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Abstract 

 

         This dissertation project studies an authoritarian regime from the perspective of party 

politics. While most party politics scholars study political parties, party systems and political 

behavior in democracies, this dissertation analyzes the dynamics of noncompetitive party politics 

in authoritarian contexts by focusing on China’s eight non-communist political parties. 

         This project studies two distinct but related puzzles: Why do people join the non-

communist political parties (also known as the democratic parties) in communist China and why 

is China’s authoritarian rule so resilient despite the internal and external challenges? Even 

though the democratic parties today have 1.1 million elite members, few scholars have explored 

their motivations for joining these non-ruling parties and the implications for  authoritarian rule 

in China. The existing literature on authoritarian resilience in China has studied the issue mainly 

from institutional, political economy and social perspectives. These explanations have 

significantly advanced our knowledge about authoritarian rule in China. Yet, they all neglect a 

crucial political actor: China’s powerful non-communist parties. By relying on multiple methods 

consisting of qualitative and quantitative analyses, I argue that people join these democratic 

parties in China since the latter can provide (1) faster upward political mobility; (2) a protected 

“voice”; and (3) a sense of organizational belonging. Contrary to conventional assumptions that 

these non-communist parties are just window dressing organizations in one-party regimes, I 

argue that the Chinese Communist Party (the ruling party) allows the democratic parties to exist 

and develop since they can, paradoxically, contribute to authoritarian resilience through three 

mechanisms: information sharing, social (elite) control and public policy innovation. To be 

specific, these non-communist parties help the Communist Party to solve the information 

blocking problem which always plagues authoritarian regimes, recruit elites into the regime and 
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reduce political dissidents through socializing potential challengers, and more importantly, 

actively promote social and economic governance by providing scientific and realistic policy 

reform proposals.  

         This dissertation is the first systematic effort to study non-communist parties in 

contemporary China by using original data. It challenges prominent theories of authoritarian 

politics and party politics, which assume that these non-communist political parties either serve 

as window dressing for the communist parties or as potential vehicles for democratization. This 

project contributes to a better understanding of party politics and authoritarian rule in China and 

highlights the significance of studying noncompetitive party politics in the world. 
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Chapter One 

 

Authoritarian Resilience and Party Politics in Non-Democratic Countries 
 

 

 
In general the fate of authoritarianism in modern society depends upon the viability of the one-party system in 

modern society. If increasing complexity, affluence, differentiation, and industrialization disintegrate one-party 

systems, they also shatter the future of authoritarianism——unless political innovators should develop new and 

more adaptable forms of authoritarian rule. 

 

 
                                                                                                                —— Samuel Huntington, 19701 

Introduction 

       

       “The world is changing. Either the east wind prevails over the west wind, or the west wind 

prevails over the east wind.” 2 This metaphorical statement was frequently used by the former 

leader of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) Mao Zedong to metaphorically describe the 

power struggles between the Eastern Bloc and the Western Bloc during the second half of the 

20th century. When Mao was alive, he was very optimistic about the development of the Eastern 

Bloc. This optimistic attitude led him to believe that “the east wind” prevailed over “the west 

wind”. However, Mao did not have a chance to witness the historical moments of the 

Revolutions of 1989 and the collapse of the Soviet Union because he died in 1976. Clearly, when 

Francis Fukuyama was selling his ideas of “the end of history” in the late 1980s and the early 

1990s3, “the west wind” was prevailing over “the east wind”.    

         After the end of the Cold War, this East-West confrontation was gradually replaced by the 

discussions of democracy and authoritarianism in the field of comparative politics. Most scholars 

                                                      
1 Huntington and Moore eds (1970) 
2 Mao is a big fan of traditional literature of China. “Either the east wind prevails over the west wind, or the west 

wind prevails over the east wind” originally comes from the famous novel Dream of the Red Chamber (红楼梦). 
3 See Fukuyama (1989,1992), with respect to the idea of the end of history, he seems to change his view a little bit 

in recent years. 
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were very optimistic about the prospect of democracy worldwide, which ushered in mounting 

research on “democratization” (Geddes 1999; Eva 2000; Boix and Stokes 2003; Bunce 2003; 

Bermeo 2003, 2007;  Ziblatt 2008; Capoccia and Ziblatt 2010; Diamond and Plattner eds 2014; 

Gunitsky 2014), “democratic transition and consolidation (Rustow 1970; O'Donnell and 

Schmitter eds 1986; Haggard and Kaufman 1995; Linz and Stepan 1996; Acemoglu and 

Robinson 2006; Epstein et. Al 2006; Svolik 2008)” and “regime change” (Gasiorowski 1995; 

Peou 2000; Collier and Collier 2002; Shah 2008; Gel'man 2015; Gonzalez 2008; Dunning 2008). 

Yet this wave of optimistic prediction based on the prediction of “the democratic wind” 

prevailing over “the authoritarian wind,” or the third wave of democratization (Huntington 1991), 

meets an embarrassing scenario today: democracy seems to be in decline while authoritarianism 

on the rise. 

        This “is democracy in decline” question is seriously raised by the editors of Journal of 

Democracy Marc Plattner and other senior democracy studies scholars in the January 2015 issue. 

Another paper which has caught widespread attention in the same issue is Andrew Nathan’s 

“The Authoritarian Resurgence: China’s Challenges,” in which he observes that “There is 

growing worry among Western analysts about the extent to which China, as its power grows, 

will seek to remake the world in its authoritarian image” (Nathan 2015, 156).  If Nathan’s 

observation is correct, it seems that the “authoritarian wind” is prevailing over the “democratic 

wind”, during which China has played a key role. As a powerful country with the second largest 

economy, more and more academic and nonacademic attention has been devoted to 

understanding China, the largest non-democratic country in the world. Chinese politics research 

is among the most exciting and increasing literature in comparative politics (Tsai 2013). Yet, the 

biggest theoretical and empirical puzzle about China that remains being unresolved for years is 
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why China’s authoritarian rule is so resilient despite the mounting internal and external 

challenges. The empirical answer to this puzzle provided by this dissertation is that China’s eight 

rapidly growing non-communist parties 4  (commonly called the “democratic parties” in the 

Chinese context5) has played a crucial but neglected role in sustaining the authoritarian rule. I 

argue that the Chinese Communist Party allows the democratic parties to exist and develop since 

they can, paradoxically, contribute to authoritarian resilience through three mechanisms: 

information sharing, social (elite) control and public policy innovation. To be specific, these non-

communist parties help the Communist Party to solve the information blocking problem which 

always plagues authoritarian regimes; recruit elites into the regime and reduce political dissidents 

through socializing potential challengers; and more importantly, actively promote social and 

economic governance by providing scientific and realistic policy reform proposals.  

The Authoritarian Resilience Puzzle in China 

 

         If the proposition that democracy is in decline is correct, then democratic countries must 

have done something “wrong”. For example, Francis Fukuyama argues that America was 

suffering from political decay because “The country’s constitutional system of checks and 

balances, combined with partisan polarization and the rise of well-financed interest groups, had 

combined to yield what I labeled ‘vetocracy,’ a situation in which it was easier to stop 

                                                      
4 The eight non-communist parties are: the China Democratic League (CDL); the China Association for Promoting 

Democracy (CAPD); the Chinese Peasants' and Workers' Democratic Party (CPWDP);  the China Democratic 

National Construction Association (CDNCA); the Revolutionary Committee of the Chinese Kuomintang (RCCK); 

the Taiwan Democratic Self-Government League (TDSGL); the Jiu San Society (JSS); the China Zhi Gong Party 

(CZGP). 
5 It is a common political phenomenon that socialist and especially former Eastern European socialist countries 

allow non-communist parties to exist and develop. As a socialist country, China has the most non-communist parties 

in the socialist world. These parties are most often called the democratic parties (民主党派) for two reasons. The 

first one is that these parties fought for democracy in China before 1949 when the People’s Republic of China was 

founded. The second reason is that most of their names include the word “democracy”. The “democratic parties” and 

“non-communist parties” will be used interchangeably in this dissertation. 
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government from doing things than it was to use government to promote the common good.”6 By 

the same token, if China’s authoritarian rule has become resilient, it means that the CCP must 

have done something “right,” no matter intentionally or unintentionally. What has China done 

“right ”to maintain its authoritarian rule? Why is China’s authoritarian rule so resilient? The 

dissertation aims to explore these puzzles and questions. 

         The robustness of authoritarian rule is not confined to China.7 Students of comparative 

politics have proposed various theories to explain this authoritarian resilience puzzle (Brownlee 

2002; Bellin 2004; Slater and Fenner 2011; Art 2012; Dimitrov eds 2013). Traditionally, people 

believe that how long autocrats can stay in power and maintain their authoritarian rule depends 

on the extent to which they can monopolize power and military force. On the surface, it makes 

perfect sense.  Yet, history also shows that “hard” power and brutality are just not enough. There 

are many instances in which strong autocrats cannot hold power long enough. For example, 

having killed more than 2 million Cambodians, Pol Pot was ousted after only 3 years in power 

(Gandhi and Przeworski 2007,1280). Hence, comparative politics scholars have turned to other 

explanations to better understand the sources of authoritarian resilience, especially when it 

comes to the case of China. Existing literature can be grouped into three types of explanations: 

an institutional perspective, a political economy perspective and a societal and information 

perspective (See Figure 1.1 below). 

 

 

 

                                                      
6 For a detailed account of American political system in disarray, see Francis Fukuyama, American Political Decay 

or Renewal? The Meaning of the 2016 Election, July/August 2016 issues 
7 Other cases include Middle East and North African authoritarian countries, electoral authoritarian countries and 

competitive authoritarian countries. 
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Figure1.1 Understanding the Puzzle of Authoritarian Resilience in China 
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The Institutional Perspective 

          Scholars who examine the persistence of non-democratic regimes in comparative politics 

have found that political institutions are essential for understanding authoritarian politics 

(Gandhi and Przeworski 2007; Gandhi 2008; Magaloni 2008; Hess 2013; Brancati 2014). What 

are institutions? Do institutions matter for authoritarian rule? If so, in what ways?   Institutions 

are general understood as “the rules of the game in a society or, more formally, are the humanly 
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devised constraints that shape human interaction” (North 1990, 3). Institutional analysis today is 

so central to comparative politics research that, as Jeffrey Kopstein and Mark Lichbach observe, 

“Many comparativists consider the study of politics to be synonymous with the study of 

institutions” (Kopstein and Lichback 2005, 26). Although I do not think that the study of politics 

is synonymous with the study of institutions given the efforts of scholars to bring state back in 

(Evans, Rueschemeyer and Skocpol eds 1985; Schmidt 2009), the renaissance of culture studies 

(Inglehart 1988; Huntington 1996; Wedeen 2002) and bring society back (Migdal, Kohli and 

Shue 1994; Putnam 1993), it is clear that institutional analysis has gained prominence in political 

science and the subfield of comparative politics in particular. With respect to the relationship 

between institutions and authoritarian rule, empirical evidence show that autocrats can maintain 

their rule if they build proper institutions. For example, by conducting a quantitative study of all 

authoritarian rulers in power during the 1946-1996 period, Gandhi and Przeworski (2007) argue 

that building legislature institutions are crucial for sustaining a long tenure of office for 

authoritarian rulers. A further development of this argument is found in the book The Politics of 

Authoritarian Rule, in which Milan Svolik (2012) argues that institutions contribute to 

authoritarian stability by virtue of two causal mechanisms: solving the problem of authoritarian 

power-sharing and resolving the problem of authoritarian control. Svolik’s research on 

authoritarian rule is extremely illuminating and it helps to explain the case of authoritarianism in 

China. 

         In addition to studying the roles of formal institutions, scholars have devoted growing 

attention to explore the effects of informal institutions on politics (Helmke and Levitsky 2004, 

2006). Some scholars apply informal institutions to generate new knowledge and findings on 

democratic politics while others are interested in exploring authoritarian politics from the 
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theoretical lens of informal institutions. For example, Haddad (2012) finds that the informal 

networks in the state-business relations have contributed to the authoritarian rule in Syria. The 

study of informal networks (“blat” in Russia, “guanxi” in China, for example) has broadened our 

research scope of exploring the relationship between institutions and authoritarian politics. 

         Institutional explanations of authoritarian resilience in China stem from Andrew Nathan’s 

account of how political institutions such as norm-bound leadership succession, meritocratic 

system and input institutions have buttressed the CCP’s authoritarian rule (Nathan 2003). This 

strand of thought is followed by other scholars who also hold the view that political institutions 

and arrangements created by the Communist Party are able to sustain China’s authoritarian 

regime. For example, Rory Truex (2014) reveals that the China’s National People’s Congress, 

which for a long time has been neglected or mocked as a “rubber stamp” authoritarian legislative 

institution, can actually bring benefits to business people who sit there, suggesting that even this 

seemingly window-dressing institution can allure entrepreneurs to work with government. Other 

political institutions such as grass-root elections, power-sharing institutions, letters and calls 

institutions, policing institutions, etc are also examined (Manion 1996; O’Brien 2008; Yan 2011; 

Chen 2014; Cai 2008; Wang 2014).  

        Among these institutions in China, rural elections are perhaps the most controversial ones in 

the scholarship. China studies experts have not reached consensus with regard to whether rural 

elections are promoting democracy or doing the opposite of strengthening the authoritarian rule 

in China. Rural elections in China have drawn great academic attention since their inception in 

the 1980s. Students of area studies and comparative politics became interested in rural Chinese 

politics since it was both puzzling and astonishing that the authoritarian regime would support 

direct elections in rural areas while remaining a one-party state at the national level. This made 
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some believe that China was embarking upon democratization. For instance, based on the case 

study of the implementation process of the Organic Law of Village Committees, Tianjian Shi 

(1999) argued that reformers in China had been relatively successful in terms of promoting 

political change by handling the Chinese reform incrementally. However, in recent years, 

scholars have generally viewed the establishment of elections as a mean by which dictators hold 

onto power (Geddes 1999; Gandhi and Lust-Okar 2009). Back to the China case again, Pierre 

Landry et al (2010) suggest that contested elections in authoritarian regimes may simultaneously 

strengthen demand for accountability and loyalty to the regime by analyzing a micro survey of 

698 voters in 30 rural election districts. Overall, it seems that the roles of village elections are 

limited and unsatisfactory in terms of cultivating democratic political participation and 

demanding for democratization in China.  

        Actually, people should not be surprised about the disappointing effects of elections in non-

democratic regimes. The rise of competitive authoritarianism literature suggests that not only 

formal (and nominal) democratic institutions can exist in authoritarian regimes but also they are 

widely manipulated in favor of the authoritarian rulers (Levitsky and Way 2002, 2010; Levitsky 

and Loxton 2013;). For example, Mubarak’s Egypt had held competitive parliamentary elections 

for more than 30 years. Yet, rather than undermining the durability of the Mubarak regime, 

competitive elections ease important forms of distributional conflicts among elites and thus serve 

the authoritarian regime well (Blaydes 2010). Similar cases can be found in Latin American and 

East European countries such as Bolivia, Ecuador, Peru, Venezuela and Ukraine in the 1990s and 

2000s. 
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The Political Economy Perspective 

        The second perspective attributes resilient authoritarian rule to changing political economic 

(formal and informal) practices. The conventional wisdom of promoting democracy in non-

democratic settings is twofold. The first one is the assumption of “no bourgeoisie, no 

democracy” (Moore 1966). It suggests that the emergence of capitalists will demand democracy. 

The second one is the famous Lipset hypothesis (1959), which relates democracy to economic 

development. The Moore assumption and the Lipset hypothesis both have been debated and 

challenged by prominent comparativists. For example, in the ambitious work Capitalist 

Development and Democracy by Rueschmyer, Stephans and Stephans (1992), authors use 

quantitative cross-national and qualitative methods to show that economic development was and 

is compatible with several political forms (not necessarily democracy) and working class is more 

important than capitalists in terms of promoting democracy. Adam Przeworski and Fernando 

Limongi (1997) argue that the level of economic development does not affect the probability of 

transitions to democracy but that affluence does make democratic regimes more stable.8 Svolik 

(2008) partially support Przeworski and Limongi , but at the same time, he finds that the level of 

economic development has no effect on the timing of reversals in democracies that are not 

consolidated. 9  That risk is only associated with economic recessions. 10  Another influential 

publication on the political economy approach of democracy and dictatorship is of the book,  

                                                      
8 Some research shows that economic development benefits democracy only when the level of state engagement in 

the economy is relatively low. In Counties such as Singapore and China with relatively high levels of state 

engagement in the economy, the increase of wealth will lead to the growth of the power of status quo forces under 

authoritarian rule. See Tang and Woods (2014). 
9 Milan Svolik does not impose an arbitrary criterion to judge whether a democracy is consolidated or not. Instead, 

he approaches the data on democratic survival by assuming that we cannot observe whether an existing democracy 

is transitional or consolidated. Thus, he treats the existing democracies as a mixture of transitional and consolidated 

democracies. If one democracy ever reverted to dictatorship, it’s treated as a transitional one. If not, it’ 
10 More research on the relationship between economic recessions/crises and democratization, see Pepinsky 

(2009),Tang, Huhe and Zhou (2017). 
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Economic Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy by Daron Acemoglu and James Robinson 

(2006), in which they provide a sophisticated account of democratic transition theory by 

highlighting both structural factors (economic structure, globalization, political institutions) and 

contingent variables (crises and conflicts). 

