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hina is an interesting exception to Huntington’s theory 
of  political democracy which states that the higher the 

level of  economic development of  a given country, the greater 
its chance of  political democracy. In its history, China has gone 
through a civil war, invasion and occupation, a revolutionary mod-
ernization, a radical reversal from communism to a version of  
capitalism, and recently, extraordinary rates of  economic growth. 
Huntington in 7KH�7KLUG�:DYH�²�'HPRFUDWL]DWLRQ�,Q�7KH�/DWH�7ZHQWLHWK�
Century claims that economic development is the basis of  political 
democracy. China’s political democracy has been ambiguous so 
far, and somewhat of  a dichotomy. The Chinese are not explicitly 
confrontational against their leaders or the establishment, but there 
has been growing evidence of  a slow but steadily rising opposition 
DJDLQVW�WKH�SRZHUV�LQ�UXOH��:KLOH�WKLV�LV�QRW�GHÀQLWLYHO\�LQGLFDWLYH�
of  a democracy, it is certainly suggestive of  one. There are three 
IDFWRUV�WKDW�MXVWLI\�VXFK�WKLQNLQJ��7KH�ÀUVW�LV�WKH�LQFUHDVLQJ�LQÁX-
ence of  the private sector on the Chinese economy; the second is 
the rising political participation by the people of  China; the third is 
the willingness of  the CCP (Chinese Communist Party) to change. 
All of  these factors point to a deep rooted change in traditional 
thinking that suggest that democracy in China within the near future 
is not an impossibility.

Many experts claim that political democracy and economic 
growth are two sides of  the same coin. The emerging dominance 
of  the private sector is a crucial explanation for why one would 
expect China to transition towards a more democratic state of  af-
fairs. It is an important indicator underlying the impending change 
towards a more democratic China. The private sector has long been 
a passive participant in the Chinese economy. Shackled by govern-
ment bureaucracy, Chinese businesses were never able to fully reach 
their true potential. In recent times however, their impact on the 
Chinese economy has been noteworthy, which is a testament to 
WKH�GHFUHDVLQJ�UHVWULFWLRQV�DQG�LQÁXHQFH�RI �WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�RQ�
WKH�SULYDWH�VHFWRU��7KLV�LV�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�GHYHORSPHQW�DV�LW�LQGLFDWHV�
increasing autonomy and independence of  the private sector–a 
characteristic typical of  more open political structures. 
/HW�XV�ÀUVW�H[DPLQH�DOO�RI �WKH�HFRQRPLF�SROLFLHV�WKDW�KDYH�WDNHQ�

place in China. Then we shall analyze if  any of  these economic 
policies have had a bearing on the political democracy in the region. 

The rapid rate of  economic growth has liberalized the economy 
to a certain extent. Rapid development has in turn forced the Chi-
nese government to enact major reforms in the areas of  housing, 
business and government. One of  the key economic reforms in-
troduced by the central government was the rapid decentraliza-
tion of  local governments and businesses. Previously, the Chinese 
government invested public funds in private businesses in order 
to have controlling power over key decisions. However, this trend 
KDV�GHFUHDVHG�VLJQLÀFDQWO\��DV�GHSLFWHG�LQ�WKH�&KLQD·V� LQGXVWULDO�
output by the Type of  Enterprise graph (China Industry Economy 
Statistical Yearbook; China Statistical Yearbook). 

Between 1997 and 2007, the private sector accounted for nearly 
all of  China’s net employment growth (Gilboy and Read, 3). This 
highlights a major shift in the attitude of  the Chinese people. Once 
puppets in the hands of  the government, smaller, privately owned 
ÀUPV�DUH�QRZ�EHFRPLQJ�VHOI�RUJDQL]HG�DQG�SURDFWLYH��*LOER\�DQG�
Read give an example of  a business association in the eastern city of  
Wenzhou that worked closely with the local government in order to 
develop and enforce quality standards after hearing complaints of  
Wenzhou-produced products. Some of  the most effective lobbyists 
DUH�VWDWH�ÀUPV��LQFOXGLQJ�WREDFFR�DQG�HQHUJ\�FRPSDQLHV��*LOER\�	�
Read, 4). Another interesting and similar decentralization reform 
has also occurred in housing. In the 1960’s, most of  China’s urban 
population lived in state owned homes. Between 1960 and 2000, 
most of  these homes were sold at market rates. Today, over 460 
million people own their own homes. From organizing condo-
minium resident boards, to protesting against shoddy construction, 
homeowners are quickly becoming a potent force to reckon with, 
due to privatization and the increasingly market driven demand for 
these homes. (Gilboy & Read, 5). Agricultural de-collectivization, 
another major reform initiated by the government, geared the 
agricultural sector towards a more competitive and market-based 
environment. The combination of  a greater decentralization in 
areas such as housing, private businesses and local governments 
along with higher employment and education rates have made the 
Chinese society more aggressive in demanding their rights. 

