the event’s billing as an 
“earnest democracy discussion meeting,” a hotel 
owned by the Communist Youth League’s media 
empire might have seemed an implausible venue. 
But democracy is discussed in all sorts of places 
these days. Institutions including the Communist 
Party are looking for ways to gain legitimacy with 
constituencies growing ever more impatient with 
corruption and decisions in which they have little or no say.

The meeting was a workshop on the public-hearing process and public involvement 
in budget decisions; it ran all day and informally into the next for some diehards. 
People came from all over—Palo Alto, Hobart in Tasmania, Hong Kong and different 
parts of Mainland China—but most importantly from Wenling, a coastal city of 1.5 
million about 185 miles south of Shanghai in Zhejiang province. 

Wenling is known locally for many things, including its big tidal power station. But 
for this group the city was important for another reason: one of its constituent 
townships, Zeguo, had recently taken the notion of public hearings a huge step 
forward, and some of the organizers involved were on hand. 

The aim of the Zeguo experiment was to help townspeople reach informed opinions 
on how to spend the town’s 40 million-yuan ($5 million) public works budget. 
Officials first recruited 275 residents using random sampling to ensure accurate 
representation of the whole population. Then they split the 257 participants who 
showed up into small groups and, with the help of local schoolteachers trained as 
moderators, led them through hours of discussions on the pros and cons of 30 
different infrastructure projects on the town’s to-do list. At the end of the day the 
group—by then down to 230, but still statistically representative—selected 12 
projects. 



 

  

 
Saturday, Apr. 16, 2005 
Dabbling in Democracy  
No one knew what to expect when a Chinese town tried 
listening to its people  
BY SUSAN JAKES | ZEGUO 

On the morning of April 9, at 8:30 sharp, 257 residents of Zeguo township 
converged on a schoolhouse to decide the future of their community. 
According to the rules of the event, they had been randomly selected to 
represent a microcosm of their town of 240,000, which lies in a prosperous 
manufacturing area in China's Zhejiang province. Each had completed a 
questionnaire on local affairs as well as a poll in which they rated the 
desirability of 30 government-proposed infrastructure projects. Some 
giggled as they pinned on pink badges labeling them "popular-will 
representatives." But most fell silent when they entered the school's 
auditorium. No one knew what to expect. Or exactly what was meant by the 
characters on the banner over the podium, which read: "Zeguo's 2005 
Selecting a Development Plan, Democratic Earnest Discussion."  

  

This was not Chinese politics as usual. For the next eight hours these 
citizens grilled local officials, learned about their town's budget, debated 
various proposals for bridges, roads, parks and sewage-treatment plants, 
and then voted (through a second, identical questionnaire) on which 10 to 
build. Usually, such decisions are reserved for Communist Party officials 
conferring behind closed doors. But cadres in Zeguo and its parent city, 
Wenling, have pioneered a more participatory approach, putting them at the 
vanguard of China's experiments in political reform. President Hu Jintao 
has vowed never to adopt "Western-style" democracy. "But events like 
Zeguo's referendum, though isolated, may someday form the basis for 

Participatory Innovation

Deliberative Democracy
in an Unlikely Place – the Wenling experiment 



Village 
Committee

District

Street   Office

Residents 
Committee

Province

Municipality

County or 
Prefecture

Township 
Governments

State

Council

Directly administered 
Municipality

Executive systemLegislative system

National People’s Congress

NPC Standing 
Committee

Provincial-level People’s 
Congresses

County-level People’s Congresses

Township People’s Congresses

Municipal-level People’s 
Congresses

Incremental Political Reforms



New Category in
National People’s Congress

45 deputies in 13th NPC (2018) / 260 million peasant workers



Closing the representation gap
Provincial representation in NPC

Source: MacroPolo, National Bureau of Statistics, NPC Observer





Efficiency-driven reforms
streamlining of institutions 

transformation of government functions
”Scientific decision making”



“New player” in policy process: think tank

“Building a new type of think tank with Chinese characteristics 
is an important and pressing mission. It should be targeted on 
promoting scientific and democratic decision making, 
promoting modernization of the country's governing system 
and ability, as well as strengthening China's soft power”

Xi Jinping



New player in Policy Process

Understanding China’s Political System  
 

Congressional Research Service 29 

Official and Quasi-Official Research Institutes 

According to a recent University of Pennsylvania global ranking that has been embraced in 

China, the country now has 425 think tanks, the second largest number in the world after the 

United States, with six Chinese think tanks ranked among the top 30 in Asia.