          Going against the Moore assumption and the Lipset hypothesis, scholars in the field of 

Chinese politics find that economic development and the rise of private entrepreneurs have not 

set the stage for democratization in China (Tsai 2005; 2006; 2007; Gallagher 2002; Dickson 

2003; Lau, Qian and Roland 2000; Gilley 2016). For instance, Kellee Tsai’s original research 

shows that the development of private sector in China is facilitated by what she calls “adaptive 

informal institutions”11 instead of formal economic institutions such as formal banking, property 

rights, etc and thus China’s capitalists do not share a common class identity, which will prevent 

them from engaging in collective action to demand democracy (Tsai 2005).  Furthermore, Bruce 

Dickson finds that China's entrepreneurs are willing partners with the state rather than an 

autonomous force in opposition to the state (Dickson 2003; Chen and Dickson 2010). Other 

political economy variables that contribute to authoritarian resilience in China include foreign 

direct investment (FDI), taxation, state intervention in economy, among others. The literature in 

international political economy and comparative political economy literature suggest that FDI 

may foster democratic transitions by essentially weakening authoritarian regimes’ economic grip 

and by strengthening pro-liberalization actors (Meyer 1996; Apodaca 2001;  Richards, Gelleny 

and Sacko 2001; Hafner-Burton 2005; Dutta and Sanjukta 2009; Escribà-Folch 2017). Yet, it 

seems that FDI does not play a liberalization role in China. By studying China’s economic 

reform from a comparative perspective, Mary Gallagher(2002) argues that a key factor in China's 

                                                      
11 According to Tsai (2006), adaptive informal institutions refers to regularized patterns of interaction that emerge 

as adaptive responses to the constraints and opportunities of formal institutions, that violate or transcend the scope 

of formal institutions, and that are widely practiced. 
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ability to reform the economy without sacrificing political control is the timing and sequencing 

of its foreign direct investment liberalization. To be specific, the early and dynamic liberalization 

of FDI vis-à-vis other reforms, has led to a delay in political change in China (Gallagher 2002, 

371). China’s unique way of manipulating reform process helps to reduce the risks of regime 

change. 

          Another strand of political economy approach to understand authoritarian resilience is 

taxation theory. For a long period of time, scholars of comparative authoritarianism have 

neglected taxation. By contrast, students of comparative politics often associate it with state 

building (Tilly 1990; Weber 1968; Kiser and Kane 2001; Dincecco 2011). Yet authoritarian 

countries such as China have paid great attention to fiscal and taxation conditions. Given its 

political significance and the shortage of theoretical research, increasing academic attention has 

been devoted to studying the taxation under authoritarianism. For example, Bruce Gilley(2016) 

argues that the CCP regime has maintained control over a rapidly modernizing country by 

adopting different fiscal strategies for different social groups and by limiting its intrusion into 

market society. Changdong Zhang’s research similarly demonstrates that China’s specific case 

shows that taxation’s infrastructural power mechanisms do indeed contribute to authoritarian 

resilience (2017). To be specific, he argues that the CCP alleviates the representation dilemma by 

under-institutionalizing the taxation system and relying heavily on non-tax revenues and indirect 

taxes, which weakens taxpayers’ bargaining power, reduces their tax burden perception, and 

bolsters the state’s autonomy (Zhang 2017, 50).12 These insightful political economic findings 

demonstrate the complexities of China’s authoritarian rule. 

 

                                                      
12 In the meantime, Zhang also acknowledges that China’s taxation system is not efficient and corrupted. In this 

sense, the under-institutionalized taxation system in China will hinder growth in the long run. 
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The Social & Information Perspective 

         A social perspective examines how authoritarian resilience is maintained through the lenses 

of education, social contention, social media, information control, among others (Perry 2015; 

Chen 2012; Stockmann and Gallagher 2011; King, Pan and Roberts 2013).  Generally speaking, 

social pressures may pose severe threats to authoritarian rule, as vividly demonstrated by the 

Arab Spring that commenced in 2010. Under some conditions, scholars find that social forces 

can also become a source of authoritarian resilience. Take Xi Chen’s contentious 

authoritarianism model as an example. He contends that social protest and official responses 

appear to have settled into an uneasy equilibrium, within which protesters use the most effective 

tactics to gain concessions from pragmatic officials who choose to be flexible enough to respond 

to their demands (Chen 2012). In this case, low-intensity social conflicts de facto function like a 

pressure valve, mitigating instead of breeding more lethal systemic risks. Some protests and 

contentious activities are organized by civil society actors in China. Instead of oppressing them 

harshly, scholars find that the Chinese government attempts to coexist with them by encouraging 

the beneficial aspects of them and discouraging the dangerous ones (Spires 2011; Teets 2014). 

Other social forces such as education or news media can also play a similar safety valve function, 

just like what social protests can do in China. 

        The relationship between information and communication technologies (ICTs), social media 

and censorship on the one hand and authoritarian rule in China on the other, has recently 

attracted widespread attention among scholars.  In the opposition movements in Russia, Tunisian 

revolutions in late 2010 and early 2011 and the opposition movements in Egypt, scholars find 

that social media acted as a catalyst for protest mobilization and created huge pressure for 

authoritarian regimes (Lim 2012; Reuter and Szakonyi 2013; Breuer, Landman and Farquhar 
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2015). In China, the unique censorship system is aimed at curtailing collective action by 

silencing comments that represent, reinforce, or spur social mobilization, regardless of content 

while allowing government criticism (King, Pan and Roberts 2013). Furthermore, Haifeng 

Huang  et al (forthcoming) argue that allowing media the freedom to report local protests may 

have two potential benefits for the regime: (1) identifying and addressing more social grievances, 

thus releasing potential revolutionary pressure on the regime; (2) forcing local officials to reduce 

misbehavior, thus reducing underlying social grievances. Not only does domestic media content 

provide regime stability-enhancing effects, but so does news information from abroad reported 

by major news agencies (Huang and Yeh forthcoming). These research outcomes demonstrate 

that authoritarian regime such as China can adapt to changes in new information technology and 

even use them to bolster legitimacy.13 A caveat should be provided here. Although China seems 

to handle the new ICTs challenge well, we should understand that it does not mean that the 

regime has has sufficient access to information. On the contrary, any authoritarian regimes 

including China’s, cannot exempt themselves from internal blockages to information sharing. 

Local governments selectively hide some information and do not report them to upper level 

governments because local agencies have different preferences and interests that are not always 

compatible with those of the central government. 

       The discussions above should not be viewed as an exhaustive literature review of the 

perspectives to explore authoritarian resilience puzzle in China. This is certainly not the intention 

of this dissertation. In fact, no one can finish the task of summarizing all relevant research 

findings on authoritarian resilience in a paper or a thesis. Instead, I want to show how these 

novel and diverse perspectives have advanced our understanding of China’s authoritarian 

                                                      
13 Rebecca MacKinnon terms an authoritarian regime which can use the internet and other IT resources in their 

advantage as “networked authoritarianism”, see MacKinnon (2011). 
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resilience by complementing each other. Yet, more importantly, I intend to point out that the 

literature falls short of taking into account party politics variables in the discussion of China’s 

authoritarian resilience. As a one-party system, most international audiences tend to view China 

as a country with only one party (the Communist Party), neglecting the existence of eight non-

communist parties with more than one million party members in China. As a matter of fact, these 

parties not only can legally coexist with the ruling CCP, but more importantly, they have played 

substantial parts in Chinese politics. I argue that we need to take them seriously. By doing that, 

we can further our understanding of Chinese politics and especially of why China’s authoritarian 

rule is so robust. 

Why Study Party Politics in Authoritarian Countries 

 

         Theoretically speaking, authoritarian regimes should be (seemingly) incompatible with 

party politics since the latter initially is the defining feature only for democratic regimes. The 

general image of authoritarian regimes, for a long period of time, was characterized by a 

monopoly of power in one or a few hands and the ruthless oppression of dissenting voices. In 

such a hostile environment, any type of political organizations except the limited ones that are 

directly controlled by the regimes cannot be allowed to exist, not to mention to play important 

roles in the political arena. For certain traditional types of authoritarian regimes, this is the case, 

for sure. Empirically speaking, thanks to the varieties of authoritarianism, political parties can 

emerge and flourish in some more institutionalized types of authoritarian regimes, or modern 

types of authoritarian regimes. In this sense, authoritarian regimes are not immune to modern 

party politics, although the manifestation of party politics in non-democratic nations may differ.  

        In the field of party politics, academic attention is devoted to studying competitive party 

politics, or party politics in democratic countries. By competitive, I mean the competition for 
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ruling power between or among different political parties in a democracy. The research interests 

include party definitions, party types and organizations, party ideologies, party systems, parties 

and elections, party membership and factions, intraparty democracy, parties and political 

development, party governments, party finance, party regulations and laws, among others.14 

Research on competitive party politics is rich in both depth and width, but literature on 

noncompetitive party politics is comparatively and significantly deficient. By noncompetitive 

party politics, I mean party politics in authoritarian countries, which is featured by no alteration 

of ruling power. I specify four main reasons why we need to study party politics in authoritarian 

regimes. 

         Firstly, the rise of party-based authoritarian regimes in the twentieth century has attracted 

much attention. Scholars observe that “when the third wave of democratization came to a halt in 

the end of the twentieth century, one-party regimes continued expanding” (Magaloni and 

Kricheli 2010,122). Authoritarian regimes are definitely different from their democratic 

counterparts. Yet, this difference does not suggest that non-democratic regimes are a 

homogenous group. In fact, the difference among different types of authoritarian regimes may be 

even bigger than that between democratic and authoritarian regimes. Thus far, three prominent 

typologies of “varieties of authoritarian regimes” have emerged in the scholarship (see Table 

1.1below). As we can see, the military type and the monarchy type of authoritarian regimes are 

                                                      
14 For party definitions, see Michels (1915), Morse (1896), Sartori (1976); For party types, see Katz and Mair (1995, 

2009), Barr (2009), Wagner (2012), Hopkin and Paolucci  (1999), Koopmans (2009), Mudde (2013); For party 

ideologies, see Benoit and Laver (2007),  Dians (2010) ;For parties and elections, see Schlesinger  (1994),  Cross 

(2008), Gibson (2009); For party regulations, see van Biezen (2007, 2008) and van Biezen and Rashkova (2014); 

For party membership and factions, see Boucek (2009), Whiteley (1999), van Biezen, Mair and Poguntke (2012), 

Seyd and Whiteley (1992), Bartolini (1983), Katz and Mair et al (1992), Mair and van Biezen (2001); For intraparty 

democracy, see Cross and Katz eds (2013), Teorell (1999), Loxbo (2013) Lin (2004); For parties and political 

development, see Grzymala-Busse  (2002), Greene (2007), LaPalombara  (2007), Cheng (2006), Lupu and Riedl  

(2013).For party governments, see Schattschneider (1942), Debus (2008), Blondel and Cotta eds (1996), Kopecky 

(2013);  Cox and McCubbins (2007) , Rose (1974), For party finance, see  Nassmacher (2011), Pierre et al (2000); 

For party systems, see Sartori (1976), Bardi  (2008), Tavits and Letki (2014), Coakley (2008), Mair (1997), Dalton 

(2007), Jou (2010), Golosov (2009), Blau (2008), Pennings and Lane (2003) and Morgan (2011). 
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widely accepted by most scholars. These two types of authoritarian regimes are relatively 

traditional compared to other types of authoritarian regimes. In most cases, political parties do 

not matter (or exist) in the military and monarchy regimes. For example, there is no political 

party in Saudi Arabia as the royal family dominates the political system. Thus it may be less 

important to study party politics in these regimes. However, party politics variables can gain 

prominence in more institutionalized forms of authoritarianism, particularly party-based 

authoritarian regimes, either one-party system or multiparty system15.  

Table 1.1 Varieties of Authoritarian Regimes 

Wahman et al.                       Cheibub et al.                  Geddes et al. 

Military 

Monarchy 

Multiparty 

One-party 

No-party 

Other 

Military dictatorship 

Royal dictatorship 

Civilian dictatorship 

Military 

Monarchy 

Party 

Personalist 

Source: Wahman et al. 2013, 24 

       In the second half of the past century, traditional forms of authoritarian regimes (military 

and monarchy regimes) have become more scarce while the party-based ones have grown in 

popularity. For example, Samuel Huntington argued that “The one-party system is the principal 

modern form of authoritarian government” (Huntington 1970, 4).  How can this political change 

be explained?  Some statistical research shows, “On average, the proportion of military regimes 

that fell during any particular five years between 1945 and 1994 was about 50% higher than the 

proportion of personalist regimes and about four times the proportion of single-party regimes ” 

                                                      
15 In most cases, scholars view one-party system and multiparty system as the same and call them all “one-party 

system”. Here, one-party system and multiparty system in authoritarian regimes are differentiated by the number of 

political parties. For example, the Soviet Union is a one-party system since there was only one political party. China 

can be viewed as a multiparty system in authoritarian regimes as it has nine political parties. But multiparty systems 

in authoritarian regimes are different from those in democracies. Multiple parties can compete in democratic 

countries but not in authoritarian countries. 
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(Geddes 1999,132). In other words, single-party regimes are more resilient and robust than 

military and personalist regimes. According to Geddes (1999), military regimes do not exist long 

because they carry with them the seeds of their own disintegration: they cannot avoid internal 

splits. In contrast, rival factions within single-party and personalist regimes have stronger 

incentives to cooperate with each other. One-party systems outweigh personalist systems since 

the latter are especially vulnerable to the death of the leader and to violent overthrow 

(Huntington 1991). Given these advantages, Maurice Duverger argued that the single party could 

be considered “the great political innovation of the twentieth century” (Duverger 1969, 255). In 

reality, the single-party system was widely adopted in many newly independent nations, 

particularly in Africa. 

          Secondly, party-based authoritarian regimes are agents of state building and modernization. 

State building and modernization are two fundamental tasks for newly independent and 

developing countries. Scholarly research have proved that state building and modernization are 

tremendously influenced by political parties (Huntington 1968; Gosberg 1970; Shefter 1993; 

O'Dwyer 2004). For example, David Apter sees political parties as one of the most important 

“instruments of modernization” (Apter 1965, 3). Political parties can better mobilize and 

organize societies than any other type of political organization. Although a one-party system is 

less democratic than a multiparty system in the developing world, it seems that the former 

performs better than the latter in terms of keeping social stability, especially in post-conflict 

regions. 

         The popularity of the single-party system is caused not only by its stabilizing feature, but 

also its progressive political connotation. “One-party systems were presented as essential for 

nation building and modernization” (Kalyvas 1999,326). This has been proved true in many 
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cases,16 especially China. China’s political discourse is dominated by the narrative of how the 

CCP has ended the unequal relations between China and the western countries and has built a 

strong, modern and prosperous country. Many Chinese citizens believe in these propaganda 

materials not because they all have been “brainwashed” but partly because they can feel that this 

country is developing rapidly and their living standards are improving under the leadership of the 

CCP. To borrow Deng Xiaoping’s call for results-oriented reform policies, people do not care it 

is a black cat or white, as long as it can catch rats.17 This pragmatic saying may be extended to 

politics: if the single-party system works, then people do not care whether it is democratic or not. 

         Thirdly, party politics in authoritarian regimes is still underexplored. This lack of 

knowledge is due to inadequate academic attention and misguided research methodology. When 

studying elections in authoritarian regimes, Gandhi and Lust-Okar (2009) point out a serious 

methodology question. They warn that scholars have generally used analytical frameworks and 

methods imported from the study of genuinely democratic elections to conduct research on 

elections in authoritarian regimes. This methodological orientation has kept scholars from asking 

a wide range of interesting questions about the authoritarian elections and the systematic 

differences among them (Gandhi and Lust-Okar 2009). Similarly, a general problem when 

studying party politics in authoritarian regimes is that party politics scholars tend to view and 

study these parties in non-democratic countries through the lenses of party politics in democratic 

countries. I argue that in accordance with Gandhi and Lust-Okar, we should be cautious when 

applying the theoretical perspectives, analytical frameworks and research methods popularly 

used in the study of party politics in democratic regimes to the party politics research in 

authoritarian countries.  

                                                      
16 Other cases include but are not limited to Mexico, Taiwan, Malaysia, Singapore, etc. 
17 This is a famous saying accepted by both Chinese government and people. 
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        This is important to remember since competitive and noncompetitive party politics have 

different assumptions about the roles, functions and viability of political parties. Examining them 

through identical theoretical lenses may prevent us from exploring the nuances of party politics 

in different settings and consequently from asking and answering interesting research questions 

in authoritarian regimes. For instance, the overarching question revolving around party politics in 

democracies is the rotation of ruling power between/among different parties. All theoretical 

perspectives, analytical frameworks and research methods in the party politics scholarship are 

used to serve the purpose of better understanding this overarching question. However, the 

rotation of ruling power is not a fundamental research question in non-democratic regimes. This 

scenario either discourages party politics scholars to study political parties in these authoritarian 

countries or guides them with inappropriate approaches. That being said, we should not go from 

one extreme to the other, namely studying competitive and noncompetitive party politics in 

fundamentally different ways. We should seek a middle ground where these two research areas 

can inform each other in order to advance party politics scholarship. 

         A bigger danger of studying party politics in authoritarian and democratic regimes in a 

single analytic framework, according to Kalyvas, is the absence of theories of single-party rule 

(Kalyvas 1999,324). This theoretical absence has made scholars fail to anticipate and explain 

significant historical events. For example, the breakdown of communist one-party regimes took 

everyone by surprise, revealing the ignorance of party politics scholarship in these non-

democratic regimes. In the landmark book Parties and Party Systems, Sartori (1976) 

distinguished two mega-types of party system (see Figure 1.2): competitive party system 

(polypartism) and noncompetitive party system (monopartism). Although this is a meaningful 

classification, Sartori’s analysis of noncompetitive party system was not as deep as his research 
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of competitive party systems. In fact, his typology of non-competitive systems is problematic in 

some aspects as he cited dated and inaccurate information. For example, because he relied on the 

information collected by Taylor and Hudson (1972), Sartori labeled China as a one-party system 

with only one party existing. This classification is not accurate because there have been nine 

legal political parties in China since 1949: the ruling CCP and eight democratic parties.  

 

Figure 1.2 From Fluidity to Crystallization 

 

 

       If we consider that comparative scholars knew almost nothing about Chinese politics in the 

1960s and 1970s, Sartori’s inaccurate statement about China’s party politics is understandable. 

