
Poli%cal	Reforms	in	China	
What,	why	and	how	

Chunrong	Liu	
	
School	of	Interna.onal	Rela.ons	and	Public	Affairs	
Fudan	University	
	
Fudan-European	Centre	for	China	Studies	
University	of	Copenhagen		
	
	

	

Fudan	Nordic	Center	Summer	Course	2017		



	
What	are	the	main	poli.cal	challenges?	

Evidence	of	poli.cal	reform?			



New	category	in	Na.onal	People’s	Congress:		
Migrant	worker	representa.ves	(31	seats	in	the	12th	NPC,	2012)	



Many	Poli.cal	Challenges	
–  “Stable”		

•  Peaceful	power	transi.on		
•  Ins.tu.onaliza.on		

–  “Democra.c”	
•  Representa.ve	ins.tu.on			

–  “Scien.fic”		
•  input/feedback	ins.tu.on		

–  “Efficient”	
•  Policy	coordina.on	mechanism	
•  Governance	reform	
•  Corrup.on	control	

–  “Flexible”	
•  Decentraliza.on	and	local	incen.ves	

	



Poli%cal	reforms		
in	Mao’s	era?		



Reform	by	learning	

•  Mao:	ON	THE	TEN	MAJOR	RELATIONSHIPS	(April	
25,	1956)	
–  “Par.cularly	worthy	of	a`en.on	is	the	fact	that	in	the	
Soviet	Union	certain	defects	and	errors	that	occurred	
in	the	course	of	their	building	socialism	have	lately	
come	to	light.	Do	you	want	to	follow	the	detours	they	
have	made?”		

–  “It	was	by	drawing	lessons	from	their	experience	that	
we	were	able	to	avoid	certain	detours	in	the	past,	and	
there	is	all	the	more	reason	for	us	to	do	so	now.”	



Central-local	rela.on	
•  “The	rela.onship	between	the	central	and	the	local	

authori.es	cons.tutes	another	contradic.on.	To	resolve	
this	contradic.on,	our	a`en.on	should	now	be	focused	on	
how	to	enlarge	the	powers	of	the	local	authori.es	to	some	
extent,	give	them	greater	independence	and	let	them	do	
more,	all	on	the	premise	that	the	unified	leadership	of	the	
central	authori.es	is	to	be	strengthened.”	

•  “We	must	not	follow	the	example	of	the	Soviet	Union	in	
concentra.ng	everything	in	the	hands	of	the	central	
authori.es,	shackling	the	local	authori.es	and	denying	
them	the	right	to	independent	ac.on.”	



Poli.cal	reform	since	1978	

•  Elite	Selec.on	
–  Collec.ve	Leadership		
–  Norm-bound	Poli.cs	of	Elite	Succession	
–  The	rise	of	meritocra.c	norms	

•  Ins.tu.onal	differen.a.on	
–  “scien.fic	decision”	
–  Feedback	mechanism	
	

•  Decentraliza.on/recentraliza.on	 
–  Rebalancing	central-local	rela.ons	

•  Grassroots	Democracy		
–  local	elec.ons	and	“deliberate	ins.tu.ons”	that	gave	ci.zens	a	limited	poli.cal	voice	and	

helped	to	boost	state	legi.macy	and	governance	quality	
	

•  Ideological	Innova.on		



Elite	Selec.on	

Power	transi.on	



The	Party	at	the	Center	

•  Standing	Commi@ee	of	the	Politburo	(SC-PB)		

•  Politburo	(PB)	
–  Secretariat		

•  Central	commi@ee	(CC)	
–  Alternate	members		

•  CC	Elected	by	Na%onal	Party	Congress	(NPC)		
	



Collec.ve	Leadership 

•  Deng	Xiaoping	

–  “It	is	not	good	to	have	an	over-concentra.on	of	power...	Over-concentra.on	
of	power	is	liable	to	give	rise	to	arbitrary	rule	by	individuals	at	the	expense	of	
collec.ve	leadership”	
			(On	the	Reform	of	the	System	of	Party	and	State	Leadership,	August	18,	
1980).	