Increasing participation by the people is a suggestive second 
indicator of  political awareness in a country. The Chinese are in-
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dulging in more demonstrative behaviors to voice their opinions. 
There has been a change in attitudes, put more simply, a role reversal 
where the government serves the people instead of  the people 
VHUYLQJ�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW��7KLV�VKLIW�LQ�SHUVSHFWLYH�E\�LWVHOI �MXVWLÀHV�
the claim made by those who believe China’s political future lies 
in democracy. 

In his book 3ROLWLFDO�3DUWLFLSDWLRQ�LQ�%HLMLQJ, Tianjin Shi is in agree-
ment with the above perception that the servile attitude with which 
the Chinese people once looked upon their government exists 
no more. Shi paints a picture of  a dynamic, feisty, and aggressive 
population determined to pursue its interests—even if  it has to 
resist the government in doing so. While Shi stays clear of  making 
strong claims about the current political state of  China, he is quick 
to emphasize that contrary to popular belief, dramatic displays of  
opposition and resistance are not a prerequisite for meaningful 
mass involvement in politics. 

Shi disagrees with the notion that the Chinese are politically 
apathetic. His survey of  757 Beijing inhabitants, conducted in 1988, 
reveals that there is a level of  political awareness. Most of  the 
people Shi interviewed were genuinely interested in politics—with 
only a tenth of  the people deemed to be apathetic. O'Brien sup-
ports this point when he concludes that “a full three quarters of  
the respondents had undertaken at least one voluntary political 
act other than voting, between 1983 and 1988.” (O’Brien, 160). 
As previously mentioned, Shi does not make any judgments about 
the state of  political democracy in China. Rather, he concentrates 
on how local attitudes are changing, which enables the Chinese to 
participate in politics.  

Gilboy and Read provide two examples that explicitly highlight 
the newfound political activism and awareness of  the Chinese 
people. In 2003, Lu Jun set up a website informing people of  how 
they could protect themselves from employment discrimination 
against people with Hepatitis B. Lu Jun founded <LUHQSLQJ�=KRQJ[LQ a 
website for Hepatitis B carriers. The group developed a savvy strat-
egy for lobbying representatives to the National People Congress 
(NPC) and Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference. 
<LUHQSLQJ�=KRQJ[LQ, secured support for legal protection from some 
RI �&KLQD·V�RIÀFLDO�DOWHUQDWLYH�SROLWLFDO�SDUWLHV��7KH�QHZ�HPSOR\PHQW�
protection act took effect on January 1, 2008, forbidding employers 
from discriminating against Hep-B carriers.

Gilboy and Read provide another example of  political activism 
in the Chinese people involving the public outcry over a white col-
lar Chinese migrant who was beaten to death for not carrying the 
ULJKW�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ�SDSHUV��7KH�FDVH�UHFHLYHG�PHGLD�DWWHQWLRQ�DQG�
public condemnation and caused the government to issue a new 
administrative regulation titled, “Relief  Methods for Vagrants and 
Beggars.” These examples are instances of  greater resistance and 
expression of  dissatisfaction by the people. This opposition has 
revealed itself  in the form of  individuals increasingly opposing 
the establishment they work in, which is shown in the Political 
Participation in Beijing diagram (Shi, 155).   