What is disturbing and disappointing, however, is that even today party politics scholars still 

possess limited knowledge about the China case. For example, when discussing single-party and 

dominant-party regimes, Beatriz Magaloni and Ruth Kricheli (2010) argue that the difference is 

that single-party regimes proscribe opposition parties’ participation in elections (e.g., China or 

Vietnam today), whereas dominant-party regimes permit the opposition to compete in multiparty 
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elections that usually do not allow for rotation of political power (e.g., Malaysia, Zimbabwe, 

Senegal after 1976, Tanzania, Kenya and Gabon after the early 1990s, Mexico before 2000, or 

Venezuela today). Again, the authors mistakenly think that China has only one political party 

and ignore the existence of non-communist parties. The reason for this misunderstanding is 

because the above-mentioned argument is based on Sartori’s information about China’s political 

system in his 1976 book. In other words, the dominant scholarship about China’s party system is 

incorrect and has not been updated since the 1970s.  

         Fourth, non-ruling parties or minor parties in authoritarian regimes matter. Although 

scholars do not have a consensus about the definition of political parties, in most democratic 

countries a political party is typically viewed as “an autonomous group of citizens having the 

purpose of making nominations and contesting elections in hope of gaining control over 

governmental power through the capture of public offices and the organization of the 

government” (Huckshorn 1984, 10). Following this general view, party politics scholars have, 

traditionally, paid overwhelming attention to the major parties in democracies, the ones that can 

have a great chance to win national elections and control governments. These parties, for 

example, include the Democratic Party and the Republican Party in the United States, the Labor 

Party and the Conservative Party in the United Kingdom, The Christian Democratic Union and 

The Social Democratic Party in Germany, etc.  Yet, democratic countries are also home for many 

small or minor parties (green parties, for example). Thanks to their weakness in many aspects, 

these parties are very unlikely to defeat mainstream parties in national elections. Thus, the 

possibility of them controlling national governments is virtually nil. However, a growing trend in 

the party politics literature is to understand and explain the development of small/minor parties 

in democratic countries.  
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        Some scholars have paid increasing attention to study niche parties since the publication of 

Bonnie Meguid’s ground-breaking work (2005,2008) on the competition between mainstream 

and niche parties. The definitions of niche parties are very contested.  For example, Meguid 

argues that what differentiates niche party from other parties are three key features. The first 

feature is that niche parties reject the traditional class-based orientation of politics. The second 

feature is that the issues raised by the niche parties are not only novel, but they often do not 

coincide with existing lines of political division. And the last one is that niche parties limit their 

issue appeals (Meguid 2005, 347-348). Meguid’s conception of niche parties is powerful but not 

parsimonious. Clark Adams et al. propose a simpler definition, which defines niche parties as 

“members of party families who represent either an extreme ideology or a non-centrist ‘niche’ 

ideology” ( Adams et al. 2006, 513). Among definitions given by other researchers, Wagner’s 

stands out. He finds Meguid’s definition too complex while Adams et al. is too simplistic. 

According to Wagner, niche parties are best defined as “parties that compete primarily on a small 

number of non-economic issues” (Wagner 2011, 3). This research on niche parties indicates that 

scholars have not ignored these small parties in the democratic world. Similarly, we should not 

turn a blind eye to non-ruling parties in authoritarian countries. 

        Most party politics scholars study political parties (mainstream parties and small parties), 

party systems and political behavior in democracies;18 what I bring to the field is an expertise in 

party politics in authoritarian countries by studying China’ eight non-communist parties. It is a 

common political phenomenon that socialist and especially former Eastern European socialist 

countries allow non-communist parties to exist and develop: the Democratic Party of Vietnam 

and the Social Party of Vietnam in Vietnam; the Democratic Party and the United Peasants Party 

                                                      
18 See, for example. Katz and Mair 1995, Lipset and Rokkan 1967, Dinas and Kostas 2010, Hopkin and Paolucci 

1999, Taggart 1995, Dalton et al 2011, Whiteley 2011. 
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in Poland; the Christian Democratic Union of Germany, the Liberal Democratic Party, the 

National Democratic Party of Germany and the Democratic Farmers’ Party of Germany in the 

former East Germany; the Farmers’ Union in Bulgaria; the People’s Party, the Social Party, the 

Liberal Party and the Revival Party in the former Czechoslovakia; and the Chondoist Chongu 

Party and the Korean Social Democratic Party in North Korea. Similar to these countries, China 

also has several non-communist parties. Yet, political scientists have paid little if any attention to 

them and their political functions since these non-communist parties are generally viewed as 

redundant and dysfunctional. For example, Huntington argued that “In a one-party system, other 

parties may exist—as, indeed, they do in Poland, China, and Mexico—but they have little effect 

on the course of events” (Huntington 1970, 5).  Huntington’s statement was correct in 

acknowledging the existence of other parties in a one-party system, but he mistakenly asserted 

that these “other parties” have little effect on the course of events. I argue that the roles of non-

ruling parties in authoritarian regimes are deeply underestimated.  These parties can play unique 

and important roles in the authoritarian era and (potentially)democratization period. As such, this 

dissertation uses China’s democratic parties as a case to demonstrate that non-ruling parties have 

had a meaningful impact on the longevity of China’s authoritarian regime.  

Concepts, Main Arguments and Research Methodology 

 

Concepts 

 

         Modern politics can not function without political parties. Party competition is a vital 

component in democratic countries. 19   Authoritarian and autocratic regimes do not support 

genuine democratic practices, but nevertheless they also need political parties to sustain their rule. 

Given the significance of political parties, political scientists have devoted continuous attention 

                                                      
19 In some extreme cases, democracy can function without parties. See Veenendaal (2016). 
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to studying political parties. Yet, it is not easy to reach consensus regarding a proper definition of 

political parties since the definitions given by political scientists have varied over time. 

      There are several classical definitions of political parties. Edmund Burke (1770) argued that a 

party is a body of men united, for promoting by their joint endeavors the national interest, upon 

some particular principle in which they are all agreed. Burke’s definition is too simple to 

discriminate political parties from pressure groups. Influenced by Burke, Anson Morse (1896) 

argued that a party is a durable organization which in its simplest form, consists of a single group 

of citizens united by common principle, but, in its more complex forms, of two or more such 

groups held together by the weaker bond of a common policy; and which, contrary to the view 

usually held, has for the immediate end the advancement of the interests and the realization of 

the ideals, not of the people as a whole, but of the particular group or groups which it represents. 

Scholars in the twentieth century tend to define political parties by emphasizing their 

connections with either the control of governments or elections. For example, Anthony Downs 

(1957) contends that a political party is a collation of men seeking to control the governing 

apparatus by legal means. Similarly, Joseph Schlesinger (1991) argues that a political party is a 

group organized to gain control of government in the name of the group by winning elections to 

public office. The definitions put forth by Downs and Schlesinger can be applied to most of 

political parties in democratic countries. For example, Democratic Party and Republican Party in 

the United States compete intensively in the presidential election years. There are other 

approaches to define political parties20, but in most cases, people tend to accept the definitions 

which link political parties to the control of governments through elections. 

                                                      
20 For example, V.O. Key’s tripod definition: party-in-the-electorate, party organization and party-in-government. 
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       However, not all political parties link their existence to the control of governments. Thus we 

should not use it as a “gold standard” to define a political party. For example, the above-

mentioned niche parties in the European countries have no intention to win the national elections 

to control government. But they are political parties, not ordinary pressure groups or interest 

groups. Following this conceptual approach, we should also acknowledge that non-communist 

parties in the communist regimes and non-ruling parties in other types of authoritarian regimes 

are political parties. Similar to niche parties in democracies, non-communist parties in socialist 

countries do not have any opportunity to control governments by any means. But if we 

acknowledge niche parties as modern political parties, there is no excuse for scholars to exclude 

non-communist parties in socialist countries from political party cohorts.  

        That being said, one possible problem associated with these parties, however, is the extent 

to which these non-communist parties can remain autonomous from the ruling communist parties. 

In contemporary China, for example, no political organizations can prevent themselves from the 

CCP intervention. The democratic parties in China need to accept the CCP leadership and they 

receive financial resources from governments. In this case, they do not act as opposition parties, 

but parties that work with Beijing. However, accepting the CCP leadership does not mean that 

they act like puppets. The democratic parties have been and are still important political actors in 

the country. In fact, the relationship between the CCP and the democratic parties in China is 

more like partners (more introduction in the chapter two). This partner type inter-party relation is 

also common in democratic countries. For example, the Christian Social Union in Bavaria is a 

partner with Christian Democratic Union in Germany and Komeito is a partner with Liberal 

Democratic Party in Japan. Considering these factors, the non-communist parties are 
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conceptually eligible for being labeled as political parties despite their differences from 

mainstream political parties. 

Main Arguments 

         This dissertation project studies two distinct but related puzzles: Why do people join the 

non-communist political parties (the democratic parties) in communist China and why is China’s 

authoritarian rule so resilient despite ample internal and external challenges? Even though the 

democratic parties today have 1.1 million elite members, few scholars have explored their 

motivations for joining these non-ruling parties and the implications for China’s authoritarian 

rule. Instead, the existing literature studies authoritarian resilience in China from institutional, 

political economy and social perspectives. These explanations have significantly advanced our 

knowledge about authoritarian rule in China. Yet, they all neglect a crucial political actor: 

China’s powerful non-communist parties. By employing a multi-method approach, I argue that 

people join these democratic parties in China since the latter can provide (1) faster upward 

political mobility; (2) a protected “voice”; and (3) a sense of organizational belonging. Contrary 

to conventional assumptions that these non-communist parties are just window dressing 

organizations in one-party regimes, I argue that the Chinese Communist Party allows the 

democratic parties to exist and develop since they can, paradoxically, contribute to authoritarian 

resilience through three mechanisms: information sharing, social (elite) control and public policy 

innovation. To be specific, these non-communist parties collect and share information with the 

Communist Party to solve the information blocking problem that plagues authoritarian regimes; 

recruit elites into the regime and reduce political dissidents through socializing potential 

challengers; and more importantly, actively promote social and economic governance by 

innovating public policy.  
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        This dissertation is the first systematic effort to study non-communist parties in 

contemporary China by using original data. It challenges prominent theories of authoritarian 

politics and party politics, which assume that these non-communist political parties either serve 

as window dressing political groups for the communist parties or as potential vehicles for 

democratization. This project can help us better understand noncompetitive party politics in other 

countries as well including former communist regimes (Poland, East Germany, Bulgaria, 

Czechoslovakia), and potentially competitive authoritarian regimes (Mexico under the PRI, and 

Russia today), etc. 

Research Methodology 

         I employ a multi-method approach to collect and analyze data in this dissertation project. 

Data is collected from original materials and secondary sources. Original data consists of two 

sources: nine months of intensive field research in seven Chinese cities21 (Beijing, Shanghai, 

Guangzhou, Tangshan, Wuhan, Chongqing and Chengdu) from 2016 to 2017 and four-month 

compilation of Chinese Vice Mayor Biographical Information dataset (CVMBI) in 2016. The 

second hand data is a survey of 458 non-communist party members in Zhejiang province, which 

was conducted by Zhejiang College of Chinese Culture in 2011. I choose these seven cities 

because they have a large number of non-communist party members. In addition, these cities are 

located in the coastal, middle and western parts of China so that my case selection is 

representative sample. During my nine-month field research, I have successfully conducted 85 

in-depth interviews by using snow-ball sampling method (for more, see AppendixⅠ). The 

interviewees include democratic party members, democratic party leaders, party politics scholars, 

governmental officials and ordinary citizens. In addition, I have also collected archival materials, 

                                                      
21 I also make some phone interviews with people from other major cities in China. 
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governmental documents and newspaper materials during my field trip. I create the original 

CVMBI database in order to collect information about vice mayors who are from the democratic 

parties in China. The survey in Zhejiang is important since it’s the only large survey which 

studies the relationship between public policy innovation and the non-communist party members 

in China. 

         Data is analyzed by using qualitative and quantitative methods. To validate the data from 

interviewing informants, I triangulate the interviewees’ information with governmental 

documents, newspaper reports and the official websites of the democratic parties22. In this way, I 

can use these qualitative data to illustrate how the democratic parties interact with citizens and 

the authoritarian regime in various ways. Specifically, I can demonstrate that a sense of 

belonging and a protected voice are two main motivations to explain why people join the non-

communist parties in China. I am also able to elaborate how the democratic parties collect and 

share information with the government and how they help Beijing to maintain social control. 

These are the unique contributions made by the democratic parties to sustain the authoritarian 

rule of the CCP. 

         The primary quantitative method is statistical analysis. Descriptive statistical analysis and 

more sophisticated regression analysis are used when analyzing the survey data and the CVMBI 

data. I analyze the survey data to demonstrate that the democratic parties are important yet 

neglected policy entrepreneurs. As public policy actors, they help the government to promote 

better governance by providing scientific, realistic and innovative public policy reform proposals. 

                                                      
22 I use computer technology to “crawl” the important news information on the official websites of the democratic 

parties from 2003 to 2016. By capturing 19260 pieces of news information, I have a broad understanding of 

democratic parties’ activities nationwide. The democratic parties have different beginning points of news reports. 

Specifically, RCCK begins in 2008 (1376 pieces of news); CDL begins in 2003 (2553 pieces of news); CAPD 

begins in 2016 (601 pieces of news); CDNCA BEGINS in 2008 (4316 pieces of news); JSS begins in 2005 ( 7405 

pieces of news); CZGP begins in 2014 (543 pieces of news); CPWDP begins in 2004 (1486); TDSGL begins in 

2008 (980 pieces of news). 
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By testing the relationship between party affiliation and promotion speed among 2146 Chinese 

vice mayors in the CVMBI dataset, I can quantitatively prove that vice mayors who are from the 

non-communist parties get promoted faster in China’s bureaucratic system than those who are 

communist party members. This evidence can support my argument that faster upward political 

mobility is another motivation to explain why people join the non-communist parties in China. 

Topography of the Dissertation 

 

       The research on China’s non-communist parties has not aroused serious attention in the 

Chinese politics and party politics fields. Only a few China studies experts have conducted 

research on these non-communist parties. For example, James Seymour writes a book entitled 

China’s Satellite Parties in 1987 to introduce the history and roles of the non-communist parties 

before the 1980s. Earlier than that, historians have sporadically discussed the democratic parties 

when studying political movements and campaigns in the 1950s China (Doolin 1961; 

MacFarquhar 1966). The main problem associated with the literature is that the knowledge about 

these non-communist parties has not been updated in the past three decades. To fill this research 

void, this dissertation aims to provide a systematic account of the democratic parties in 

contemporary China. The remaining part of this dissertation consists of five chapters. 

         To acquaint readers with the rise and fall of the democratic parties in the past eight decades 

or so, and more importantly, to help people understand why the democratic parties can play a 

unique and significant role in contemporary Chinese politics, chapter two presents an overview 

of the democratic parties in China. This chapter provides a short history of the democratic parties 

in the twentieth century China. After that, the introduction of democratic parties will turn to the 

party memberships, organizations and activities today. 



 30 

         The next two chapters move to a richer empirical analysis of the democratic parties. 

Chapter three explores one empirical puzzle: why do so many people join the democratic parties 

in China given that the ruling power is dominated by the CCP. Both qualitative and quantitative 

methods will be utilized to test different hypotheses about people’s motivations for joining the 

non-communist parties in China.  The following chapter explores the theoretical puzzle of 

authoritarian resilience in China by elaborating the causal mechanisms underpinning the 

democratic parties’ contributions to the authoritarian rule. The democratic parties support the 

authoritarian rule through three mechanisms: information sharing, social control and public 

policy innovation. 

        As noncompetitive party politics is not limited to China, chapter five examines the 

dynamics of non-ruling parties and noncompetitive party system in other authoritarian contexts. 

This comparative perspective will enrich our understanding of party politics in non-democratic 

countries. 

        The concluding chapter revisits the puzzles, main arguments discussed in this dissertation. 

More importantly, it draws our reflections upon two things. The first one is what implications 

can we get from the development of the democratic parties for China’s governance and 

democratization. In contemporary China, these parties have contributed to the authoritarian 

resilience and enhanced the quality of governance, but can they also serve as “liberating hands” 

in the future? The second one is what lessons can we get from the discussion of the China case 

for party politics in authoritarian countries. 

Conclusion 

       

         This chapter shows that the research on authoritarian resilience has gained a much wider 

currency in comparative politics. As the largest authoritarian country, China under the CCP’s 
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rule has shown no sign of collapse or failure. Instead, the rise of China implies that China’s 

authoritarian rule is resilient and strong. It means that China must have done something right to 

strengthen its regime. This dissertation departs from the previous studies by focusing on China’s 

eight democratic parties when exploring the sources of authoritarian resilience. To many, the 

democratic parties are merely window-dressing organizations that extol the great achievements 

of China under the leadership of the CCP. Thus, there is no value to take them seriously. I do not 

agree with this conventional wisdom. The democratic parties indeed extol CCP’s rule, but who 

does not in China?  If the democratic parties are window-dressing political organizations, why 

does Chinese government not keep them at a minimal size and influence? Why does CCP 

actively encourage the democratic parties to develop stronger and more influential? We cannot 

answer these questions without conducting scientific analyses on the democratic parties. This 

dissertation argues that the democratic parties are not window-dressing groups and their 

existence and development contribute tremendously to the CCP’s authoritarian rule.  