	
•  Jiang	Zemin		

–  “collec.ve	leadership,	democra.c	centralism,	individual	prepara.on,	and	
decisions	made	at	mee.ngs”	(集体领导,民主集中,个别酝酿,会议决定)	
(“Speech	at	the	Symposium	to	Celebrate	the	78th	Anniversary	of	the	
Founding	of	the	Chinese	Communist	Party,”	1999)	

 



•  Norms of leadership selection (SC-PB member) 

–  Age		
•  Leaders	of	a	certain	rank	cannot	exceed	a	set	age	limit.		
•  Leaders	have	to	step	down	in	65	
•  Leaders	only	under	the	age	of	63	are	ini.ally	considered	for	SC-PB	

–  Creden.als	
•  Established	previous	leadership	experience	
•  Be	Vice-premier	in	order	to	become	Premier		

–  Top-down	and	bo`om-up	mechanisms	

•  A	straw	poll	for	nomina%ng	the	candidates	for	the	new	Politburo	at	
the	18th	Party	Congress. 



The	decline	of	revolu.onary	elite	



Cosmopolitan	
	intellectuals.		

Yan’an	period		

Sharp	drop	in		
cultural	revolu.on		

													The	rise	of	technocracy	

Elite	turnover 



The	rise	of	“generalists” 

•  In	1997,	the	15th	Party	Congress	
–  A	full-fledged	technocra%c	

leadership	

•  In	2002,	the	16th	Party	Congress	
–  75%	of	the	16th	PB	hold	

professional	.tles	of	engineer	
or	senior	engineer	and	hold	
college	degrees	

–  All	SC	members	are	engineers	

•  2007,	the	17th	Party	Congress	
–  	28%	“Generalists”	in	PB	

•  2012,	the	18th	Party	Congress	
(205)	
–  21	science	and	technology	
background)	

–  80%	+	“generalists”	
	

•  2013,	State	council	(33)		
–  8	(science	and	technology)	
–  10	(poli.cs	and	economics)	
–  15	(humani.es)	



Ins.tu.onal	Differen.a.on	

De-poli.ciza.on	of	bureaucra.c	
system;	scien.fic	decision	making	



New	players	in	Policy	Process 

•  NGO	

•  Social	media	
–  As	of	January	2012,	nearly	
40%	of	Chinese	were	online,	
with	the	total	number	of	
internet	users	reaching	513	
million.	Nearly	70%	of	Chinese	
users	accessed	the	internet	on	
mobile	devices,	and	250	
million	Chinese	were	weibo	
users.		

•  Think	tanks 

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).		



The	surprising	growth	of	NGOs 

2.1 Rapid Growth of China’s NGO Sector

China has been undergoing an “association revolution” over the last 20 years,
particularly since the second half of the 1990s. By the end of 2013, there were over
500,000 registered NGOs in China. Between 1988 and 2013, the number of reg-
istered NGOs had increased over 100 times, from just under 4,500 in 1988 to over
540,000 in 2013 (Fig. 2.1). In addition, during the same time period, the categories
of registered NGOs have also increased from one in 1988 (social groups) to three
by 2004, with the introduction of non-state non-commercial groups and founda-
tions. Most of these registered organizations were, and are, former state institutions
like hospitals and schools, as well as state-sponsored trade and professional asso-
ciations. However, there are also genuine NGOs involved in other sectors and
engaged in other types of activities within this growing group.

According to many experts, the aforementioned number of NGOs does not even
come close to representing the size of the NGO sector in China. For example, He
Jianyu and Wang Shaoguang estimated that there might be over 8 million NGOs in
China (He and Wang 2008: 162). Like the aforementioned population of registered
groups, a majority of the 8 million groups are not genuine NGOs because they were
created by the state, which continues to exercise direct control over the groups’
personnel, financial, and general management decisions. Moreover, a significant
number of those groups are exempted from the registration requirement. Examples
of these groups include the Communist Youth League (CYL) at all administrative
levels, which are essentially the administrative arms of the state.

Still, there is a growing number of grassroots NGOs that have been created by
private citizens, including individual state officials who have funded their own
NGO operations and who have retained the powers to make important organiza-
tional decisions without state interference. This type of NGO is characterized by a

Fig. 2.1 Registered NGOs in China, 1988–2013. Sources PRC Ministry of Civil Affairs, Ying
and Zhao (2010: 9), Zhongguo Shehui Zuzhi Wang (2014)
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NGO	to	shape	policy?		
Under	what	condi.on?		