O’Brien argues that Shi’s book seems more an analysis of  what 
people are willing to risk in order to attain democracy rather than 
a description of  the Chinese attitudes towards democracy. He con-
tends that Shi shies away from making any strong claims that there 
is, of  yet, no substantial strategic path to democracy. O’Brien criti-
cizes the idea underlying the term “political opportunity structure” 
that Shi coins to describe the notion that given the opportunity 

to resist, the Chinese will retaliate.  The “political opportunity 
VWUXFWXUHµ�FODULÀHV�ZKDW�WKH�OHDGHUVKLS�ZLOO�DOORZ�DQG�SUHYHQW��WKH�
popular response to cycles of  opening (IDQJ) and closing (VKRX) of  
the political system, and the realm in which the Chinese can oper-
ate to achieve their aims. It is up to savvy individuals to exploit the 
changing authoritarian system to their minimum disadvantage. This, 
O’Brien argues, suggests that the government has a ceiling on the 
amount of  opposition it will tolerate, and citizens are expected to 
RSHUDWH�ZLWKLQ�WKDW�VSDFH��7KLV�GRHV�QRW�ÀW�6KL·V�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�RI �
a dynamic and aggressive China.

O’Brien’s second criticism of  Shi’s study is his sample selection. 
$FFRUGLQJ�WR�2·%ULHQ��6KL·V�VWXG\�LV�ÁDZHG�EHFDXVH�KLV�VDPSOH�LV�
unrepresentative of  China’s beliefs. Beijing residents differ from 
the rest of  the Chinese population in their attitudes and ideology. 
Shi’s sample does not take into account the beliefs of  people living 
in villages or in less developed cities. O’Brien states, “[Beijing’s] citi-
zens are considered the most political, sophisticated and outspoken 
people in the country… a small survey conducted during a liberal 
LQWHUUHJQXP�LV�KDUGO\�GHÀQLWLYHµ��2·%ULHQ�������

The third criticism leveled against Shi’s analysis can be explained, 
using the diagram of  increasing opposition (Shi, 155). The increase 
in percentages of  people creating resistance, are mostly individual-
ized cases. These are less reactionary, cautious forms of  resistance. 
:KHQ�LW�FRPHV�WR�PRUH�H[SOLFLW�DFWV�RI �GHÀDQFH�DJDLQVW�DQ�HV-
WDEOLVKPHQW��VXFK�DV�RUJDQL]LQJ�SHRSOH�WR�ÀJKW�DJDLQVW�OHDGHUV�RU�
SHUVXDGLQJ�RWKHUV�WR�DWWHQG�FDPSDLJQ�RU�EULHÀQJ�PHHWLQJV�DW�WKH�
workplace, the opposition seems to decrease, the diagram shows 
a decrease in opposition (Shi, 155).This brings us to O’Brien’s 
last criticism. He argues that regime challenging actions are rare 
and that protest activities are usually individualized and “directed 
against work unit leaders rather than the political system itself ” 
(O’Brien, Pg.165). Gilboy and Read echo similar sentiments: “The 
Xioman and Shanghai [protest] walks illustrate how new social 
groups … continue to adapt, and experiment with ways to act on 
new interests, while avoiding or preventing direct challenges to 
CCP rule.” (Gilboy and Read, 6). O’Brien’s last argument is that, 
because political resistance is uneven, weak and fragile, it cannot be 
taken seriously enough to make the claim that China is becoming 
more politically democratic. There needs to be a systematic and 
organized approach to democracy, which currently does not exist. 
7KHVH�YLHZSRLQWV�DUH�DIÀUPHG�E\�WKH�WUHQG�RI �GHFUHDVLQJ�VXSSRUW�
of  democracy in PRC regions as opposed to other regions (Chu 
and Chang, 332-33). 

Yun Feiyang from the Epoch Times injects a gloomy dose of  
economic reality, “… the standard of  living in China is one of  
the lowest in the world…in big cities in China, there are cars ev-
erywhere, however 90% of  them are made in the US, Korea and 
-DSDQ��7KH�ÀQDQFLDO�JDS�EHWZHHQ�WRZQ�DQG�FRXQWU\�LV�XQEHOLHYDEO\�
large, and half  of  the farmers in China live in poverty”. It seems as 
WKRXJK�WKH�ÁLFNHULQJ�ÁDPHV�RI �SROLWLFDO�GHPRFUDF\�LQ�&KLQD�KDYH�
RQO\�SURPRWHG�WKH�SRSXODU�YLHZ�WKDW�VRPH�JHW�ULFK�ÀUVW��

A personal opinion is that the trend shown in the PRC dia-
gram is not an accurate depiction of  the attitudes of  the Chinese 
people towards democracy today (Chu and Chang, 332-33). While 
O’Brien and Gilboy & Read criticize that no substantial develop-
ments towards a legitimate democracy have taken place, they fail 
to acknowledge that the change that has taken place is by itself  a 
substantial improvement. The reverent attitude, with which the 
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Chinese once looked upon their government, has all but disap-
peared. Where does this stand with regards to Huntington’s theory 
of  economic development? While Huntington’s theory cannot be 
proved in entirety, it is applicable to a certain extent. The reason 
why the theory may be only partially accurate is that we may have 
caught China in a transition mode. This transition mode probably 
explains the reason why the attitudes held by the Chinese towards 
political democracy are dichotomous in nature, almost a passive 
form of  resistance. 