        This party politics perspective opens a new way to understand contemporary Chinese 

politics.23 In most non-democratic regimes, the ruling party tends to monopolize power and 

authority as much as possible. Sharing power, authority and resources with others is not accepted 

by regime elites. However, the development of the non-communist parties is enthusiastically 

supported by the ruling party in China. By empowering the democratic parties, the CCP’s rule is 

strengthened instead of being undermined. The authoritarian resilience is not only resulted from 

what the CCP has done but also from what the CCP has had other political parties—the 

democratic parties— do. What’s more, this dissertation also advances our understanding of 

noncompetitive party politics in authoritarian settings. For a long time, noncompetitive party 

                                                      
23 The previous party politics approach to study Chinese politics is conducted by only studying the CCP. See Nathan 

(1973), Nathan and Tsai (1995), Huang (2006), Shambaugh (2008), Bian, Shu and Logan (2001). 
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politics has drawn less academic attention than competitive party politics. Even within the 

literature of noncompetitive party politics, scholars tend to overwhelmingly study ruling parties 

or major parties. Non-ruling parties are regarded as redundant and dysfunctional. This 

dissertation contributes to the scholarship of noncompetitive party politics by showing what non-

ruling parties can achieve. 
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Chapter Two 

 

Overview of The Democratic Parties in China: Past, Present and Institutional Change 

 

 

 
China should accelerate the practice of authentic democratic politics to enable different parties and people without 

party affiliations to freely exist and develop within the realm of the Constitution.  

 
                                                                                                 ——  Zhang Lan, 19431   
 
These democratic parties consisting of national bourgeoisie and their intellectuals that emerged during the anti-

Japanese war and the anti-Chiang Kai-shek struggles should continue to exist in China. This is where China is 

different from the Soviet Union. We deliberately keep the democratic parties to grant their opportunities to express 

opinions; and we adopt a policy of unity and struggle against them. This will benefit the CCP, Chinese people and 

socialism. 
 
                                                                                                ——  Mao Zedong,  19562 

 
The democratic parties in China have become the political alliance of socialist working people and patriots who 

support socialism; they are a political force that can contribute to socialism under the leadership of the CCP. 

 
                                                                                                —— Deng Xiaoping, 19793 

 

 

Introduction 

 

         Political parties initially emerged in Western European and North American countries, and 

later spread throughout the world. Today, nearly all modern democracies have them despite the 

fact that constitutions rarely mention political parties in these countries.4 Semantically speaking, 

“party derives from the Latin verb partire, which means to divide” （Sartori 1976, 4). Given this 

meaning, many countries in history, including democratic ones, once resisted the idea of political 

party because national leaders are concerned with the negative consequences of political parties 

                                                      
1 Zhang, Lan. 1943. China Needs Authentic Democratic Politics. Unpublished manuscript, Chengdu. From1941 

to1955, Zhang was the Chairman of the China Democratic League, one of the eight democratic parties. He was 

elected one of the Vice-chairmen of the Central People's Government after the founding of the People's Republic of 

China on October 1, 1949. 
2 Mao’s speech at the expanded meeting of Politburo of CCP Central Committee, Beijing, 1956. 
3 Deng’s speech at the second meeting of the fifth Chinese People's Political Consultative Conference, Beijing, 1979. 
4 There are a few island countries which are democratic regimes but without political parties. See Veenendaal 2016. 
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in society. For example, when Secretary of Treasury Alexander Hamilton planned to build up an 

expansive national government in the 1790s and his push met challenges from states’ rights 

leaders Thomas Jefferson and James Madison, both camps initially resisted the idea of organized, 

disciplined parties as “weapons” to fight in elections. Similarly, China’s ancient political culture 

also strongly rejected any type of organized or institutionalized political groups, not to mention 

political parties. Confucius has a famous statement that gentlemen can join together but should 

not build factions (junzi quner budang, 君子群而不党).  Since the 19th century, however, more 

and more countries in the world have gradually accepted the idea that political parties are not 

necessarily problematic. In fact, political parties can have very positive effects and they are 

indispensable to modern representative democracy. China’s first modern party was called the 

Revive China Society (Xingzhonghui, 兴中会) founded by Sun Yat-sen（孙中山） on 24 

November 1894, in Honolulu.  Political parties subsequently blossomed in China and it was 

estimated that there were as many as 100 political parties at the peak before the People’s 

Republic of China(PRC)was founded in 1949.  

          All of the eight democratic parties were established before the PRC was founded. These 

parties survived the Sino-Japanese War (1937-1945), the Chinese civil war (1946-1949), the 

Great Leap Forward (1958-1962), the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) and 

other political movements in China. After the CCP started to implement “reform and opening 

up” policy in the late 1970s, these parties were supported by the CCP to develop and have 

become important political organizations in China’s political arena today. Historical knowledge 

is always crucial in terms of understanding the present and informing the future. To acquaint 

readers with the rise and fall of the democratic parties in the past eight decades or so, and more 

importantly, to help people understand why the democratic parties can play a unique and 
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significant role in contemporary Chinese politics, this chapter provides a brief historical account 

of the democratic parties in China in the past 20th century.   

        After that, I will turn to the discussions of membership, organizations and activities of the 

democratic parties today. As political groups with more than a million elite members, the 

democratic parties have reached to another peak of development in contemporary China. More 

importantly, the configuration of China’s party system has changed dramatically in light of the 

new dynamics of the relationship between the ruling CCP and the rapidly growing democratic 

parties. I will briefly introduce the institutional change of party system in China from a weak 

hegemonic system to a strong hegemonic system. 

A Short History of the Democratic Parties in the 20th Century China 

 

          At the risk of oversimplification, this dissertation divides the history of the democratic 

parties into three periods: before 1949(revolutionary era), 1949-1979 (Mao’s era) and after 1979 

(reform era). Although these parties had different origins, they were all guided by the ideology of 

democratic politics, which was often labeled as “the Third Way” in addition to the KMT’s 

authoritarian rule (political right) and the CCP’s communist route (political left) before 1949. 

After the CCP won the civil war and the KMT retreated to Taiwan, political landscape changed 

dramatically in mainland China. The political experience of the democratic parties can be 

characterized as a roller-coaster ride between 1949 and 1979. In the early 1950s when the 

democratic parties reached to a peak of their influence in Chinese politics, they would not 

anticipate that the ten-year long Cultural Revolution could almost destroy them. What was 

surprising about the fate of the democratic parties after the Cultural Revolution, though, was that 

they were given tremendous political support from the CCP to prevent them from fading away in 
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China. This critical support in the late 1970s laid a solid foundation for the development of the 

democratic parties, which today have over one million party members. 

The Third Way: The Rise of Eight Democratic Parties before 1949 

 

          The breakdown of old regime does not necessarily result in a new and progressive one. 

The Qing dynasty (1644-1912) was overthrown by the Xinhai Revolution(辛亥革命). But the 

successive Republic of China was actually ruled by warlords. When General Chiang Kai-shek

（蒋介石） emerged as the leader of the Kuomintang (KMT) government in the late 1920s, he 

took a policy of fighting the CCP instead of working with it. As a consequence, China was 

plagued by the struggles between the KMT and the CCP. Not all elites wanted to choose sides 

between them. Instead, they believed that China should embrace authentic democratic politic in 

which different political parties or organizations could exist and compete for power, in a manner 

similar to the electoral politics in the United Kingdom and the United States. This defining 

characteristic of democratic ideology rendered the rise of the democratic parties as the third way 

for China’s development in the Republic of China era. 

        The CCP, the KMT and the democratic parties had divergent social basis. The KMT tended 

to represent the interests of upper-class landlords and capitalists while the CCP was the political 

representative of workers and poor peasants. The extremeness of both parties’ social basis left 

room for the emergence of political parties that could further the interests of middle class 

including the national bourgeoisie5, lower-class capitalists, intellectuals and patriots who had 

close connections to middle and lower level capitalists. To better elaborate the origin and 

                                                      

5 According to Gordon (1973, 192), the concept of national bourgeoisie “is not merely an empirical description of 

the indigenous  bourgeoisie in an actual or formal colony or semi-colony . It refers to an indigenous bourgeoisie 

whose economic interests and activities are seen as being different from and not dependent upon those of 

imperialism.” In the case of China, national bourgeoisie as a social class is viewed by CCP as a political ally not 

political enemy. 
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development of each party, the following section briefly reviews the history of the eight 

democratic parties before 1949. 

Figure 2.1 Political Parties and Social Basis in the Republic of China Era 

 

Source: made by author 

China Democratic League (CDL)   

          Although many parties, secretly or publicly, existed in the 1930s China, most of them were 

repressed by the ruling KMT government. The sudden eruption of the Sino-Japanese War in 

1937 helped to change Chiang Kai-shek’s attitude towards other opposition parties since it was 

imperative to unite as many parties and people as possible to fight Japanese imperialism. This 

rapid deterioration of Sino-Japanese relation and the rise of nationalism stimulated the 

development of the democratic parties. In light of this background, three pro-democracy political 

parties and three pressure groups came together in 1941 to establish a party called the “China 

Democratic Political Groups League” (zhongguo minzhu zhengtuan tongmeng,中国民主政团同

盟) in the city of Chongqing, the auxiliary capital from November 1937 to May 1946. It did not 

recruit individual party members. In order to be part of the league, applicants had to join either 

one of the three parties or one of the three pressure groups within China Democratic Political 
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Groups League. Three years later, when China Democratic Political Groups League reorganized 

itself, it had made two major changes: it adopted its present name as the China Democratic 

League (CDL) and changed the membership type from group-based to individual-based. 

          By October 1945, the CDL had some 3,000 party members who were famous intellectuals, 

social activists, educators and well-known patriots.6 After establishing several regional branches 

of the party, the CDL became an influential political party in the Southern China.  The party 

activities of the CDL were threefold: (1) taking action to fight Japanese invasion with other 

political forces; (2) advocating for authentic democratic politics; and (3) mediating the 

antagonistic relationship between the KMT and the CCP.  

         The CDL took many actions to resist the Japanese invasion. In the initial phase of Sino-

Japanese War, Chinese army had lost many battles and more and more territory were occupied 

by Japan. This frustrated outcome generated widespread popular pressure for China to surrender. 

At the peak of this frustrated atmosphere was the founding of The Reorganized National 

Government led by another KMT leader Wang Jingwei（汪精卫）  in Nanjing under the 

tutelage of the Japanese army. This collaborationist government was at odds with the KMT 

government, which went into exile to Chongqing. The CDL strongly opposed to the Wang 

Jingwei collaborationist government by using various means. And to fight Japanese invasion, 

some party members of the CDL had join the KMT and CCP armies to directly contribute to the 

anti-Japanese war. 

         The core of the CDL’s ideology was democratic politics. In 1943, thanks to China’s 

contribution to the anti-fascist war the KMT government successfully abolished all unequal 

treaties, which significantly elevated China’s international status. Encouraged by this diplomatic 

                                                      
6 Zhang and Zhou 2001, 26 



 39 

victory, Chiang Kai-shek published a book titled China’s Destiny, disseminating the views of 

“One Doctrine, One Party” (yige zhuyi, yige zhengdang, 一个主义，一个政党). Later in the 

same year, the leader of the CDL Zhang Lan(张澜) responded to this book by writing a short one 

called China Needs Authentic Democratic Politics, which severely criticized KMT’s 

authoritarian rule and advocated for representative democracy. This book gained wide popularity 

upon publication despite the official ban. To educate people, the CDL had published several 

newspapers and magazines to spread democratic views and ideas and it also had organized public 

events to make ordinary people aware of the necessity of democratic politics in China. 

        The relationship between the KMT and the CCP had deteriorated several times during the 

anti-Japanese war. To sustain their military cooperation to fight Japan, the CDL made several 

attempts to mediate their hostile relationship. After Japan was defeated and surrendered in 1945, 

the cooperative relationship of the KMT and the CCP came to an end, and civil war between the 

two once again loomed in China. The CDL sent its party leaders to talk to Chiang Kai-shek and 

Mao Zedong(毛泽东) in June and July, respectively, to seek to warm their icy relationship. The 

CDL’s mediation along with other positive factors finally had Mao Zedong and other CCP 

leaders fly to Chongqing to hold official negotiations with the KMT government. Despite that 

the negotiations eventually did not prevent the occurrence of the civil war, the CDL’s role of 

serving as a political mediator was nevertheless meaningful efforts to build peace. These 

activities had impressed the CCP and the CDL’s political influence had reached to a peak in the 

Republican era. 

         The relationship between the CDL and the CCP started to get closer in 1945. Previously, as 

a liberal alternative to the Nationalists and Communists, the CDL did not feel any sympathy 

toward either of them. At the same time, both the KMT and the CCP did not like the CDL, albeit 
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for different reasons. In the political struggles of 1945, the KMT tried to undermine the political 

influence of the CDL whereas the CCP decided to do the opposite.  More specifically, when the 

KMT and the CCP discussed seat quota for the political consultative conference7, the initial 

arrangement was: 9 seats for the KMT, 9 seats for the CCP, 9 seats for the CDL and 9 seats for 

social elites. To sabotage the CDL and to isolate the CCP, the KMT suggested that the CDL 

should donate 5 seats to the CDL’s internal faction “the Youth Party.” This was a very cunning 

move since the CDL as an umbrella organization could have collapsed if its internal factions 

became too powerful to control.  The CCP put forth a solution to save the CDL by suggesting to 

add 2 new seats in addition to 2 seats donated by the CCP and 1 seat donated by the KMT. In this 

way, there would be 5 seats available for the Youth Party and still 9 seats for the CDL.  The 

CCP’s political support during the political consultative conference strengthened the relationship 

between the CDL and the CCP. The KMT government was very upset about the increasingly 

close relationship between the CCP and the CDL. As a consequence, the Republican regime 

(KMT) declared that the CDL was an illegal political group, and the CDL eased to operate on 

November 1947. After the showdown between the KMT and the CDL, the CDL realized that in 

order to survive and continue to promote democratic politics it had to build a partnership 

relationship with the CCP to oppose the KMT. 

Revolutionary Committee of the Chinese Kuomintang （RCCK） 

           Students of party politics observe that “political parties are not monolithic structures but 

collective entities in which competition, divided opinions and dissent create internal pressures” 

(Boucek 2009, 455). It is quite common to see the rise of factionalism in political parties.  Even 

                                                      
7 The political consultative conference here refers to the 1945-1946 political meetings participated by the KMT, the 

CCP and other democratic parties which aimed at resolving the civil war and building a new government. This 

conference was led by the KMT and was called as “the old political consultative conference” while the CCP-led 

Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference in 1949 was called as “the new political consultative 

conference”. 
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though “factionalism is a fact of life within most political parties” (Harmel et al.1995, 7), the 

extent to which the KMT was plagued by its factionalism was very rare. Generally speaking, 

there were three major factions within the KMT: leftists, rightists and centrists. The leftists 

within the KMT adhered to Sun Yat-sen’s policies of working with the Soviet Union and the 

CCP, and supporting workers and peasants. The right camp of the KMT was in favor of building 

a single party regime and cracking down on the CCP. The centrists, however, supported a 

compromise between the left and the right within the KMT. The Revolution Committee of the 

Chinese Kuomintang was a political coalition of several leftist factions within the KMT. Its 

founding was a catalyst for the big unification of all major KMT leftist factions in 1949. 

         The first wave of leftist factions challenging the Chiang Kai-she government was in the 

1930s when the incumbent government did not take effective measures to resist the 

encroachment of Chinese territory by Japan. In late December 1932, Soong Ching-ling(宋庆龄), 

the wife of Sun Yat-sen and other KMT leftist leaders established a political pressure group 

called the Chinese People’s Rights Protection League, which marked the beginning of leftists 

building independent political parties and groups to oppose to the KMT rightists. The second 

wave of leftists challenging the Chiang Kai-she government happened in the 1940s when the 

Comrade Association of Three Principles of the People (minlian, 民联), Chinese Kuomintang 

Association for Promoting Democracy (mincu, 民促) and The Revolutionary Committee of the 

Chinese Kuomintang (minge,民革)  were established in October 1945, March 1946, January 

1948, respectively.8  In November 1949 these three parties merged and took the name of the 

Revolutionary Committee of the Chinese Kuomintang. 

                                                      
8 Another important leftist political group being established in this period was China Peace and Democracy League 

in America led by marshall Feng Yu-hsiang. The headquarter of this organization was in New York and it had local 

branches in San Francisco, Washington and Minnesota. 
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          Unlike the CDL, which took a neutral position in the beginning phase, the leftist leaders 

and the later RCCK had actively acted against the Chiang Kai-shek government since its 

inception. Because the RCCK controlled some military force, it had engaged with the KMT 

rightist government in battle. For example, the RCCK Chairman Li Jishen (李济深) once 

founded a government in Fujian province in the 1930s and fought with Chiang Kai-shek. This 

so-called Fujian incident was oppressed in the end but nevertheless it showed that the RCCK was 

a political party backed up by tangible military influence.  Normally, an enemy of my enemy is 

my friend. But the CCP was not a close friend to the leftist KMT leaders when they fought the 

rightists. Both parties came closer when the RCCK provided huge military assistance to the CCP 

to win the civil war. For example, the RCCK had successfully incited some rebellions within the 

enemy camp, which set the stage for the peaceful liberalization of many regions including 

Yunnan province and Xinjiang region. Due to the military contributions made by the RCCK in 

the civil war, the CCP ranked the RCCK as the most important democratic party in the People’s 

Republic of China9. 

China Democratic National Construction Association （CDNCA） 

         The China Democratic National Construction Association was a political party established 

in Chongqing in 1945. Its social basis was lower-level national capitalists ( minzu zibenjia, 民族

资本家). To avoid being confiscated and used by Japanese army during the war, many factories 

in Shanghai and Yangtze River Delta were relocated to the Southwestern area. To better protect 

their interests, the factory owners had established several associations such as the Association of 

Factories Being Relocated to Sichuan, China Industrial Association and Southwestern Industrial 

                                                      
9 The RCCK was and is still always ranked no. 1 in the ranking of the democratic parties after 1949. Military 

contribution is a major reason, but there are other reasons as well. 
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Association. When the Sino-Japanese War ended, these organizations joined the other two social 

groups (The National Association of Vocational Education of China and Chinese Association of 

Saving the Nation) to officially founded the CDNCA.10 A defining organizational characteristic 

of the CDNCA was that it adopted a collective leadership institution. There was no chairman or 

president in the party. Eleven standing committee members collectively made decisions. 

