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Lecture 7—Democracy with Chinese Characteristics  
 

 Laws past are unconstitutional—not majority consent of people (only 50%) voting. 

 Counterargument: parties become obsessed with majority—essentially become the same. 

 Start essay this week. 

 Democracies are far from perfect—argue this—compare it with communism and fascism. 

 Democracies have the ability to change—adapt. 
 
China in the Modern Era 

 End of the Qing Dynasty 
o Ends at the beginning of the 20th century 
o Opium war of 1842—China vs. British—British and been exporting Opium to China—many 

became addicted and it became a social scourge of South China.  China are pissed, start a 
war and get destroyed 

o 1895—War with Japan.  Defeated by another Asian country.  The Japanese in the treaty 
gained Taiwan and concessions in China and they had to payback the Japanese (military 
reparations) 

o Defeat of the idea of the Chinese Nation. 
o Psychological fragility causes instability—creates Modern China 
o China had a population crisis—extremely rapid.  Qing Dynasty—population was 80 million. 
o 1850—500 million. 
o Dependent on its export economy 

 Other communities were beginning to Challenge China in its economic export growth 
 China was a backwards country—very poor. 

o 3) Nationalist Revolution 
 Manchurian dynasty—the rulers were not the Han, they were an outside power. 
 Chance to stand up to its outside powers 

 Republican revolution 
o Led by Son Yit Sien 
o Emperor overthrown , doesn’t leave his position until 1912. 
o China became a modern country; a republic. 
o Son Yiat-Sen became the president. 

 “Three Principles of the People” 
 Make China modern so it could fight the British, be disgraced when defeated by 

another Asian country. 
o Nation—China would be a nation that is self-reliant and can protect itself 
o Democracy—create the political institutions that would allow the institutions of democracy 

to flourish. 
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o Welfare—Democratic republic—china could feed its people.  Could defend for the welfare of 
the Chinese people. 

 Wanted a modern democratic, republic 

 Despite the promise of the axiom moral of Lincoln—Modern China is not democratic. 

 Modern China: 
o Shanghai skyline 
o June 4, 1989—Tiananmen Square Protest—students protested for democracy, Military was 

sent in and killed people. 
o Modern China is NOT democratic. 

 Not Communist, not Fascist but Chinese 

 Not a polyarchy either 

 Institutionalized uncertainty—losers today can win tomorrow—this doesn’t happen in China. 
o There are no other alternatives to the CCP being the dominant party in China. 
o Poor human rights record. 

 China doesn’t have meaningful elections—Choose between A, B, C of the same party 

 Freedoms are severely suppressed—You can protest, but limits—you can say what you want, but 
there are limits. (15:00) 

 Censorship is rampant—China suppresses outside information. 

 Second largest economy in the world 

 Turning theory on its head 
o How can a country be modern if not a democracy? 

 
(I) A Democratic Revolution 

 High tide of Maoist Socialism (1949-56) 
o Chinese Communist party had won the Civil War—could have moved towards democracy. 
o When Mao founded the PRC 
o Three principles: 

 Socialism—break the old, feudal ways.  Break capitalism and feudal ways of economic 
organization 

 Chinese Revolutionary Spirit—We Won!  We beat the Amercian-backed Republicsan 
party. 

 Anti-Foreign Nationalism: foreigners have done nothing good for China—Britain 
fucked us with Opium.  Japs kicked our ass and WE PAY THEM.  Lincoln idea—what 
did that bring us? Chaos. 

 Foreigners did nothing for China—China must be self-reliant. 

 Modern China in Mao socialism was anchored in self-reliance. 

 Under Mao, China could realize its true potential. 
o 1956—Mini Leap Forward  

 Economic model of development that was nationalist, socialist and bring upon self-
dependence. 

 “more, faster better and economically” 
 First twelve year plan—targets of what China would produce in twelve years 

 Mao thought that agricultural production would increase 200% 
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 China collectivized its land—reflected belief of “The Energy of the Masses.” 

 In the first years, agricultural production increased 

 100 Flowers Movement (1956) 
o He believed he could do no wrong—cocky.  People were no longer starving. 
o Mao said: you can criticize the party—didn’t believe anyone could or would criticize him. 
o Let 100 flowers bloom, let 100 thoughts condemn. 
o Thought people would get excited—what happened was that people took him seriously and 

criticized him.  This is great, but now we need more political freedom as China develops 
economically. 

o People wanted democracy. 
o Mao: this is an attack on Socialism & Mao 

 All actions and words that are against Socialism are an attack on Socialism and Mao 
himself 

 Anti-rightist Campaign (1957) 
o Critics were labeled as anti-revolutionary, purged and they lost everything. (29:00) 
o Leaders were kicked out of the party. 