With regards to Feiyang’s commentary on the economic situ-
ation of  his country, one could argue that these issues are, unfor-
tunately, not unique to China alone. The OECD (Organization 
of  Economic Cooperation Countries) states, “Income inequality 
rose twice as fast in Japan as in other rich countries between the 
mid 80s and 2000.” China is still on a lower rung of  the economic 
ladder in comparison with nations such as US, Korea and Japan; 
it is unfair to level criticisms of  economic disparity against China 
when it has not yet realized its full potential economically, and even 
more so politically. 

Reform is inevitable in any country. The Chinese leadership 
realizes that the fundamental thinking used to underlie the people's 
subservient attitude has all but disappeared. The recognition (by the 
&&3��WKDW�WKHUH�LV�D�QHHG�WR�UHIRUP�LV��E\�LWVHOI��D�VLJQLÀFDQW�LQGLFD-
WLRQ�RI �JUHDWHU�ÁH[LELOLW\�LQ�WKH�SROLWLFDO�VWUXFWXUH�²�D�IHDWXUH�W\SLÀHG�
by democracies. This is the third indicator that not only highlights a 
shift in traditional Chinese views on what role a government should 
play, but more crucially emphasizes CCP’s willingness to change. 

The CCP is realizing that it needs to change with its citizens if  
it wants to continue remaining in power.  In the words of  Gilboy 
and Read, “…the CCP must change in order to survive, with a 
renewed focus on improving legitimacy, transparency and govern-
ing capacity in response to a changing society” (5). The authors 
make the argument that the CCP has already changed quite a bit 
since it took a turn away from totalitarianism in 1978. CCP now 
has an intra-party promotion mechanism, where education and 
competence rather than personal loyalty are the important criteria 
for promotion. Gilboy and Read state that “[the] government has 
become more institutionalized, ensuring that power and policies 
DUH�OLQNHG�WR�VSHFLÀF�RIÀFHV�DQG�JRYHUQPHQW�SRVLWLRQV�UDWKHU�WKDQ�
personalities.” Gilboy and Read predict that in the future, the re-
forms that the Chinese government decides to implement will be 
determined by its citizens, and that the citizens’ reactions to these 
policies, will determine future reforms. This will, in essence, create 
a two way policy arrangement. 

The argument that CCP’s change is inevitable is a logical one. 
The party has to change in order to survive because there are 
pressures pulling at the government from many different sides. As 
stated by Gilboy and Read, "Demands on the leadership are emerg-
ing from new proprietors such as private businesses, homeowners, 
environmentalists…migrant laborers and poor farmers who feel 
that they too share a personal stake in China's future” (Gilboy 
and Read, 6). These different pressures tugging at the CCP from 
different sides are coercing it into changing in order to accom-
modate people’s demands. However, for this change to occur, the 
QDWLRQ�ZLOO�KDYH�WR�EH�H[SRVHG�HYHQ�PRUH�WR�WKH�GLYLGLQJ�FRQÁLFWV�
of  interest between the party and its people, making the existing 
schisms more obvious. The CCP is attempting greater legitimacy 
and transparency by having intra-party elections, but to come up 

to Western standards of  democracy is a “long (and) potentially 
tumultuous path” (Golboy and Read). It is unclear what Gilboy 
and Read see as a tangible future for China. They do not make any 
generalizations, but merely express their opinion that the path to 
GHPRFUDF\�IRU�&KLQD��ZKLOH�EHQHÀFLDO��ZLOO�QRW�EH�DQ�HDV\�WUDQVLWLRQ��

It is important to study how democracy would affect China in 
different scenarios. In his article in Asia Policy, Cheng Li presents 
three different future political scenarios for China in the year 2020. 
7KH�ÀUVW�VFHQDULR�LV�WKDW�RI �D�QHZ�HPHUJLQJ�DQG�GHPRFUDWLF�&KLQD��
the second scenario is that of  a nation plagued by prolonged chaos 
due to the persisting problem of  economic disparity. The third 
scenario is a resilient and more authoritarian China. Li predicts 
WKDW�WKH�ÀUVW�VFHQDULR�ZLOO�FRPH�DERXW�E\�WKH�LQFUHDVLQJ�QXPEHU�RI �
checks and balances within the ruling party. He separates the ruling 
party into the elitist group, terming them as China’s “red states”, 
which represent the interests of  the coastal region and the populist 
coalition or China’s “blue states”, which voice the concerns of  the 
inland region. Li argues that these two groups are equally powerful, 
and that the politics of  China dividing itself  over these two main 
political groups in the future is not hard to envision. He notes: “it 
LV�QRW�GLIÀFXOW�WR�LPDJLQH�WKDW�WKH�&&3�ZLOO�VSOLW�DORQJ�WKH�OLQHV�
of  an elitist coalition and a populist coalition…largely because of  
the incremental nature of  this institutional development, this split 
can be achieved in a non violent way.” In 2020, the elections and 
competition within the CCP may extend to general elections in the 
country, which consequently, Li argues, will increase intra-party 
democracy to give birth to a constitutional democracy.

The second scenario highlighted is that of  prolonged and con-
tinued violence. Li cites several factors for what could set off  such a 
scenario. The tension between local and central governments, global 
ÀQDQFLDO�FULVHV��FRQÁLFWLQJ�LQWHUHVWV�EHWZHHQ�FLYLOLDQ�DQG�PLOLWDU\�
groups, ethnic factions and the military confrontation across the 
Taiwan strait are just some of  the triggering factors that could 
cause a dip in economic and political stability in China. Li predicts 
a dire situation where “the central government loses its control 
over provincial administrations, the CCP no longer functions, the 
military splits, civil war breaks out hoodlums who cause looting 
all over the country and a massive Chinese exodus leads migrants 
to every corner of  the world.” The third situation predicts a more 
resilient and authoritarian China. The CCP’s ability to change so 
easily might actually make them more sustainable in the future. 
7KHLU�ÁH[LELOLW\� LV�D�UHDVRQ�ZK\�&KLQD�FRXOG�EHFRPH�D�UHVLOLHQW�
authoritarianism. 

All of  these scenarios are unlikely in my opinion. The CCP can 
only adapt to a certain extent. There will come a point when the 
fast changing attitudes and beliefs of  people will be so beyond 
CCP’s basic ability to change that there will be a clash between the 
core and fundamental values of  the CCP, and the new ideas held 
by the people. The third scenario is too optimistic in predicting 
that a transition from a traditional party to a party that changes at 
the whim and mercy of  its people will occur easily. In contrast, the 
second situation is too dire a prediction and reaches no resolute 
end. It is simply a prediction of  mass violence and threat to people’s 
sovereignty. That is likely to happen for some time if  there were 
any triggering factors such as war or a clash in two extreme values 
(like the one between a party and the people), however it is unlikely 
that this chaos will go unresolved. The second seems more of  a 
means in achieving some greater political outcome, rather than be-
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ing an end in itself. Scenario one assumes too easy and smooth 
of  a transition from communism to constitutional democracy. 
The mere presence of  two equally powerful parties does not 
LPSO\�GHPRFUDF\��7KHUH�DUH�OLNHO\�WR�EH�FRQÁLFWV�RI �LQWHUHVW�DV�
the country decides to transform its very inveterate beliefs in 
communism to a constitution it has always opposed, democracy. 
One thing that is clear, however, is that there will be division and 
opposition to whatever decisions China decides to undertake 
in the future. It is therefore important to understand that the 
WKUHH�VFHQDULRV�FDQ�RQO\�EH�VLPSOLÀHG�YHUVLRQV�RI �ZKDW�&KLQD�
could become in the year 2020. 

China does not disprove Huntington’s theory. It does not 
HQWLUHO\�SURYH�LW�HLWKHU��:KDW�LW�GRHV�DIÀUP��KRZHYHU��LV�WKDW�LW�
is somewhere in the middle. The burgeoning passive resistance 
of  its people, coupled with CCP’s willingness to change, is by 
itself  a remarkable deviation from the Chinese people’s tra-
ditional views towards democracy. It is only a matter of  time 
before the global community waits and watches to see whether 
Huntington’s theory disproves or unravels the mystery of  the 
Chinese conundrum. 
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