           The CDNCA’s party ideology was in conflict with the CCP’s one. The core economic 

ideology of the CDNCA was based on preserving a free market economy. It believed that people 

should enjoy the freedom of managing their businesses without governmental interference.11 Due 

to the clash of ideology, the CDNCA initially did not trust the CCP. Yet the CDNCA was by no 

means a friend of the KMT since private entrepreneurs at that time were not well protected by 

the government and the development of private capital was hampered by rampant crony 

capitalism. Many party members of the CDNCA changed their attitude toward the CCP from 

opposition to acceptance by virtue of three changes. The first change was the KMT’s new policy 

toward the democratic parties. For the most part, even though Chiang Kai-shek did not like the 

democratic parties, he had never decided to eliminate all the democratic parties. In late 1947, 

however, the biggest democratic party CDL was declared an “illegal group” by the government, 

which in turn, forced all the other democratic parties to choose side between the KMT and the 

CCP. Second, the CCP had gradually gained advantage in the civil war, and the democratic 

parties perceived that the KMT regime was on the brink of collapse. Last but not the least, the 

CCP intentionally changed its economic policies toward private capital. During the so-called 

                                                      
10 By then, it was called Democratic National Construction Association. It took the present name in 1952. 
11 Yang et al eds 2001, 19 
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“December Conference” in 194712, the CCP put forth a new economic policy. In short, this 

economic policy toward the private sector can be summarized as “develop production, prosper 

the economy, the coexistence of private and public capital and capitalists and workers can 

benefit both” (fazhan shengchan, fanrong jingji, gongsi jiangu, laozi liangli, 发展生产、繁荣经

济、公私兼顾、劳资两利). It meant that the CCP acknowledged the legitimacy of the private 

section in Chinese economy. Some party members of the CDNCA fled to Hong Kong, Taiwan or 

overseas due to fear of the CCP, but many of them stayed and some even provided great help 

when the People’s Liberation Army took over Shanghai and quelled the economic crisis.  

China Association for Promoting Democracy （CAPD） 

           During the Republican era, the biggest and most prosperous city in China was Shanghai. 

This proud city, unfortunately, was soon occupied by Japan in December 1937. When Japan 

surrendered in 1945, people in the city, the rich and the poor, were hoping that their business and 

life would be better. Yet what they saw instead was that the Japanese army after surrender was 

treated well; those KMT government officials who were in charge of taking over Shanghai were 

deeply corrupt; Shanghai people’s freedom of speech, press and media was constrained; 

continued hyperinflation and economic recession; and American soldiers’ unbridled behavior 

and the dumping of foreign goods. A good reflection of people’s complaints can be found in 

ballads in Shanghai and Nanjing.   

 

天上来            Comes from the heaven 

         地下来            Comes from the underground 

               老百姓活不下来          But people can no longer live 

 

                                                      
12 Mao made an important report called “The Current Situation and Our Tasks” which proposed many new policies 

to guide the CCP and the army. 
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                                             想中央        Miss the central government 

                                             盼中央        Long for the central government 

                               中央来了活遭殃      Yet, we suffer after the central government is back 

          

        This difficult situation and the dissatisfaction toward the KMT government cultivated a 

strong feeling of the necessity to build a political group to better protect the interests of Shanghai 

people, intellectuals and entrepreneurs. In the process of establishing the CAPD, two social 

activists made particularly notable contributions. The first one was Ma Shulun（马叙伦）who 

was a well-known educator and a leader of Shanghai’s culture and press circle. The other one 

was Wang Shaoao （王绍鏊）who enjoyed great reputation among patriotic entrepreneurs in 

Shanghai. After a short preparation, the CAPD was officially launched in Shanghai in December 

1945 and Ma Shulun served as the party head. 

          Compared with other democratic parties, the CAPD was a weak yet well organized 

political party. It was weak in the sense that the party had few party members and it had no 

military force at its disposal. Yet it was well organized because the CAPD was led by a strong 

leader and was less hierarchical. As a believer of the third way in the beginning of its 

establishment, the CAPD along with other parties and groups organized a peace petition 

delegation to Nanjing on 23rd June, 1946 to persuade Chiang Kai-shek to stop military action. 

However, when they arrived in Nanjing, they were beaten by thugs and were severely injured. 

After the incident, the CAPD started to abandon the pursuit of the third way and turned to the 

CCP with the aim of building a coalition government. 

Chinese Peasants' and Workers' Democratic Party （CPWDP） 

        Another democratic party that was also born in Shanghai was the Chinese Peasants’ and 

Workers’ Democratic Party. The predecessor of the CPWDP was the Interim Action Committee 
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of Chinese Kuomintang,13 founded by the leftist leader of the KMT Deng Yanda (邓演达)who 

was a strong opponent to Chiang Kai-shek within the KMT. What was interesting to note was 

that Deng’s party not only went against Chiang Kai-shek’s government but was also opposed to 

CCP’s communist revolution. Deng Yanda criticized the CCP in 1930 for “underestimating” the 

extent of the labor movement in cities, “excluding” petty bourgeoisie, and relying on “sporadic, 

unsystematic, guerrilla style peasant riots.”14 The harsh criticism actually made the CPWDP 

sound like a communist type of political party. In reality, the CPWDP indeed acted like a 

communist party and the aim of the party was to achieve socialism in China. However, two 

major differences remained between the CCP and the CPWDP. The first difference was that the 

CCP was closely connected to the Soviet Union and the Communist International（Третий 

интернационал), but the CPWDP was very cautious about their interference with Chinese 

revolution.  The other difference was that the CCP was hostile to private capital while the 

CPWDP supported the existence of small and medium-sized enterprises. 

         Deng Yanda was a talented organizer, well-respected leader and tragic person. Shortly after 

the Interim Action Committee of Chinese Kuomintang was founded, Deng organized a 

“Huangpu Revolutionary Alumni Association,” which consisted of 6,000 students from the 

Huangpu Military Academy.15 After he could enlist some troops, he planned to start a multi-city 

military coup d'etat in the summer of 1931. But tragically, Deng Yanda was arrested in Shanghai 

                                                      
13 Interim Action Committee of Chinese Kuomintang changed its name as The Chinese National Liberation Action 

Committee in 1935 and took its present name in 1947. 
14 Zhang et al eds 2001, 51 
15 The official name of Huangpu Military Academy is Republic of China Military Academy. It is the most famous 

military academy in the 20th century China. Deng Yanda served as the founding President of Huangpu Military 

Academy, Wuhan campus.  Chiang Kai-shek was the founding President of Huangpu Military Academy, 

Guangzhou which was the home campus. Deng established the Huangpu Revolutionary Alumni Association to go 

against the Huangpu Alumini Association which was only loyal to Chiang Kai-shek. 
http://www.huangpu.org.cn/hpyj/201209/t20120921_3112916.html 
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on August 17th, 1931 and was put to death secretly on November 29th the same year. Deng’s 

sudden death was a big hit to the Interim Action Committee of Chinese Kuomintang. Following 

another failure of military action in the Fujian incident, which was joined and supported by the 

Interim Action Committee in 1933 and the rise of anti-Japanese movement, the party gradually 

gave up the idea of military action and turned to a new strategy of working with other democratic 

parties to fight the Japanese invasion. 

        After changing its name as the Chinese National Liberation Action Committee in 1935, it 

devoted attention to activities against Japanese aggression.  The Chinese National Liberation 

Action Committee was one of the most active and important founding groups in the China 

Democratic Political Groups League, the predecessor of the CDL. As mentioned above, the 

China Democratic Political Groups League was an umbrella organization that hosted many 

groups, parties and factions. The Chinese National Liberation Action Committee was the leftist 

party in the organization and had made significant contributions to keep China Democratic 

Political Groups League on the track of serving as a formidable pro-democracy type of political 

force. 

        In the Fourth National Cadre Meeting of Chinese National Liberation Action Committee 

was held in Shanghai in 1947, the party replaced its name with the current one, the Chinese 

Peasants’ and Workers’ Democratic Party. The rational for changing the name was to better 

reflect the political goals of the founding leader Deng Yanda, and to align it more closely with 

the social basis on which the CPWDP relied. Although this meeting reclaimed Deng Yanda’s 

revolutionary spirits, it did not revive his plans for military struggles because the party had 

already given up that dimension of its original mission. This meeting fundamentally changed the 

CPWDP from a radical, communist-type party to a moderate pro-democracy type of party. 
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Jiu San Society  (JSS)  

         During the late Qing dynasty and the successive Republican era, some Chinese were able to 

study overseas at leading colleges and universities. Many returned to China to utilize what they 

had learned to change the country in diverse ways, including spreading the ideas of democracy 

and science. Some people especially intellectuals argued that only democracy and science could 

save China.  And because many people were so obsessed with democracy and science, they 

respectively called democracy as “ Teacher De” (de xiansheng, 德先生) and science as “Teacher 

Sai” (sai xiansheng, 赛先生)16.  The spirit of democracy and science was not destroyed even 

during wartime.  Several renowed scientists, intellectuals and experts in Chongqing often came 

together to hold a “democracy & science colloquium” to discuss current affairs. When the Sino-

Japanese War ended in 1945 and Mao Zedong was visiting Chongqing, some colloquium 

attendees had an opportunity to speak with Mao. The CCP leader encouraged them to turn their 

colloquium into a permanent organization. Following this talk and four months of preparation, 

the Jiu San society was officially established on May 4th, 1946. The meaning of Jiu San was 

“nine” and “three” which was memorable and important because September 3, 1945 was the day 

that Japan signed the Instrument of Surrender. Because Jiu San Society was a small political 

party, its influence was limited. Most of time JSS worked with other democratic parties to 

pressure the KMT government. 

China Zhi Gong Party (CZGP)   

          The China Zhi Gong Party was established in October 1925 in San Francisco. It was the 

only democratic party that was built overseas and where most of the party members were 

                                                      
16 Xiansheng (先生) is often used as a honorific term in Chinese culture. 
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overseas Chinese or people who had foreign connections. What also distinguished the CZGP 

from other parties was that it originated from a secret society which had lasted in China for 

nearly two hundred years. When the Manchu-run Qing dynasty replaced the Han rulers of the 

Ming dynasty in the 17th century, many Han people did not accept the rule of the Manchus. To 

effectively resist the Qing dynasty, a secret society called Tiandihui (Society of the Heaven and 

the Earth, 天地会) emerged with the aim of “opposing the Qing, recovering the Ming” (fanqing 

fuming, 反清复明).17 As the Tiandihui spread through different provinces initially and foreign 

countries later on, it branched off into many groups and had different names. During the 19th 

century, many Chinese migrated to the United States and established a local group of Tiandihui. 

That group was called Hongmen Zhigong Tang (洪门致公堂). Under the leadership of Situ 

Meitang（司徒美堂）, Hongmen Zhigong Tang was the most influential Tiandihui group in 

America. The revolutionary leader Sun Yat-sen was also a member of Hongmen Zhigong 

Tang.18 And it would not be controversial to say that the Xinhai Revolution that ended the rule of 

China’s last dynasty would not have succeeded without the support of Hongmen groups.19 This 

once powerful secret group network became dysfunctional after the Xinhai revolution because 

the group members suddenly achieved their goal of overthrowing the old regime without 

knowing what to do next. 

         To prevent the Hongmen groups in America from collapsing, Situ Meitang worked with 

other leaders to transform the loose organizations into a modern political party. The China Zhi 

                                                      
17 More studies on the secret society of Tiandihui （天地会）, please see Murray and Qin 1994. 
18 Sun joined the Hongmen Zhigong Tang in 1904 and he was promoted as one of the leaders of the group in order 

to enjoy respect. The party leader Situ Meitang was Sun Yat-sen’s private chef and bodyguard when Sun was in the 

United States. 
19 Sun Yat-sen’s revolutionary aim was in line with the goals of Tiandihui and Hongmen groups. They both wanted 

to overthrow the Qing dynasty. Tiandihui and Hongmen provided funding and even soldiers to support anti-Qing 

rebellions and riots. 
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Gong Party was officially established in October 1925 with approximately 400,000 members. 

The old goal of opposing the Qing Dynasty was gone and replaced by a party ideology of 

protecting overseas Chinese and promoting democratic politics in mainland China. However, the 

party could not fully control its party members and thus it adopted a Zhi Gong Party—Zhi Gong 

Tang dual system. To further transform the CZGP into a modern party, the Second National 

Representative Meeting held in Hong Kong in 1931 created an organization rule of “Zhi Gong 

Party leading Zhi Gong Tang.”.  This meant that all party members should prioritize the party 

rather than the secret society. Nonetheless, the party remained shadowed by its secret society 

identity and could not function like a modern political party.  Soon after the meeting, anti-

Japanese activities and Sino-Japanese War started to dominate the party agenda. Again, just as 

the Tiandihui supported the Xinhai revolution, the CZGP also raised funds and trained soldiers to 

support Chinese resistance to Japanese invasion.  

         Despite that the China Zhi Gong Party was the earliest democratic party among the eight, it 

did not achieve the goal of becoming a modern party until May 1947.  Since the Sino-Japanese 

War ended in 1945, the CZGP realized that it needed to completely abandon the secret society 

identity and joined the activities of building democratic politics like other political parties in 

China.  As a result, they reorganized the party and new leadership took office after the Third 

National Representative Meeting in Hong Kong, 1947. The new CZGP was a modern political 

party whose social basis was overseas Chinese.  They had specific policy suggestions to further 

the interest of Chinese diaspora. For example, the party argued that the Chinese government 

should build an agency to handle overseas Chinese affairs, that Chinese government should 

reward those overseas Chinese who return and serve the country, that diaspora remittances 

should be convenient and not charged, and that Chinese government should encourage overseas 
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Chinese to invest in mainland China with benefits and privileges attached. Many of these policy 

recommendations were not adopted by the KMT government, they were enthusiastically 

accepted by the CCP government in the reform era. 

Taiwan Democratic Self-Government League （TDSGL）  

 

          Among the eight democratic parties, the smallest and weakest one is the Taiwan 

Democratic Self-Government League. Even today, the number of its party members is less than 

10,000. The founding of the TDSGL was a result of the famous February 28 Incident in 1947. 

Taiwan became a dependency of the Japanese Empire after Qing Dynasty lost the First Sino-

Japanese War and ceded Taiwan in the Treaty of Shimonoseki in 1895. From 1895 to 1945, 

Taiwanese people were under the Japanese rule. After Japan surrendered in 1945, Taiwan was 

placed under the control of the Republic of China. At the beginning, people in Taiwan imagined 

that the end of Japanese rule would result in a more prosperous, free and autonomous Taiwan. So 

locals were initially eager to welcome the KMT government to govern Taiwan. On the first day 

when KMT officials and army arrived in Taiwan as many as 300,000 Taiwanese citizens warmly 

welcomed their arrivals. Shortly thereafter, however, they found that KMT government was just 

as bad as the Japanese one. For several reasons, the chief executive of Taiwan General Chen Yi

（陈仪） took a very discriminatory attitude toward local people. Politically, the most important 

governmental positions were held by mainland Chinese instead of local Taiwanese which dashed 

their hopes of enjoying autonomous power. The economy was poorly managed because the KMT 

government severely exploited local people and took advantage of Taiwan’s resources to support 

the costly civil war. What Taiwanese people found the least tolerable was probably the KMT’s 

rampant corruption. Japanese rule was severely criticized by Taiwanese people, but nevertheless 
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the government was relatively clean. There was a song to reflect how the KMT government 

turned people’s hope into disappointment.  

            轰炸惊天动地         Bombing shocks the heaven and the earth 

                        光复欢天喜地         Retrocession makes us so happy 

                        接收花天酒地         The take-over is all about women and wine 

                        政治黑天暗地         Dark politics exists everywhere 

                        人民呼天唤地         People are crying for justice20 

 

        Wherever there is oppression there is resistance. Resistance can take different forms. It can 

be everyday forms of resistance21, but sometimes it means direct fight. When Taiwanese’s anger 

toward the KMT government reached to a peak in 1947, anything could become a fuse for 

escalated conflicts. On February 27th, a group of anti-smuggling officers beat up an elderly 

woman Lin Jiangmai （林江迈）who was selling cigarettes, and the bystanders gathered to help 

Lin to fight those officers. When one officer ran away, he gun down a person. This death 

triggered widespread anti-KMT riots on February 28th. To quell rampant riots, Chiang Kai-shek 

sent more troops to Taiwan and many people were killed.22 The February 28 Incident eventually 

ended as people’s rebellion was suppressed, but it also triggered an institutional expression of 

resistance: the establishment of Taiwan Democratic Self-Government League in Hong Kong in 

November 1947. The aim of the TDSGL was very different from the ones of the other seven 

democratic parties. The TDSGL’s policy focus was the liberation and full autonomy of Taiwan. 

         The origins of democratic parties vary from each other. But nevertheless their rise during 

the Republican era made democratic politics an option for Chinese people. Even though neither 

of these eight democratic parties became a ruling party, they had played unique and important 

                                                      
20 Tong 2001, 8 
21 Scott 1987 
22 It’s still unknown the exact number of death up to date. 
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roles in the 1930s and 1940s China. In hindsight, the eight democratic parties in this period 

shared the following features. 

         First, they were built as independent political parties and they were neither allied with the 

KMT nor the CCP. Most of them were established in big cities such as Chongqing and Shanghai, 

which were under the control of the KMT. Even though Chiang Kai-shek privately deplored the 

democratic parties, at times he sought to play the “democratic party card” against the CCP. And 

more importantly, the inclusion of social elites could enhance the legitimacy of the KMT regime. 

Concurrently, the CCP also played the “democratic party card” to oppose the KMT. But 

democratic parities understood that the third way promoted by them was different from the 

KMT’s authoritarian way and the CCP’s communist way. After keeping this on mind, they tried 

to preserve their independence. Even after they decided to cooperate with the CCP to go against 

the KMT, the CCP still could not control them.  