New	player:	think	tank 
•  The	Third	Plenary	Session	of	the	18th	CPC	Central	
Commi`ee	issued	an	urgent	call	for	the	
establishment	of	new	think	tanks	with	Chinese	
characteris.cs.	

•  Xi	Jinping:	
–  “Building	a	new	type	of	think	tank	with	Chinese	
characteris.cs	is	an	important	and	pressing	mission.	It	
should	be	targeted	on	promo.ng	scien.fic	and	
democra.c	decision	making,	promo.ng	moderniza.on	
of	the	country's	governing	system	and	ability,	as	well	as	
strengthening	China's	soq	power” 



The	Poli.cal	Role	
of	Democra.c	
Par.es		
in	Policy	Planning	
and	Delibera.on 



Decentraliza.on	and	
Recentraliza.on	



•  “The	sky	is	high,	and	the	Emperor	is	
faraway”	

	
•  “There‘s	always	countermeasure	to	the	
policy	above” 

•  Decentraliza.on	allows	experimentalism	
	



•  Lieberthal	and	Lampton	(1992:8)	

“China’s	bureaucra.c	ranking	system	combines	with	
the	func.onal	division	of	authority	among	various	
bureaucracies	to	produce	a	situa.on	in	which	it	is	oqen	
necessary	to	achieve	agreement	among	an	array	of	
bodies,	where	no	single	body	has	authority	over	the	
others.	In	addi.on,	the	reforms’	decentraliza.on	of	
budgetary	authority	enabled	many	locales	and	
bureaucra.c	units	to	acquire	funds	outside	of	those	
allocated	through	the	central	budget,	which	they	could	
use	to	pursue	their	own	policy	preferences”	



Fiscal	decentraliza.on	
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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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Administra%ve	Centraliza%on		
Super-ministry	scheme	and	the	rise	of	regulatory	bodies	(2007)	 



Recentraliza.on	through	Leading	Small	Groups	

•  Leading	Group	of	Foreign	Affairs	Work		

•  Leading	Group	on	Taiwan	Work	

•  Hong	Kong-Macao	Leading	Group	
	

•  Leading	Group	on	Finance	and	Economy		

•  Leading	Group	on	Ideology	and	Propaganda	Na.onal	Security	
Leading	Group		

•  Poli.cs	and	Law	Commi`ee	Leading	Group	on	Party-Building		



Newly	established	key	ins.tu.ons	within	the	CCP	structure 

The	central	
comprehensively	

deepen	reform	leading	
group 

Nov	14,2013	
Six	sub-groups	

 

China’s	State	Security	
Council	

CPC's	State	Security	
Council 

Nov	14,	2013	
Jan	24,	2014	

Centralize	decision	
making	and	carry	out	
mari.me	policies 

Central	Internet	
Security	and	

Informa%za%on	leading	
group 

Feb	27,2014	
Building	ins.tu.on	in	the	

internet		 

Leading	group	for	
deepening	the	reform	of	
na%onal	defense	and	

the	army 

March	15,2014	
Building	a	strong	military 



Moderniza%on	of	Governance	
•  Xi	Jinping	on	a	workshop	at	the	Communist	Party	of	
China	(CPC)	Central	Commi`ee	Party	School	Feb.	17,	
2014.		
–  Party's	mission	is	to	find	a	"stable	and	effec.ve"	
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	ins.tu.ons,	
enterprises	and	civil	organiza.ons.	

–  The	CPC	must	rule	in	an	"scien.fic,	democra.c	and	
legalis.c	manner”	



Grassroots	Democracy	and	
Delibera.on	

Input	ins.tu.on	and	feedback	
mechanisms	



Village 
Committee 

District 

Street   Office 

Residents 
Committee 

Province 

Municipality 

County or 
Prefecture 

Township 
Governments 

State 

 Council 

Directly administered 
Municipality 

Executive system Legislative 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 

Direct	Elec.on	and	Local	Democracy	 



•  Ins.tu.onal	response	to	the	collapse	of	People’s	commune	system	

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

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



Delibera%ve	poli%cs	

•  Delibera.on	is	a	mode	
of	communica.on	
involving	persuasion-
based	influence	

•  The	increasing	use	of	
delibera.ve	and	
consulta.ve	prac.ces	
stabilizes	and	
strengthens	the	system	



 

  

 
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 

“Delibera%ve	Democracy”– the	Wenling	experiment		
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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. 