 Great Leap Forward (1958-1962) 
o Communism—people would work, live eat together.  Life would be communized. 
o Private property & space was to be eliminated. 
o Society was organized into Work brigades 
o Steel furnaces—everyone would work together, energy could be harvested together. 
o Main focus for Mao was Steel 
o 1957—Steel production in China was 5.4 tons—Crappy. 
o By 1959, China would be producing 30 million, then 1962—100 million, 1967—700 million 

tones. 
o The communes would commute steel 
o Smelted their own pots and pans if there wasn’’t enough 
o State owned enterprise (3) 

 All industry would be state-owned 
 Everything set by state (wages, prices) 

 No bonuses, no incentive. 
o Was a disaster. 
o Market disregard and disaster—make shit when you don’t need it 

 Completely disengaged from the world economy 
 30 million people died in the Great Leap Forward. 
 Mao faced a political crisis. 

 Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) 
o Split in Communsit party 
o Mao supporters vs. Mao haters. 
o Creates Cultural Revolution to purge them 
o Attempt to decimate Chinese culture—decimate feudal traditions of Chinese society 
o Was complete anarchy: 

 Students turning on their parents—labeled them as anti-revolutionary 
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 People being purged to labour camps 
 Complete anarchy—3 million people died.  Chinese economy stopped. 
 1976—Mao’s death. 

 
(II) A “Modernizing” China 

 Modernization Theory—over a long period of time, societies modernize. 
o Increased literacy 
o Increased economy 
o They eventually become democratic. 

 Deng Xiao-Ping and China’s “Four Modernizations” 
o Agriculture—create household farming—give people land and give them market incentives 
o Industry 

 Parallel Private sector—market based incentives to allow China to industrialize. 
o National Defense 

 With industry modernization comes military modernization 
o Science and Technology 

 “Open for business” in terms of tech. 
 Accept outside technologies. 

 China is now one of the greatest recipients of FDI in the world. 
 
China’s Economic Rise 

 No “Fifth Modernization”—Democracy. 
o Middle class development, etc. Therefore, we should see democracy, but we don’t. 

 
Flirting With Democracy 
 
Challenges for Chinese Democracy 

 (1) Stability and Economic Growth 
o A “harmonious society” 

 All about privileging the collective over the individual 
o Authoritarian developmentalism—Democracy is too Pluralistic. 

 Doesn’t help with economic development 
 Decisions can be made quickly with non-democratic governments. 

o Global capital 
 Stability is good for foreign capital. 
 Wages and Political stability—two concerns with other countries. 
 In Socialsit state, you DON’T NEED an economy. 
 Democracies are too chaotic, unstable and slow. 

 (2) Benevolent Dictator 
o China is a benevolent dictator compared to Kim Jong-il 
o Grandpa Wen vs. Crazy Dictator 
o Wen helped people in a serious Earthquake—helped them 
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o Katrina in 2005—Bush was somewhere else, government was seen as uncaring of its own 
citizens. 

o Presidents are loved—they actually care. 
o He wants to reduce inequality in China—he’s actually nice. 
o Why China is unlikely to become democratic. 

 (3) Nationalism 
o China was at one point a 3rd world country essentially (1990s) 
o Now 2nd largest economy in the world. 
o Extremely proud country that is justified in pride due to economic achievements. 
o This pride has legitimated the CCP 
o Resist foreign interference. 

 China should become a democracy is foreign interference—they don’t need it 
anymore. 

o Guard China’s sovereignty. 
 Any mention of Tibet is a violation of Chinese sovereignty.  (We don’t criticize other 

governments, don’t criticize us) 
o Democracy as western imperialism 

 China was pissed when we critiqued human rights. 
 Told Canada we’d pick others over you if possible. 

 (4) Adaptive Authoritarianism 
o Dynamic authoritarianism 

 Authoritarian governments can adapt—Mao vs. modern CCP 
o Economic reform 

 Actually possible by an authoritarian state. 
o Political opening—“deliberation” versus “consultation” 

 Today’s party is considerably more open compared to Mao (100 flowers movement) 
 Mobilization of descent of the government. 

o Hybrid regime—what we are seeing 
 Not really authoritarian and not democratic 
 A “grey” area. 
 Chinese communist party has met people’s needs. 
 China is much more democratic than it once was. 

 (5) Choosing Democracy 
o ‘”Authoritarian regimes in this sense are not forever.  For their diversity and longevity, they 

live under the shadow of the future, vulnerable to existential challenges that mature 
democracies do not face.” 

 Andrew Nathan, Journal of Democracy (2009) 
o Authoritarian regimes and people must choose democracy. 
o Inevitability or choosing to transition to democracy. 

 
Why Should China Choose Democracy 

 (1) Normative good 
o Principle of Equality of Outcome and Opportunity 
o Rights, freedoms 
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 (2) Greater socio-economic equity 
o By economic equality of opportunity, you may increase economic equality of outcome 
o The have-nots of society are mobilizing 
o Levels of inequality in China are among the most unequal in the world. 

 (3) Global peace and prosperity 
o Democracies don’t fight each other, to avoid war between US and China (democracies don’t 

fight each other) 

 (4) Transitioning in good times 
 

 