         Second, most of the democratic party leaders were well-known intellectuals or social 

activists. In most cases, political party leaders stem from three origins: politicians, military 

leaders and rich businessmen. That party leadership is dominated by intellectuals, social 

activities and scientists is relatively rare to see. In the case of the Republican China, there were 

both positive and negative effects when party leadership positions were held by intellectuals. On 

the positive side, intellectuals could provide a good analysis of Chinese politics and they could 

use that knowledge to serve the purpose of facilitating the third way in China. What’s more, 

these intellectuals were well-respected and charismatic leaders. Their social influence provided 

them with substantive discursive power. The main downside of it, however, was that they lacked 

sufficient material and especially military resources to back up their political activities in an 

unstable and hostile environment. 
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        Third, the parties were all interested in using media outlets to advocate their policies. Party 

propaganda could use several means: press conferences, newspapers, magazines, books, slogans, 

leaflets, radios and movies. Among these options, the democratic parties’ favorite one was 

newspapers. The democratic parties used newspapers to do several things. First, they used them 

to advertise important events of parties.  Second, they used them to express their political, 

economic and social concerns.  Third, they used them to educate ordinary people by introducing, 

discussing and spreading the ideas of democratic politics. For example, the CDL not only wrote 

articles or commentaries on commercial newspapers but also founded their own newspapers or 

magazines. The Guangming Daily (光明日报) published by the CDL was founded in 1949 and it 

was generally regarded as the most influential newspaper among intellectuals, scientists, 

professionals and experts. This tradition of emphasizing newspapers as a core communication 

channel lasts to the present. 

        Fourth, the democratic parties shared both similarities and differences in terms of policy 

focus (see the Table 2.1). As supporters of the third way, all of the democratic parties advocated 

the necessity of guaranteeing people’s basic political and civil rights such as freedom of speech, 

religion, association and press. They all believed that a legitimate government should be formed 

via free and competitive elections. Most of them were explicitly opposed to crony business, but 

some preferred a market economy while others preferred a planned economy. With respect to 

land reform, some democratic parties supported radical land reform but others advocate the 

strategy of incremental and modest reform. All eight democratic parties emphasized the 

importance of education, but only half of them advocated the universal free education.  

Contradictory stances among the different parties were also evident in the issues of gender 

equality and judicial independence. 
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Table 2.1 Policy Focuses of the Democratic Parties before 1949 

 

Policy/Party CDL RCCK CDNCA CAPD CPWDP CZGP JSS TDSGL 

Military 

struggle ✖ ✔ ✖ ✖ ✔ ✖ ✖ ✖ 

Against crony 

capitalism ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✖ 

Ethnic 

equality ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✖ ✔ ✖ ✔ 

Gender 

equality ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✖ ✖ ✖ ✔ 

Elections ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 

Civilian 

control of the 

military 
✔ ✖ ✔ ✔ ✖ ✔ ✔ ✖ 

Planned 

Economy ✖ ✖ ✖ ✔ ✔ ✖ ✖ ✖ 

Free education ✖ ✖ ✖ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✖ ✔ 

Freedom of 

religion, 

speech, 

association 

and press 

✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 

Land reform ✖ ✔ ✖ ✔ ✔ ✖ ✖ ✔ 

Judicial 

Independence ✔ ✔ ✔ ✖ ✖ ✖ ✖ ✔ 

Overseas 

Chinese 

Benefits 
✖ ✔ ✔ ✖ ✔ ✔ ✖ ✖ 

 

Source: made by author. ✔ denotes that a given party explicitly supports a policy. ✖ denotes 

that a party is against a policy or does not introduce its policy stance. 

 

          The relationship between the CCP and the democratic parties during the Republican era 

was complicated. Due to ideological conflicts, the parties did not trust one another. In fact, some 

democratic party leaders like Deng Yanda were very critical of the rebellions and riots led by the 

CCP.  Given that some democratic parties originated from the ruling KMT, the CCP sometimes 
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had troubles understanding their activities.  For example, the communists were confused about 

whether these parties were to promote democracy, or to engage with factional struggles. More 

importantly, some CCP members were killed by the leftist factions of the KMT. The 

misunderstanding between the democratic parties and the CCP was gradually reduced during the 

Sino-Japanese War period when they worked together to resist Japan’s invasion. But the political 

opportunity that really pushed the CCP and the democratic parties together emerged after the 

Second World War. A strong voice of preventing another civil war and building democratic 

politics forced the ruling KMT to hold political negotiations and conferences with the CCP and 

the democratic parties. When the civil war eventually erupted it just ruined the democratic 

parties’ efforts to participate in democratic politics, which consequently pushed the democratic 

parties to the CCP side. As the democratic parties had already became a formidable political 

force in China, working with them would benefit the CCP in every aspect. This cooperation 

relationship became evident when major democratic parties enthusiastically responded to the 

“May 1st  ” Call (“五一”号召) in 1948. And when the CCP invited the democratic party 

leaders to the “liberated area” (regions controlled by the CCP) to negotiate for the opening of 

new political consultative conference (xin zhengxie huiyi, 新政协会议 ) in late 1948 and 

democratic party leaders accepted the invitation, it was clear that the democratic parties were 

ready to welcome a new regime led by the CCP instead of the KMT.  

A Roller-Coaster Ride: The Democratic Parties and the New China,1949-1979 

 

         The opening of a new political consultative conference (formal title is “Chinese People’s 

Political Consultative Conference”, CPPCC) needed to first solve a question of who should be 

included. In other words, how should seats be distributed between the CCP and non-CCP 

political groups? Since Mao Zedong was in favor of building a coalition government instead of a 
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single-party one, it had distributed more than half of the 662 seats to non-CCP groups and 

organizations  (Figure 2.2)23. On the surface, the CCP only had 44% of the total seats and the 

lack of majority seats could pose a problem for the CCP’s rule. But in practice, this was not a 

problem at all since the CCP had just won the civil war and enjoyed widespread legitimacy for 

ruling China. No other organizations or groups intended to challenge the CCP’s rule. Even some 

of non-CCP organizations wanted to challenge the CCP, the difficulty of building a strong 

coalition with a majority of seats was beyond imagination. 

Figure 2. 2  Seat Distribution in the First CPPCC, 194924 

 

Source: Chang 2008. 

 

        What was interesting to note was that the democratic parties were not assigned equal 

amount of seats (Figure 2.3). To a certain degree, it implied that the political significance of each 

democratic party varied from one to another. The parties that received more seats were perceived 

as being more important than the parties with fewer seats in the CCP’s eyes. I categorize them 

into three tiers. The first tier was CDL and RCCK. They were both given 16 seats, equal to the 

                                                      
23  New Chinese People Political Consultative Conference consisted five types of representatives to fill 662 seats: 

party representatives, regional representatives, military representatives, group representatives and special guest 

representatives. 
24  The category of democratic parties includes other parties in addition to the eight democratic parties under study 

in this dissertation. 
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CCP’s seat arrangement. The CDL had made tremendous contributions to the CCP’s revolution 

by challenging the legitimacy of the KMT rule. By contrast, the RCCK’s main contribution was 

to persuade KMT military personnel to rebel or surrender to the CCP during the civil war. They 

both contributed significantly to the victory of the CCP. In other words, they were of equal 

importance to the CCP. Another implication of giving 16 seats to the CDL and the RCCK, 

respectively, was that the CCP wanted to create an equal relationship (at least superficially) 

between the CCP and major democratic parties since the CCP also got 16 seats. The second tier 

consisted of three political parties: the CDNCA, the CPWDP and the CAPD. These parties were 

relatively small in size and their political and social influences could not be compared to those of 

the CDL and the RCCK. The third tier included the JSS, the CZGP and the TDSGL. They were 

the weakest among the eight democratic parties and their policy focuses were relatively narrow.25 

Figure 2.3 Seat Distribution Among the Democratic Parties and CCP in the First CPPCC (per 

seat) 

 
Source: made by author 

                                                      
25 The ranking of democratic parties has changed a little bit. As of today, the first tier should be the CDL, the RCCK 

and the CDNCA. The second tier is the CAPD, the JSS and the CPWDP. The third tier is the CZGP and theTDSGL. 
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          In addition to distributing many seats to the democratic parties in the CPPCC, the 

democratic parties were given many administrative posts in the central and local governments. 

Take the central government as an example (Table 2.2). The chairman of the central government 

was the communist leader Mao Zedong and two vice chairmen from the non-communist parties 

were Li Jishen, the head of the RCCK and Zhang Lan, the leader of the CDL. If we take into 

account another non-communist vice chairman Song Qingling, the vice chairman number of the 

CCP and non-CCP were actually equal. Again, this was an intentional arrangement to 

demonstrate the importance of the democratic parties and the integrity of the coalition 

government. Meanwhile, 11 democratic party members were appointed as ministers in the 

Government Administration Council who were charged with areas such as education, 

transportation, light industry, agriculture, health, water resources, justice, overseas Chinese, 

press, etc. The chief justice of the new government also came from a democratic party. 

Table 2.2  The Distribution of Administrative Positions in the Coalition Government 

Government Positions CCP Democratic Parties 

Chairman and vice-Chairman 4 2 

The Central Government Members 29 20 

Premier and vice-premiers 3 1 

Government Administration Council26 Members 6 9 

Ministers 20 11 

 

Source: Chang 2008. 

 

                                                      
26 Government Administration Council of the Central People's Government was the highest implementation agency 

of state affairs which existed between October 21 1949 and September 27 1954. It was replaced by the State Council 

of the People's Republic of China. 
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        In light of these political arrangements in the new regime, no one would doubt that it was a 

genuine democratic coalition government. In fact, some CCP members had complaints about 

providing democratic parties with so many important offices. One famous saying that reflected 

anti-democratic parties sentiment within the CCP was that “joining the revolution late is better 

than joining early, but not joining is even better than joining late” (zaogeming buru wangeming, 

wangeming buru bugeming,早革命不如晚革命，晚革命不如不革命).27 This saying implies 

that from the CCP’s perspective, the democratic parties were big winners of the coalition 

government.  

         The democratic parties had done many things to prove their value, even though some CCP 

members did not really welcome democratic parties in the new government. From 1950 to 1952, 

the democratic parties worked actively to support the CCP to combat in the Korean War, to 

promote land reform, to enact Chinese constitution, to implement the “three transformations”28 

and to launch several campaigns such as repression of counter-revolution, “three against”29 and 

“five against” and thought reform of intellectuals. The opening of the first National People’s 

Congress in 1954, should have terminated the existence of the CPPCC since the former had took 

over the latter’s original legislative role. But instead, the CPPCC continued to exist with new 

functions as the organization of the United Front (tongyi zhanxian, 统一战线). As a consequence, 

the democratic parties had increased their political influence in Chinese politics. Yet, their 

growth in political clout also came with a price. The democratic parties in this period of time had 

held national congresses to modify their platforms and policy focuses. They all made it clear in 

                                                      
27Chang 2008 
28 The “three transformations” refers to the socialist transformation of agriculture, handicraft and capitalism 

business. 
29 “Three againsts” are against corruption, waste and bureaucracy. “Five againsts” are against bribery, theft of state 

property, tax evasion, cheating on government contracts and stealing state economic information. 
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their charters that the democratic parties accepted the leadership of Chinese Communist Party. In 

addition, because they received public funding, the democratic parties started to be dependent on 

the government. 

         The year 1956 was a critical one for both the CCP and the democratic parties. To the 

former, the completion of  the “three major transformations” (sanda gaizao,三大改造) helped 

China establish socialist institutions30  by 1956.  In other words, China started to become a 

socialist country in 1956. This change also had significant implications for the democratic parties. 

Mao announced in April 1956 that the ordering principle of the relationship between the CCP 

and the democratic parties was “long-term coexistence and mutual supervision” (changqi 

gongcun, huxiang jiandu, 长期共存，互相监督). This principle was meant to protect the 

democratic parties’ interests and political influence. However, it also emboldened these parties in 

the following “Hundred Flowers Campaign,” which marked the fall of the democratic parties in 

the 1950s and 1960s. Regarding the negative consequence of the Hundred Flowers Campaign, 

James Townsend(1970) argued that “Non-party intellectuals suffered heavy blows through 

reform campaigns and changes in the educational structure; their surviving political ambitions 

were smashed in the Hundred Flowers Campaign of 1957.” The timing of being attacked by the 

CCP in 1957 was interesting because the democratic parties not only enjoyed a stronger political 

and social influence, but also a sharp increase in party memberships from1950 to 1956. It was 

estimated that the democratic parties expanded gradually during the 1951-1956 period to a total 

membership nearing 100,000—which was greater than the parties had had in the late 1940s.31  

                                                      
30 Socialist institutions include co-operatives in rural areas and state-own-enterprises in cities. 
31 The data is from Seymour 1987, 42 
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These democratic parties reached to their peak of development in 1956 and 1957, but the Anti-

Rightist Movement soon shocked them in a horrible way. 

         The notorious Anti-Rightist Movement was a political reaction to the Hundred Flowers 

Campaign that had promoted pluralism of expression and criticism of the government.32 Mao 

took these criticisms seriously because some political comments and criticism were viewed by 

him as a direct attack on socialism and the CCP’s leadership. To counter-attack their dangerous 

criticism, Mao purged hundreds of thousands of people in the CCP and the democratic parties. 

After Mao’s death, many of the convictions were revoked in 1979 and 1980.33 The negative 

effects of Anti-Rightist Movement on the democratic parties were threefold. Firstly, it cultivated 

distrust between the CCP and the democratic parties. Before the movement, the CCP trusted the 

democratic parties as loyal allies and the democratic parties believed that their sincere criticism 

was gracefully tolerated by the CCP. But the purge of half a million people significantly 

undermined this political trust. Secondly, the movement weakened the democratic parties in 

diverse ways. For example, 13% of the CAPD members were purged and 800 party members 

were expelled from the party. Big democratic parties like the CDL suffered even more than the 

small-size party CAPD. The CDL leadership became split and the whole organization was 

divided. Thirdly, the movement created a crisis of trust within the democratic parties themselves. 

Everybody felt unsafe and refused to express their true thoughts in the highly tense political 

environment. 

        If the Anti-Rightist Movement was a big challenge to the democratic parties, then the 

Cultural Revolution was an even heavier blow to them. On August 24, 1966, some Red Guards 

commanded all central committees of the democratic parties to disband themselves within 72 

                                                      
32 For a detailed account of Hundred Flowers Campaign and Anti-Rightist Movement, see MacFarquhar 1960 
33 By May 1980, 550,000 rightists were revoked. However, less than a hundred were not, including five top rightists  

Zhang Bojun, Luo Longji, Chu Anping,  Peng Wenying and Chen Renbing. 
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hours. After the democratic parties obeyed to do so, their nightmare did not end. Some 

democratic party leaders were beaten to death or paralyzed. Others were imprisoned or under 

investigation. Their work places were occupied by Red Guards as well. Only a few democratic 

party leaders were protected due to the intervention of Premier Zhou Enlai (周恩来), most of 

them had a difficult time during the Cultural Revolution. The end of the Cultural Revolution in 

1976 provided an opportunity for the rebirth of the democratic parties. In October 1977, the CCP 

officially announced that the democratic parties were allowed to operate again. The opening of 

the Third Plenary Session of the 11th Central Committee of Chinese Communist Party in 1978 

was a historical turning point in contemporary Chinese history. In light of the rise of Deng 

Xiaoping in the CCP leadership, this session made a decision to adopt “reform and opening up” 

policy and completely abandoned class struggle. Encouraged by the CCP, the democratic parties 

took many measures to rebuild their organizations and activities. 

“The Shawshank Redemption”：The Transformation of the Democratic Parties in Reform China 

 

        A big question explored in the movie, “Shawshank Redemption,” is how people situate 

themselves in the outside world after being institutionalized in prisons for an extended period. If 

a prisoner is imprisoned for decades, he may feel more comfortable living in a prison rather than 

being released to live freely outside of a prison. This is the power of being institutionalized. The 

democratic parties faced a similar “Shawshank Redemption” problem after a decade of the 

Cultural Revolution. They needed to adapt to a new environment after a roller-coaster ride 

experience in Chinese politics in the previous three decades. 

         Two main tasks needed to be addressed by the democratic parties in the 1980s: how to 

rebuild themselves and what roles should they play in China. After being paralyzed for over ten 

years, the democratic parties found themselves with fewer members and dysfunctional 



 64 

organizations. Hence, they started to recruit new party members and rebuild their central 

committees and local branches. In this race, they all made much progress in terms of party 

membership development, but some democratic parties had grown faster than other parties. For 

example, the CDL’s membership had increased from around 23,000 in 1979 to 99,000 in 1989. 

By contrast, the number of CDNCA’s party members was around 52,000 in 1990, a big increase 

compared to the 18,399 members in 1979. But the gap between the CDNCA and the CDL had 

become even larger. When most democratic parties had “new blood,” they held several national 

congresses in the 1980s to promote these young party members to the central committees. By 

doing so, the aged leadership of the democratic parties (most of the democratic party leaders 

were above 75 years old by then) could have promising successors. By 1992, most of the 

democratic parties were led by relative young leaders. 

          After recovering their organizations from the nightmare of the Cultural Revolution, the 

democratic parties also understood that they were not as powerful as they had been in the middle 

of the 1950s when their party members occupied many important positions in the coalition 

government. For example, despite that some members of the democratic parties still held 

positions in the National People’s Congress, Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference, 

the Central Government and regional governmental agencies in the 1980s and 1990s, they were 

only allowed to hold non-leading(fuzhi, 副职) posts such as vice governors, vice mayors and 

deputy directors. When rethinking of their roles in the reform era China, a major breakthrough 

the democratic parties had made was to conduct field research and report their findings to 

governments. In previous years, the democratic parties were good at introducing western theories 

and rules but they did not have many chances to do field research in China.  Most of their policy 

suggestions revolved around political problems. But in the 1980s, their priority was shifted from 
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political to social and economic issues. This shift in policy focus underlines the transformation of 

the democratic parties. In short, they were interested in how to make the coalition government 

more democratic in the 1950s. The democratic parties were political representatives of social 

interests and what they did in the 1950s was to further the interests of a given social group 

represented by them. This implies that the democratic parties were “parties in society.” But since 

1979 they have devoted their attention to the problems of how to promote economic 

development and increase social welfare which was the main task for the CCP government. The 

democratic parties still represented some social groups but they were more interested in assisting 

the CCP to solve economic and social problems from a governmental perspective. In this case, 

the democratic parties had moved closer to the state and became cartelized. It meant that the 

democratic parties were “ parties in government.”  This transformation was well received by the 

CCP, and in 1989 the CCP officially defined democratic parties as “participating parties” 

(canzhengdang,参政党 ). Entering the 21st century, the democratic parties have reached to 

another peak of development. One landmark event is the appointment of current CZGP chairman 

Wan Gang(万钢) serving as Minister of Science and Technology in the State Council of PRC. 