63

 With “think tank” 

a relatively new term in China, 

introduced from the West, most of 

the institutions on the list would be 

better known in China as public 

policy research institutes. Many are 

affiliated either with an official 

agency (such as the Ministry of State 

Security’s China Institutes for 

Contemporary International 

Relations, widely known as CICIR) 

or a university (such as Peking 

University’s Center for Strategic and 

International Studies.) Such centers 

make their influence felt in the 

policy process in part by accepting 

commissions from the Party or state 

to write reports on policy issues, and 

by self-generating reports that they 

submit to policymakers. Experts 

attached to the institutes also often 

serve as formal and informal 

advisors to official bodies, publish 

broadly, and may maintain a 

domestic media profile, accepting 

interviews, participating in television 

chat shows, and penning media 

commentaries. Such experts also 

play an important role in informing 

the outside world about Chinese 

policy discourse through meetings at home and abroad with foreign scholars, officials, and 

visitors from the U.S. Congress, as well as through attendance at international conferences and 

publications in international journals. 

Notably, all of the Chinese think tanks named in the University of Pennsylvania survey are 

located in either Beijing or Shanghai, the two cities that dominate the policy discourse in China. 

Only one of the Chinese think tanks named in the rankings could be described as independent 

(Unirule Institute of Economics), and it is in the category of think tanks with small budgets.  
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 James G. McGann, PhD, The Global Go To Think Tanks Report 2011, Think Tanks and Civil Societies Program, 

International Relations Program, University of Pennsylvania, January 20, 2012, http://www.gotothinktank.com/wp-

content/uploads/2012/01/2011-Global-Go-To-Think-Tanks-Report.pdf. 

Top-Ranked Chinese Think Tanks 
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (No. 28 among think tanks 
globally, No. 14 among non-U.S. think tanks globally, and No. 1 in 
Asia) 

China Institutes of Contemporary International Relations 
(No. 42 among non-U.S. think tanks globally and No. 6 in Asia) 

Shanghai Institute for International Studies (No. 8 in Asia) 

Center for International and Strategic Studies at Peking 
University (No. 19 in Asia) 

Cathay Institute for Public Affairs (No. 27 in Asia) 

Carnegie-Tsinghua Institute for Global Policy (No. 28 in Asia) 

China Center for International Economic Exchanges (No. 3 
among new think tanks globally) 

Brookings-Tsinghua Center for Public Policy (No. 14 among 
university-affiliated think tanks globally) 

Institute for International Relations, Tsinghua University (No. 
25 among university-affiliated think tanks globally) 

China Institute of International Studies (No. 18 among 
government-affiliated think tanks globally) 

Central Party School (No. 17 among party-affiliated think tanks 
globally) 

Unirule Institute of Economics (No. 12 among think tanks 
globally with operating budgets of less than $5 million/year) 

Source: University of Pennsylvania, The Global Go To Think Tanks 
Report 2011, January 20, 2012. 

China has the second largest number of think 
tanks in the world (426), behind only the United 
States (1,826). 