Shanghai:"“Two"layers"of"Government,"Three"Layers"of"
Administra<on,"with"the"fourth"layer"of"network”"

Municipal government 

District government 

Residents Committee)

Street Office  

Two layers of 
Government )Three layers of 

administration)

The fourth layer of 
network )

Resident 
sub-groups)



Why	embrace	grassroots	democracy	and	
delibera.on?	
 
What	are	the	challenges		



“Ideological	Innova.on” 

•  Maoism  

•  Dengism	(Deng)	
	

•  “Three	represents”	theory	(Jiang)	
–  Allow	business	elite	incorpora.on		

•  “Harmonious	society”	and	
“Scien.fic	Approach	to	
Development”	(Hu)	
	

•  “Chinese	dream”	(Xi’s	signature	
concept)	
–  Rejuvena.on	of	the	Chinese	

na.on	
–  “great	renewal	of	the	Chinese	

na.on	is	the	Chinese	na.on’s	
greatest	dream	in	modern	
history”	



Jiang	Zemin’s	“3	Represents”	

•  The	Communist	Party	represents	
– “the	development	requirements	of	China's	
advanced	social	produc.ve	forces	

– “the	progressive	course	of	China's	advanced	
culture	

– “and	the	fundamental	interests	of	the	majority	
of	the	Chinese	people”	

•  Recruitment	of	private	entrepreneurs	into	the	
party	is	one	of	the	most	controversial	policy	
under	this	ideology	



 
 

    
   Constructing 

Service-Oriented 
Government 

 
•  One-stop Shop for Public 

Affairs 
•  Service Agencies in Rural 

Area 
•  Evaluation of Performance of 

Public Sectors 

“Local	governance	innova.on”	



 
China Local Government Innovations 

Awards(www.chinainnovations.org) 
 •  Initiated in 2000, by the China	Centre	for	Compara%ve	Poli%cs	and	

Economics and other two Research Centers 

•  The First Evaluation System of Local Governments by Academic 
Organizations in China 

•  Evaluation Criteria: Innovation, public participation, social effect, 
significance, cost-effect, generalbility 

•  Application and Research Process 

•  Creating a network for researchers and officials, domestic and 
abroad. For example, China Government Innovations Forum, Ford 
Innovations Liaison Group, Global Forum for Government 
Innovations 
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NPC

ISSUE 4 · 2013

After analysing major issues concerning the need to 
deepen reforms, the statement affirms that “reform and 
opening-up” has been a successful revolution led by the 
CPC in the new era. It also adds that “reform and open-
ing up” will decide the destiny of modern China, and will 
be key to ensuring the country adapt to a rapidly changing 
world.

The statement concludes with the calling to deepen re-
forms in order to build a moderately prosperous society, and 
a strong and democratic country, as well as to realize the 
China Dream of national rejuvenation.

“Reform and opening up” 
will decide the destiny of 
modern China, and will be key 
to ensuring the country adapt 
to a rapidly changing world.

Top Chinese leaders Xi Jinping 
(C), Li Keqiang (3rd R), Zhang 
Dejiang (3th L), Yu Zhengsheng 
(2nd R), Liu Yunshan (2nd L), 
Wang Qishan (1st R), Zhang 
Gaoli (1st L) attend the Third 
Plenary Session of the 18th 
CPC Central Committee in Bei-
jing on November 12, 2013. The 
session lasted from November 
9 to 12.  Lan Hongguang

Xi Jinping, general secretary of the Communist Party of China (CPC) Cen-
tral Committee, addresses at the Third Plenary Session of the 18th CPC 
Central Committee in Beijing on November 12, 2013.  Lan Hongguang

Xi	Jinping	–	3rd	plenary	session	mee.ng	of	the	18th	Party	Congress	2013	



Discussion		

•  Dynamics	of	poli.cal	reforms		

•  The	resilience	and	adapta.on	of	Chinese	state	

•  The	future	agenda	of	poli.cal	reform	