The leaders of thedemocratic parties used to serve ministers in the 1950s. But since a non-

communist party member Fu Zuoyi(傅作义) died as the Minister of Water Resources and 

Electricity in 1974, no democratic party members were appointed as ministers in the central 

government until 2007. After Wan Gang was appointed as Science and Technology Minister, 

another democratic party leader Chen Zhu (陈竺)was appointed as Minister of Health.34 The next 

section will introduce the development of the democratic parties today by discussing their 

membership, organization structures and activities. 

                                                      
34 When Chen Zhu was appointed as the Health Minister, he had no party affiliation. He joined CPWDP in 2012. 



 66 

The Democratic Parties Today: Membership, Organization and Activities 

          The democratic parties today are officially defined as “socialist participating parties with 

Chinese characteristics” that work closely with the Chinese Communist Party. 35  The total 

number of the democratic party members have reached above one million and they come from 

30 provinces except Tibet (see the Table 2.3). Each democratic party has its unique social 

linkage, or “territory” of member recruitment. For example, the CDNCA recruits new members 

primarily from private entrepreneurs, management personnel and economic scholars, etc. The 

RCCK is interested in people who have connections with the KMT or Taiwan. In most cases, 

different parties do not “fight” each other to attract new members. But in recent years, most 

democratic parties hope to recruit “new blood” from colleges, universities and research 

institutions. In this case, competition is inevitable among eight democratic parties. 

Table 2.3  Basic Information of Eight Democratic Parties Today 

Political Party Number of Party 

Committees 

Party Members Compositions 

Revolutionary 

Committee of the 

Chinese 

Kuomintang 

30 provincial 

committees, 267 

city committee and 

52 county 

committee 

101,865 

(By 06/12) 

People who have 

connections with 

former KMT-Left 

wing, intellectuals 

and legal scholars 

China Democratic 

League 

30 provincial 

committees and 411 

city and county 

committees. 

274,000 

 (By 06/16) 

Intellectuals from 

education, culture 

and 

science&technology 

China Democratic 

National 

Construction 

Association 

30 provincial 

committees 

140,000 

（By 07/08） 

Economics scholars, 

private 

entrepreneurs and 

management 

personnel 

China Association 

for Promoting 

Democracy 

29 provincial 

committees，326 

city committees and 

7,484 grassroots 

145,000 

（By 12/14） 

Intellectuals from 

education, culture 

and press 

                                                      
35 http://www.bjqx.org.cn/qxweb/n183173c637.aspx 
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units 

Chinese Peasants' 

and Workers' 

Democratic Party 

30 provincial 

committees 

144,000 

（By 07/14） 

Intellectuals from 

medical and health, 

population resource, 
ecological 

environment 

China Zhi Gong 

Party 

21 provincial 

committees 

43,000 

（By 12/13） 

Returned overseas,  

overseas Chinese, 

people who have 

studied overseas or 

have foreign 

connections. 

Jiu San Society 30 provincial 

committees, 276 

city committees, 28 

county committees 

and 6,007 grassroots 

units.  

149,797 

(By 12/14) 

Intellectuals and 

scientists from 

science & 

technology 

Taiwan Democratic 

Self-Government 

League 

19 provincial 

committees 

3000 

(By 01/14) 

Intellectuals who 

have connections 

with Taiwan or once 

born, live in Taiwan 

Sources: from the official websites of eight democratic parties.  http://www.taimeng.org.cn/; 
http://www.dem-league.org.cn/Default.aspx; http://www.mj.org.cn/ 
http://cndca.gov.cn/mjzysj/mjzysj_index/index.html:http://www.minge.gov.cn/mgzy/indexnew.

shtml; http://www.93.gov.cn/; http://www.chinazhigongparty.org.cn/ 
http://www.ngd.org.cn/index.htm 

        Applying to be a democratic party member is not easy.  Normally it takes around one year 

to finish the application process and become a party member. First of all, applicants can not be 

enrolled in any other parties especially the ruling CCP. Secondly, applicants must have 

accomplished something in their fields. For instance, a bachelor degree is the baseline in the 

education criterion. As more and more Chinese receive higher education, many applicants of the 

democratic parties have masters or even doctoral degrees. Third, the application procedure is 

very time-consuming and complex (see the Figure 2.4). There will be an investigation period 

during which a democratic party member will introduce their parties’ history and roles to the 

application and test his willingness and ability to join the party and participate in politics. The 
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investigation period ranges from several months to a year depending on the application’s 

capability and the democratic parties’ willingness. After applications become candidates, the 

procedure will be accelerated. At least two members’ recommendations are needed and different 

levels of party organization must approve applications. In most cases, if a local committee 

approves it already, the upper level committees will support and approve it as well. What is 

important to note is that in the application process the organization department of the CCP will 

be part of the decision-making process. It means that the CCP can have a say in terms of whether 

a democratic party should accept a new applicant. But in practice, the CCP tends to constrain 

itself from interfering despite the fact that it has the power to do so.   

Figure 2. 4 Application Procedure of Joining A Democratic Party in China 

 

        Sources: made by the author. 
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         China’s democratic parties cannot recruit members from workers, soldiers and students. In 

addition, they do not establish local branches in small cities/towns and rural areas. The table 

below shows that costal provinces and cities are home to a large number of democratic party 

members. In particular, Liaoning province has the most democratic party members in the 

Northeast region. Beijing, Shanghai and Guangdong are among the top three provinces/cities in 

terms of hosting democratic party members in the costal areas. In the Western part of China, 

Sichuan has attracted more democratic party members than any other provinces/cities. 

Table 2.4 Party Member Statistics in Each Province   (unit: 10000) 

 
 CDL RCCK CAPD CDNCA JSS CZGP CPWDP TDSGL 

Beijing 
0.98 

（05/12） 

0.43 

(07/12) 

0.76

（12/14） 

0.87

（03/16） 

0.83

（12/14） 

0.29 

（12/16） 

0.52 

（12/12） 
N/A 

Shanghai 
1.6 

（11/13） 

0.58 

(10/14) 

1 

（01/17） 

1.26 

(11/15) 

1 

(12/10) 
N/A 

0.82 

(12/12) 

0.03 

(12/11) 

Tianjin 
0.46 

（n/a） 
N/A 

0.41 

(12/14) 

0.3 

（12/12） 

0.3 

(12/06) 

0.03 

（12/07） 

0.28 

（08/12） 

0.01 

(06/12) 

Chongqing 
0.69 

(12/15) 

0.39 

(12/12) 

0.39 

(12/14) 
N/A 

0.37 

(12/14) 

0.1 

（04/12） 

0.42 

(12/15) 

0.007 

（03/16） 

Heilongjian
g 

0.27 

（12/87） 

0.38 

（12/15） 

0.3 

（12/02） 

0.66 

(12/14) 
N/A N/A 

0.28 

(03/12) 
N/A 

Liaoning N/A N/A 
1.16 

(12/14) 

1.02 

(12/14) 
N/A 

0.33 

(06/16) 
N/A N/A 

Jilin 
0.88 

（04/14） 

0.26 

(01/08) 

0.5 

（12/16） 

0.47 

(06/14) 

0.5 

(12/12) 
N/A 

0.3 

(12/13) 
N/A 

Hebei 
0.8 

（12/16） 
N/A 

0.54 

(12/14) 
N/A 

0.4 

（06/12） 
N/A 

0.32 

(12/11) 
N/A 

Shandong 
1.1 

(12/15) 
N/A N/A 

0.7 

(12/15) 

0.7 

（12/14） 

0.18 

(04/12) 
N/A N/A 

Jiangsu 
1.54 

(12/13) 

0.5 

（05/12） 

1.1 

（12/13） 
N/A 

0.69 

(12/16) 

0.3 

（12/14） 

1.1 

(06/15) 
N/A 

Zhejiang 
0.7 

(12/03) 

0.54 

（03/09） 

0.94 

（12/15） 
N/A 

1.1 

(12/15) 

0.18 

（12/12） 

0.93 

(10/15) 

N/A 

N/A 

Fujian 
1 

(12/12) 
N/A 

0.4 

(12/14) 

0.6 

(05/12) 

0.43  

(12/16) 

0.5 

(12/15) 
N/A N/A 

Guangdong 
1.5 

(06/12) 

0.53 

（12/12） 

0.91 

（12/15） 

0.7 

（12/11） 
N/A 

0.6 

（12/15） 
N/A N/A 

Henan N/A N/A 
0.36 

（12/14） 

0.36 

（12/06） 

0.6 

(12/14) 
N/A N/A N/A 

Anhui N/A N/A 
0.35 

(12/12) 
N/A N/A 

0.2 

(06/16) 
N/A N/A 

Jiangxi 
0.72 

(12/14) 
N/A 

0.36 

（12/14） 
N/A N/A N/A 

0.48 

(12/14) 
N/A 
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Hunan 
1 

(12/15) 
N/A 

0.5 

（07/15） 
N/A 

0.6 

(12/15) 

0.27 

(02/14) 
N/A N/A 

Hubei N/A 
0.37 

（12/15） 

0.47 

(12/15) 

0.63 

(12/15) 
N/A 

0.13 

(05/12) 
N/A N/A 

Shanxi 
0.64 

(12/07) 
N/A 

0.43 

(12/11) 

0.3 

(12/07) 
N/A N/A N/A N/A 

Shaanxi 
1 

(12/13) 
N/A 

0.5 

(08/13) 
N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 

Gansu 
0.85 

(12/16) 

0.28 

（06/12） 

0.33

（12/14） 

0.3 

（12/16） 
N/A N/A 

0.27 

（10/16） 
N/A 

Qinghai 
0.17 

(12/12) 
N/A N/A 

0.1 

(12/14) 

0.12 

(12/10) 
N/A N/A N/A 

Sichuan 
1.2 

(12/08) 

0.8 

(06/14) 

0.59 

（12/14） 

0.9 

(06/15) 

0.82 

（12/13） 

0.16 

（12/12） 

0.57 

(12/07) 
N/A 

Guizhou N/A 
0.23 

(12/12) 

0.33 

(12/14) 
N/A N/A N/A 

0.26 

（12/14） 
N/A 

Xinjiang 
0.17 

(08/16) 
N/A 

0.08 

（12/08） 

0.06 

（12/14） 
N/A N/A N/A N/A 

Hainan 
0.3 

(12/16) 
N/A 

0.18 

(12/14) 
N/A N/A N/A 

0.13 

(12/12) 

0.02 

(01/11) 

Inner 

mongolia 
N/A 

0.15 

(10/14) 

0.15 

(12/14) 
N/A N/A N/A 

0.13 

（03/04） 
N/A 

Yunnan 
0.82 

(12/13) 

0.27 

（12/10） 

0.26 

（07/06） 
N/A 

0.42 

（12/15） 

0.2 

(12/14) 

0.4 

（12/15） 

0.005 

(06/12) 

Ningxia 
0.16 

（12/08） 
N/A 

0.13 

(12/15) 
N/A 

0.09 

（11/15） 
N/A N/A N/A 

Guangxi 
0.48 

（05/12） 

0.24 

(12/06) 

0.36 

(12/15) 
N/A N/A 

0.35 

(12/13) 
N/A N/A 

 

Source: made by author. The data comes from official websites of each democratic party. N/A 

means “no data” . 

 

 

        These parties in China share some features of Leninist parties. For example, all eight 

democratic parties uphold the organization principle of democratic centralism. And they share 

the similar organizational structure. Below presents the organization structure of the CDNCA 

(Figure 2.5). The CDNCA’s national congress which holds every five years elects a central 

committee of the party. Currently, the central committee has 213 members. Then, the central 

committee will elect a standing committee consisting of 40 members. A leadership group will 

emerge from the standing committee which includes a chairman, a deputy chairman and nine 

vice chairmen. The standing committee of the CDNCA’s central committee manages several 

departments and specific working committees. As of today, it has 6 departments and 12 working 
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committees. Because China’s administrative structure has four levels: central government, 

provincial-level governments, city-level governments and county-level governments, most 

democratic parties have established their provincial, city and county committees. The lowest-

level organization of the democratic parties is called branches (zhibu, 支部). A branch can be set 

in a university, a company, or any other type of grassroots-level organization. 

Figure 2.5 The Organization Structure of The CDNCA 

 

Source: CDNCA website http://www.cndca.org.cn/mjzy/mjgk/zzjg/jgsz/index.html 

 

 

       With the increase of membership and the strengthening of organizations, the democratic 

parties today can do many things to serve the regime. To summarize, I divide their activities into 



 72 

two groups: activities of the democratic parties’ central organizations and activities of the 

democratic parties’ regional and local organizations. With respect to the central organizations of 

democratic parties, they are known for three types of activity: political consultation, field 

research and civil service jobs.  

Table 2. 5  Major Political Consultation Practices, 1990-2006 

 
Name Description Frequency 

Consultation 

meeting(xieshanghui,协商

会) 

CCP leaders and democratic 

party leaders discuss major 

policies and long-term 

plans, suggest candidates 

for national leadership 

230 times.  74 meetings are 

hosted by CPC Central 

Committee General 

Secretary. 

Symposium (zuotanhui, 座

谈会) 

CCP leaders and democratic 

party leaders hold formal 

meetings to discuss specific 

matters or issues  

Briefing meeting 

(tongbaohui, 通报会) 

CCP briefs important 

matters, collect policy 

suggestions from 

democratic parties  

Heart-to-heart talk (tanxin,

谈心) 

CCP leaders invite 

democratic party leaders to 

exchange views and 

thoughts in an informal way 

Unknown 

Written advice(shumian 

jianyi,书面建议) 

Democratic party leaders 

write letters to express 

opinions or provide 

suggestions 

200 

 

Source: made by author. Data comes from The White Paper of China’s Party System, published 

by the News Office of State Council, 2007 

http://www.scio.gov.cn/zfbps/ndhf/2007/Document/307872/307872_1.htm 

 

           Political consultation can take several forms (see Table 2.5). In most cases, it means that 

CCP leaders invite leaders from the democratic parties to jointly discuss important issues in a 

formal or informal way. These issues range from five-year plans, national leadership change to 

economic conditions and national security, etc. There are two main reasons why political 



 73 

consultation can take place between the CCP and the democratic parties. The first one is that 

democratic parties’ expertise can complement the CCP’s decision-making. Many ordinary 

members of the democratic parties are social elites, not to mention their party leaders. Thus, the 

CCP leaders tend to take the comments, suggestions and feedbacks from the democratic party 

leaders carefully. The second reason is more strategic. The CCP strategically informs the 

controversial or difficult problems or issues to the democratic parties to “test the waters.”36 If the 

CCP finds that even democratic parties and other non-CCP organizations or groups cannot reach 

consensus, then the CCP will consider not discussing the matters within the party. But if the 

issues are well received by non-CCP circles, then the CCP will be more confident about the 

acceptance of issues within the party.  

         In order to provide scientific advice to the CCP leadership, the daily activities of the 

democratic party leaders are dominated by field research and meetings. But they do not conduct 

field research randomly. One way to understand where they conduct most of their field research 

and why they do so is to conduct a text analysis. The democratic parties all have official websites 

where they report the main activities of the central committees and provincial committees 

regularly. These news reports of activities are called “important news.” Based on a text analysis 

of the democratic parties’ important news consisting of 19,155 pieces of information from 2003-

2017, I make a map to show the distributions of their activities (Figure 2.6). The darker a 

province’s color is; the more activities of the democratic parties’ central organizations have 

conducted there. It shows that Beijing, Sichuan, Chongqing, Guangdong and Jiangsu are the top 

                                                      
36 The best example to illustrate this strategy is the discussion of “Practice is the sole criterion for testing truth”. 

Deng Xiaoping and other progressive leaders were against the “Two Whatevers” doctrine supported by Mao’s 

successor Hua Guofeng in 1978. But they could not publically criticize “Two Whatevers” in CCP’s official 

newspaper “People’s Daily”. Instead, they published the criticism article “Practice is the sole criterion for testing 

truth” in democratic parties’ newspaper “Guangming Daily”. After the publication of the article, it received huge 

social and political attention and created tremendous pressure for Hua Guofeng. In the end, CCP abandoned the 

“Two Whatevers” doctrine. 
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five destinations of the democratic parties’ field research and meetings. This is an interesting 

finding since Sichuan and Chongqing’s economy lag behind Guangdong and Jiangsu, but they 

have attracted more attention from the democratic parties. A plausible explanation is that 

Sichuan suffered from a devastating earthquake in 2008, so democratic parties go there to 

analyze how to rebuild the earthquake-stricken areas. In addition, poverty-relief is one of several 

policy focuses of the democratic parties and Sichuan has nearly a hundred poor counties, so it 

matches democratic parties’ goals when doing field research in Sichuan. 

Figure 2.6 The Activity Distribution of the Democratic Parties’ Central Organizations 

 
Source: made by author 

 

 

          The third type of activity is that democratic party leaders take civil service jobs in the 

central and provincial governments, National People’s Political Consultative Conference, 

National People’s Congress, the Supreme People’s Court and the Supreme People’s 
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Procuratorate. Since the democratic parties are provided with a large number of governmental 

positions, it’s very hard to summarize them all. To make it easy, table 2.6 provides a list of the 

CDNCA standing committee members who take a governmental position. What is important to 

note is that democratic party members can be appointed as ministers again after being denied this 

privilege for more than 30 years. For example, the CZGP chairman Wan Gan was appointed as 

Minister of Science and Technology in 2007. No matter serving as ministers or vice ministers, 

they have substantive power to exert just like their CCP counterparts. 