Diversity of Think Tank in China 
SSAP (social science academic press) Dataset 

4 CIGI Papers No. 142 — September 2017 • Hongying Wang and Xue Ying Hu

and Christine M. Carberry (1998) identify three 
additional waves of think tanks in the United 
States. After World War II, the US government 
decided to tap into intellectual resources outside 
the government to support the country’s new 
leadership position in the world. It contracted 
research — in particular on national defence 
and foreign policy — to organizations such as 
the Rand Corporation. By providing expertise, 
these research organizations gained funding 
and prominence in policy making. In the 1970s, 
advocacy think tanks — for example, the Heritage 
Foundation and the Institute for Policy Studies — 
became part of the policy scene. Unlike the first 
generation of think tanks, which strived to provide 
broad and non-partisan studies of important 
issues, they used their research to promote their 
own ideological and policy positions. They are 
often funded by corporations, foundations and 
individual donations. Finally, since the early 1980s, 
there have been a number of vanity or legacy-
based think tanks, such as the Carter Center and 
the Nixon Center. Their programs focus on the 
policy issues of interest to the politicians they 
are named after, or whose ideas they seek to 
promote or preserve. They are funded by similar 
sources as the third generation of think tanks.

However, not all Western countries share the same 
experience as the United States in this regard. 
Take Canada, for example. While Canadian think 
tanks resemble US think tanks in many ways, 

they differ from the latter in their relationship 
with the government. In the 1960s, the Canadian 
government created several government 
contractors to provide it with policy analysis and 
advice. As one scholar points out, “[t]hey were 
the first permanent organizations dedicated to 
public inquiry in Canada; their respective terms 
of reference are enshrined in legislation, and 
council members reflecting different constituencies 
and elements of society are appointed by the 
government” (Lindquist 1993). According to Abelson 
and Carberry (1998), “major initiatives for creating 
Canadian centres of policy expertise are coming 
from inside the government.” Many prominent 
think tanks, such as the Institute for Research 
on Public Policy, the C. D. Howe Institute, the 
North-South Institute and the Conference Board of 
Canada are partially funded by the government. The 
Canadian Department of National Defence funds a 
number of security and defence forums. Even the 
relatively new Centre for International Governance 
Innovation (CIGI), which strives to follow the US 
model of think tanks and solicits corporate and 
individual donations, draws much of its funding 
from the federal, provincial and local governments.6 

While think tanks in Canada and China have 
stronger ties with the government than those in 
the United States, the effect of those ties differs 

6 See www.cigionline.org/about/funding.

Figure 2: SASS Ranking of Most Influential Chinese Think Tanks by Category (2016)

National level party, military and 
government think tanks

Ministerial think tanks 

Local party and government think tanks

Local research institutions

University affiliated think tanks

Enterprise-socially sponsored think tanks

 10%

 26%

 9%
 14%

 21%

 20%

Data source: SSAP (2017).



Reclaiming Central Power
The end of fragmented/ 
decentralized authoritarianism?



MAO: On the ten major relationships 
(April 25, 1956)

• “The relationship between the 
central and the local authorities 
constitutes another contradiction. 
To resolve this contradiction, our 
attention should now be focused on 
how to enlarge the powers of the 
local authorities to some extent, 
give them greater independence 
and let them do more, all on the 
premise that the unified leadership 
of the central authorities is to be 
strengthened.”



 

 20

Figure 5: Fiscal Decentralization of China from 1953 to 2001 

 

Source: SSB (Various Years).  

 

Given the dominance of central officials in this period, it was not surprising that 

Great Leap decentralization policies were quickly reversed after 1960.  In Figure 5, 

local share of total revenue and expenditure rocketed upward during the Great Leap 

Forward (GLF) in 1958 and maintained at that level until the late 1970s, when it 

began to fall.  Examining fiscal policies closely, China first began fiscal 

decentralization at the 1957 Third Plenum of the Eighth Central Committee, which 

devolved control of nearly all state-owned enterprises (SOEs) to the local levels, 

shifted economic planning from the central to the local level, and implemented 

revenue sharing agreements between the center and provinces which were fixed for 
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Recentralization through administrative restructuring
Super-ministry scheme and the rise of regulatory bodies (2007)



Recentralization since 2012/13Pronounced Recentralization since 2012/13 

• Anti-corruption campaign

• �Top-level policy design” 

• Establishing leading small group: comprehensive and penetrating leadership.

• Administrative reconfiguration : merging two key financial regulatory bodies; creating 
new ministries for natural resources, veteran affairs, emergency management, 
international development cooperation and immigration… 

• Building new state institutions: “the National Supervisory Commission (NSC)”



New leadership lineup �7/25�

24/11/2017, 23.39Chinaʼs new Politburo and Politburo Standing Committee
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INTERACTIVE

China’s new Politburo and Politburo Standing Committee
Cheng Li · Thursday, October 26, 2017

T he members of China’s Politburo and Politburo Standing Committee were revealed at the conclusion of the First Plenum of the

19th Central Committee on October 25, 2017. Below are background profiles for all 25 members of the Politburo, as well as more

detailed biographies for the 7 Politburo members who also hold a seat on the all-powerful Politburo Standing Committee.

19th Politburo Standing Committee

Xi Jinping Li Keqiang Li Zhanshu Wang Yang Wang Huning Zhao Leji Han Zheng

19th Politburo
Note: All members of the Politburo Standing Committee (above) also hold a seat on the Politburo.

Ding Xuexiang Wang Chen Liu He Xu Qiliang Sun Chunlan Li Xi Li Qiang

Li Hongzhong Yang Jiechi Yang Xiaodu Zhang Youxia Chen Xi Chen Quanguo Chen Min’er

Hu Chunhua Guo Shengkun Huang Kunming Cai Qi

Profiles of the 19th Politburo

Xi Jinping  

Born 1953
General Secretary of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) (2012–present)
President of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) (2013–present)



Administrative reconfiguration 
Stronger financial regulation



Administrative reconfiguration 
Centralized Environmental governance

Vertical control: Introduction of vertical 
management (VM) system, 2016

49vertical Environmental Management

Chinese Journal of Environmental Law 1 (2017) 37–68

servants.20 While they are still paid by the government, their salary and social 
benefits are at a lower level, and they have fewer promotion opportunities. 
They generally work on a contractual basis. These public institutions are en-
trusted (行政委托) by EPBs to conduct EM and EI. Such staff are therefore sub-
ject to change and their availability is unstable. Even worse, in practice, some 
local EPBs are also public institutions, which should have been administrative 
organs according to relevant organic law, and are therefore afflicted with simi-
lar problems.21

20   Ziran BAO, ‘Reflections on China’s environmental protection administration system’, 
ECOJESUIT, 31 December 2012 <http://www.ecojesuit.com/reflections-on-chinas-
environmental-protection-administration-system/4617/> accessed 26 December 2016;

21   There are currently 182 local EPBs that are administrative organs, and more than 100 local 
EPBs that are public institutions. See YUE Jiachen, 环保监测监察系统垂直改革方案

露出‘庐山真面’ (The reform plan of environmental VM reform on EM and EI is finally 
revealed), in 南方周末 (Southern Weekly), 22 September 2016 <http://www.infzm.com/
content/119886> accessed 26 December 2016.

Figure 2 Institutional structure before VM reform.
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Ideally, after the reform, as depicted in Figure 3 below, law enforcement 
forces, including both EPBs and EI bodies that operate outside the formal 
bureaucracy, would be transferred and integrated into administrative organs, 
though much leeway and discretion is conferred upon pilot provinces to make 
locally specific reform plans. The Guidelines generally stipulate a precondition 
for such a transfer, which is within the current authorized quota of administra-
tive organs and personnel. The aim of this requirement is to remain consistent 
with the goal of simplifying and downsizing administration promoted in the 
parallel governmental reform. How local law enforcement bodies may be re-
structured awaits further development.

2.4 VM vs. Environmental Supervision System
It is worth noting that in addition to promoting the VM reform, another re-
markable initiative was recently launched at the central level, namely ‘environ-
mental supervision’ (督察 ducha), an ad hoc mechanism originally established 
in 2006. Both environmental supervision and VM reform are mechanisms to 

Figure 3 Institutional structure after VM reform.
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Political 
culture?

Historical 
conjuncture

“Policy 
creates 
politics”

Bring actor 
back in

International 
origins

How can this be explained? 



Deep and comprehensive reforms 
and the two centennial goal



Domestic Policy Agendas
• “14 points basic policy domains” Political Report to the 

19th CPC Congress in 2017.

• Quality growth 

• Social Security

• Poverty alleviation 

• Health China Initiative 

• Eco-civilization

• …



Rate and level of urbanization in China

• 1982 21%
• 2006 43%
• 2012 52.57%
• 2050 > 80%



Impacts? 

• Power structure and incentive structure

– New norms in political process
– Strong man, weak system? 

• New regional and global order?



The limit of centralization

hastening its economic development, hoarding resources for its benefit and extracting 
maximum benefits from the Center” (1990: 346). Lastly, there are provincial leaders who just 
want to survive, with the primary purpose of hanging on, “neither defending their province nor 
acting for the Center” (1990: 347), seeking “neither to be pace-setter nor laggards” (1990: 347), 
and complying with the Center only in appearance.  

Alternatively, Liu (2016) also divides adapted policy implementation into four categories – policy 
resistance, policy replacement, policy attachment, and policy perfuctoriness, based on the 
degree of departure from original policy and the degree of publicity. Policy resistance means 
that “the implementer completely ignores the intentions of national policy makers, and publicly 
expresses a different policy preference, which results in an active pause in the implementation 
of the policy” (2016: 199). In comparison, policy replacement means that the implementer 
appears to follow the intentions but secretly replace the original policy in essence, “making the 
implemented policy to be more in name than reality” (2016: 200). Thirdly, policy attachment 
happens when “the implementers respect and support the intentions and purposes of the policy 
makers”, but they “openly add new political elements in compliance with their interest into the 
policy”. Lastly, policy perfectoriness defines those implementers who supports only part of the 
original policy, so they “deliberately reduce the support for its (full) implementation” (2016: 
201).  

Despite numerous anecdotes and typological analysis on implementation variability, most of 
the accounts on China’s problem of implementation gap remain fragmented. This is partly 
caused by the research design in which the typology is informed by single case study and issue-
based analysis. While most scholars would recognize that the central-local relations are more 
than a zero-sum game (Li 1998), and that compliance with central policies varies tremendously 
across policy sectors and regions, a broader picture that can chart the evolving forms of 
implementation gap is still lacking. Moreover, a large volume of the literature on 
implementation gap has derived insights from the investigation of street-level politics, while the 
dynamics at the provincial level, arguably the most critical layer of local politics in China, has 
received less attention.  

To accumulate the existing scholarship and to fill the gap in the literature, we suggest a neater 
and more integrated typology, by assuming local compliance as discretionary actions which 
occurs in an environment featuring small opportunities and institutional ambiguity. The nature 
of compliance can be indicated from two behavioral dimensions: active/passive vs. 
constructive/deconstructive. On the one hand, policy needs to be unfolded over time. The 
active-passive dimension essentially concerns a timing aspect to be measured in the time span 
of making response or taking follow-up actions.  On the other hand, the constructive-
deconstructive dimension refers to the degree to which local actors demonstrate bottom-up 
initiatives and locally relevant inputs into the implementation.  

Based on the potential variations in these two dimensions, table 1 shows a summary of the 
variety of compliance politics that provincial political actors may enact in implementing central 
policy proposals. This yields four ideal type of actors in compliance politics: innovator, 
accommodator, manipulator, and neglector (see Table 1).   

Table 1: Typology of local compliance 

 Active Passive 
Constructive Innovator Accommodator 
Deconstructive Pretender Neglector 

 

Varieties of local politics



Concluding Remarks

Discontinuity and Continuity
The Art of Reform: new political order? 
Future Scenarios: the power to concede power?