Table 2.6 A List of CDNCA Standing Committee Members Taking Civil Service Jobs (2013-

2016) 

Governmental Agency Number of Civil Service 

Jobs 

Notes 

State Council 3 Vice minister of 

supervision,  vice minister 

of Environmental Protection 

and vice auditor general of 

National Audit Office 

Provincial Government 5 Vice governors of Hebei, 

Heilongjiang, Sichuan, 

Yunnan and Qinghai 

Chinese People’s Political 

Consultative Conference 

80 One chairman, fifteen 

standing committee 

members and 64 members 

of NPPCC. 

National People’s Congress 68 One vice chairman, two 

standing committee 

members and 65 

representatives of NPC. 

The Supreme People’s 

Procuratorate 

1 Deputy Attorney General 

 

Source: From the CDNCA official website. 

 

        The activities of the democratic party’s local organizations are quite similar to those of their 

central agencies. For example, local party members also take civil service jobs and work for 
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local governments. But local organizations also do something different. A major function that 

local organizations play is to report social conditions and public opinion (fanying sheqing minyi, 

反应社情民意). In practice, local CPPCCs ask democratic parties’ local organizations to collect 

information and provide suggestions concerning the implementation of national policies and the 

general problems that attract widespread social attention at the grassroots level. The societally-

gathered information and policy prescriptions will be shared with the CCP and governments 

through specific channels in order to help governments respond quickly and scientifically.  

Chapter Four further elaborates on how this activity of information collection has contributed to 

the CCP’s authoritarian rule. 

         The democratic party’s activities are financially supported by state. For example, the CDL 

central committee’s activities are funded by the Ministry of Finance; its provincial committees 

are supported by provincial-level fiscal allocations. But the financial support for each democratic 

party at different administrative levels can vary considerably. For example, the provincial 

committee of the TDSGL received 3,080,000 RMB (US$446,642), but the counterpart of  the 

CDL received 9,190,000 RMB (US$1,332,700) from the Chongqing municipal government.37 

They do not receive the same amount of financial assistance due to many reasons. But a major 

reason is that their contributions are different. So the existence of financial competition can 

encourage the democratic parties to improve their performance.  

 

The Institutional Change of Party Politics in China 

 

         The idea of a party system is a key element in understanding a country’s politics (Pettitt 

2014, 22). A party system will exist if there is a political party or more than one party. But the 

                                                      
37 Some ad hoc funding of provincial committees of democratic parties may come from their central committees. 
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conceptualization of party system is not completely determined by the number of political parties 

in a given country. Maurice Duverger was the first scholar to seriously attempt to classify party 

systems. Yet, his categorization of the single party, the Anglo-Saxon two-party, and the multi-

party system is limited and inadequate. 38  Building on the Duverger model, Jean Blondel 

identifies six types of party system. 39  Blondel’s model is much more fine grained than 

Duverger’s, but the weakness of his model is that his research is based specifically on the voting 

patterns of 19 countries. So it may suffer from an external validity problem from a 

methodological perspective.  So far, the most popular party system model in the literature is the 

one created by Giovanni Sartori. 40  Sartori distinguished two main types of party systems: 

competitive party systems and noncompetitive party systems. Competitive party systems include 

polarized pluralism, moderate pluralism, two party system (e.g., USA, Australia) and 

predominant party systems (Japan, Sweden). Noncompetitive systems consist of single party and 

hegemonic party systems.41 

         Sartori’s party system typology can be applied to many cases. Unfortunately, he did not 

understand China’s party system correctly. In the book Parties and Party Systems, Sartori labels 

China as a single party system as he cites inaccurate information that “Between 1962 and 1968 

some 33 states held elections resulting in the allocation of all seats in the legislature to one and 

the same party. This list includes Albania, Bulgaria, China, Czechoslovakia, East Germany, 

Hungary, Liberia, North Vietnam, Portugal, Rumania, the Soviet Union, Spain, Tunisia, the 

                                                      
38 Duverger 1964 
39 Blondel 1968 
40 Sartori 1976 
41 Sartori further divides single party system as one-party totalitarian, one-party authoritarian, one-party pragmatic 

and hegemonic party system as ideological hegemonic party system and pragmatic hegemonic party system. 
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United Arab Republic, and Yugoslavia.”42 As discussed and shown above, the legislature of 

China is shared by both the CCP and the democratic parties. Thus, Sartori’s depiction of China’s 

party system based on problematic information should be revisited. If we consider that 

comparative scholars knew almost nothing about Chinese politics in the 1960s and 1970s, 

Sartori’s inaccurate statement about China’s party politics is understandable. But what is 

disturbing is that even today party politics scholars still possess limited knowledge about the 

China case. For example, when discussing single-party and dominant-party regimes, Beatriz 

Magaloni and Ruth Kricheli argue that the difference is that single-party regimes proscribe 

opposition parties’ participation in elections (e.g., China or Vietnam today), whereas dominant-

party regimes permit the opposition to compete in multiparty elections that usually do not allow 

alternation of political power (e.g., Malaysia, Zimbabwe, Senegal after 1976, Tanzania, Kenya 

and Gabon after the early 1990s, Mexico before 2000, or Venezuela today).43 The authors make 

the above-mentioned argument based on Sartori’s 1976 book. In other words, the knowledge 

about China’s party system has been wrong and not updated at all since the 1970s. 

         The conception of opposition parties does not exist in contemporary China. So we cannot 

regard the democratic parties as opposition parties. In this sense, Sartori was right when he 

placed China in the category of a noncompetitive party system. But he mistakenly defined 

China’s party system as single party system. Based on his definition, China’s party system 

should be understood as a hegemonic party system, or noncompetitive system with a hegemonic 

party. In the 20th century, China’s noncompetitive party system has transformed from a weak 

hegemonic party system into a strong hegemonic party system. 

                                                      
42 Sartori 1967, 221. The information he cites was from Charles Taylor, Michael Hudson eds., 1972. World 

Handbook of Political and Social Indicators, rev.ed. Yale University Press. 
43 Beatriz Magaloni and Ruth Kricheli 2010 
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        China’s hegemonic party system is influenced by Chinese culture and history. As 

mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, Chinese culture prioritizes unification over division 

or separation. That is why the term “party” is not associated with positive connotations 

historically. Although Chinese people now accept political parties and also acknowledge their 

critical roles in politics, they still normatively seek to mitigate the divisive power of political 

parties in China. There are only two ways people can reduce the divisive effects of political 

parties. One is to build a single-party state and the other is the establishment of a noncompetitive 

relationship between ruling parties and other parties. In the Republican China era, the KMT 

government took the first approach by attempting to eliminate other parties in China.  But it 

failed. By contrast, the CCP was in favor of the second approach, namely to allow the existence 

of other parties but not the existence of opposition parties.44 After the CCP won the civil war and 

founded the “New China,” the hegemonic party system was successfully established. Yet this 

system has undergone significant institutional changes since 1949. 

         In the 1950s, China’s hegemonic party system was weak. It was weak mainly because the 

CCP’s hegemonic position was weak. Many reasons have made China’s initial party system a 

weak hegemonic system. Among them, the most important reason was that the democratic 

parties’ charismatic leaders were able to resist the CCP’s hegemonic pressure in their early years. 

As shown in the history of China’s democratic parties, most democratic party leaders were well-

respected intellectuals, scientists, social activists, KMT government leaders, etc. Some of their 

students and friends were CCP high-ranking officials or leaders. Due to the political and social 

reputation of the democratic party leaders and their personal linkages to the CCP, Mao Zedong 

                                                      
44 The idea of establishing a hegemonic relationship between ruling parties and other parties become evident from 

1944 to 1946 when CCP agrees to accept KMT’s rule without challenging it for a long-term. 

http://www.aisixiang.com/data/25872-3.html 
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and other CCP leaders would find it difficult to force them to accept a strong hegemonic role of 

the CCP. This was why CCP tried to use “thought reform” to educate democratic party members. 

However, thought reform could not fundamentally resolve the problem. Mao thus lost patience 

and launched the Anti-Rightist movement to strengthen the CCP’s hegemonic position. That 

being said, Mao never thought of eliminating all democratic parties, nor did his successors. 

         The Cultural Revolution provided an opportunity to rebuild China’s party system. During 

the Cultural Revolution, the whole infrastructure of the hegemonic system just collapsed. The 

democratic parties were paralyzed and some of their leaders died. The experience of the 

democratic parties during the Cultural Revolution was very fraught, but they nevertheless 

survived. Deng Xiaoping understood Mao’s design of China’s party system, so he made great 

efforts to revitalize the democratic parties. But the updated party system is a strong hegemonic 

party system since the CCP’s hegemonic position has become much stronger. After the big blow 

to the democratic parties during the Cultural Revolution and the demise of the senior leaders 

from the democratic parties, these non-communist parties cannot resist the hegemonic pressure 

any more. 

         More importantly, the CCP took many measures to introduce the competition mechanisms 

among the democratic parties in the 1980s and 1990s. The main approach was to make rules to 

transform the democratic parties into performance-based participating parties. In the past, the 

democratic parties earned their legitimacy by virtue of charismatic leadership and historical 

merits. In contemporary China, the democratic parties have no such leaders and weak history-

based legitimacy. Therefore, whether they can be influential or not depends on the extent to 

which they can contribute to the regime. In order to make more contributions, the democratic 
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parties inevitably compete with each over in terms of member recruitment, governmental offices 

and financial support. 

Conclusion 

        This chapter provides a short history of the democratic parties in the 20th century China, 

helping explain the background, strategies and viability of the democratic parties’ survival in the 

Republican era, and more importantly, their eager and passion for democratic politics in China. 

They choose to align with the CCP and accept its rule voluntarily in the end of the Chinese civil 

war. Yet, they never anticipate that their political fate in the People’s Republic of China can be 

so volatile and unpredictable. Nevertheless, they survived notorious political campaigns and 

movements in the 1950s and the Cultural Revolution in the 1960s and 1970s. The reform era 

China witnesses the revival of these parties and the transformation of China’s party system. In 

return, these democratic parties become a vital source of authoritarian resilience in China. 
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Chapter Three 

 

Why Do People Join the Democratic Parties in China? 

 

 

Introduction 

 

        This chapter is devoted to exploring one of the two central puzzles in this dissertation: Why 

do citizens join the non-communist parties in a communist country that is ruled by the Chinese 

Communist Party (CCP)? In most non-democratic countries, people tend to have fewer 

opportunities to participate in politics. For example, the totalitarian model in the studies of 

political participation in communist societies which dominated the field in the 1950s and 1960s 

stressed the absolute power of the Communist Party and laid great emphasis on control and 

mobilization (Shi 1997, 1).  People’s political behaviors are constrained by the authoritarian 

regimes due to the repressive political apparatus. Yet, they have shown great political enthusiasm 

If the ruling parties are willing to recruit them. For example, by 2015, the membership of the 

CCP has reached above 88.7 million, making the CCP the largest political party in the world. It 

is not a secret that people who have joined the CCP in China can access to many privileges, 

benefits and rent-seeking opportunities since the ruling power is dominated by the latter. Some 

social scientists have quantitatively measured the returns of being a CCP member in China 

(Morduch and Sicular 2000; Lam 2003; Li 2007). This “communist party membership bonus” 

phenomenon also existed in former Communist regimes (Szelényi 1987). For example, Theodore 

Gerber (2000) finds that former party members enjoy an income advantage even after the 

collapse of communism in the Soviet Union. Due to these positive incentives, ordinary people 

even private entrepreneurs are willing to join the CCP (Dickson and Rublee 2000; Dickson 2008; 

Guiheux 2006; Tsai 2005, 2007). We should have no trouble in understanding people’s 

motivations for joining the ruling communist parties in the communist states. However, it is 
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puzzling to see that more and more Chinese citizens especially social elite have joined the non-

communist parties in China. What are their motivations? Why do they choose to affiliate with the 

democratic parties instead of the far more powerful CCP in China? I argue that citizens choose to 

join the non-communist parties in China since these parties can provide: faster political upward 

mobility, a protected voice and a sense of organizational belonging. 

         This political behavior question has become even more interesting in light of the trend of 

party decline in many democracies. In theory, citizens should be enthusiastic about political 

participation in democratic countries as this is imperative for a healthy democracy. Yet, Party 

politics scholars find that party membership in European democratic countries has decreased 

continuously based on several waves of large-scale research (Katz et al 1992; Mair and van 

Biezen 2001; Dalton and Wattenberg 2002; Van Biezen et al 2012). The first wave of party 

change research was conducted by an ECPR-sponsored research group on party organizational 

change and adaptation which was directed by Richard Katz and Peter Mair. The aim of this 

research group was to gather systematically comparable data on developments in party 

organizations in a variety of western democracies between 1960 and 1990. If measuring party 

membership by using simple raw number count, Richard Katz and Peter Mair et al find that 

“there is no European-wide trend” in terms of party decline (Katz and Mair et al, 1992, 332). The 

overall number of party members has grown in several countries such as West Germany, 

Belgium, Sweden and Norway, but it has fallen in other countries including Austria, Denmark 

and the United Kingdom. There are other ways to measure party membership in addition to the 

raw number count method. When we shift the measurement method from raw number count to 

the ratio of party members to national electorate, membership has actually declined in eight out 

of ten countries in this period of time (Katz and Mair et al, 1992,333). The party family 
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perspective reveals not a rosy picture as well in terms of party membership change, among which 

the traditional conservative parties are the worst (Katz and Mair et al, 1992:336). To sum up, 

party membership had decreased in European countries in the period of 1960 to 1990.  

          The second wave of party change research (1980-2000) largely follows the Katz-Mair 

project, but it added new democracies to the project. Researchers conclude that “Not only have 

levels of party membership continued to decline as a proportion of the electorate, a trend which 

was already apparent at the end of the 1980s, there is now also compelling evidence of a major 

decline in the absolute numbers of party members across all the long-established European 

democracies” (Mair and van Biezen 2001, 5). This gloomy scenario of party decline in Europe 

was disappointing considering that the third wave of democratization was reaching its peak in the 

same period. The recent wave of party membership study led by Ingrid van Biezen, Peter Mair 

and Poguntke (2012) explores whether the party decline trend has continued in the twenty first 

century. Unfortunately, their research confirms that the number of party members in Europe is 

further shrinking.1  

         This “parties without members” political phenomenon across the democratic world leaves 

us two major questions to think. The first question is why this has happened and the second one 

is how to rethink about political parties when they are no longer mass organizations. With 

respect to the first question, Paul Whiteley (2011) argues that party decline is caused by state 

capture, meaning that party activism is undermined by the close relationship between political 

parties and the state. His argument is in line with the cartelization of political parties (Katz and 

Mair 1995). In terms of the second question, Oscar Mazzoleni and Gerrit Voerman (2017) make 

a bold argument that the next phase in the party organization development seems to be 

                                                      
1  Some scholars are skeptical about the party decline argument. For example, Howard Reiter (1989) contends that 

the decline of party should be considered a nation-specific phenomenon rather than one that applies across most 

western industrialized nations and for similar reasons. 
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memberless parties. I argue that the decline of party membership in Europe does not mean that 

party members are no longer important in politics. Political parties today still aim at attracting as 

many members as possible since parties may want members to help in campaigning, to provide 

electoral legitimacy, to run and finance the organization, to recruit new candidates for public 

office, to anchor the party in civil society, to sound out grassroots opinion, to develop new 

policies (Katz 1990; Scarrow1994; Ware 1996). In other words, “membership recruitment 

decisively shapes the nature, status and function of any political institution” (Yan 2011, 59). The 

conventional wisdom holds that the non-communist parties in the communist states are just 

window-dressing organizations. Thus, these parties could attract only a small number of citizens 

to join. Given that even the mainstream parties in Europe has become less attractive, these non-

communist parties in the communist countries should become less popular as well. Following 

this logic, we should not expect China’s democratic parties develop into parties with hundreds of 

thousands of members. In addition, we should also not anticipate many elites to join these 

seemingly redundant parties. However, China’s democratic parties today have more than 1.1 

million elite members. People have shown great political enthusiasm towards these non-

communist parties. In the next section, I will introduce the increase of party membership in 

China’s democratic parties. Then, I will explore people’s motivations for joining these parties in 

China. 

The Increase of Party Membership in China’s Democratic Parties 

 

         This dissertation uses two methods to measure the number of party members in China: the 

raw number count and the ratio of party members to national population. Table 3.1 below shows 

the change of democratic parties’ membership in China after 1949. Two findings are worth 

discussion. The first finding concerning the overall trend is that party membership has increased 
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dramatically no matter what measurement method is used. Interviews with democratic parties’ 

officials reveal that each party is allowed to increase its membership by 5% annually in the post-

Mao era, although some parties fail to use up their annual quotas.2 This 5% quota is an informal 

rule, or a consensus among the democratic parties. In some cases, the democratic parties may 

constrain themselves from developing faster. In other cases, some parties increase their 

membership beyond the 5% limit. For example, the China Zhi Going Party membership has 

grown more than 5% annually since 2009.3  The second finding is that democratic parties’ 

membership decreases when China experiences turbulent and chaotic political movements, like 

the Cultural Revolution. From 1956 to 1979, a period when China underwent radical political 

movements continuously, the democratic parties had lost their one third members. 

Table 3.1 The Change of Party Membership in The Democratic Parties 

 

 Total Party Membership Ratio of Party Members to 

National Population 

1950 13000 0.0024% 

1952 32000 0.0056% 

1956 100000 0.016% 

1966 80000 0.011% 

1979 65000 0.0067% 

1989 337000 0.03% 

2006 710000 0.054% 

2009 810000 0.061% 

2016 1100000 0.08% 

 

Sources: China Statistical Yearbook, Chen eds (1993) and Huang (2017) 

 

                                                      
2 Interview No. 42 
3 Data source is China's Party System Year Book (zhongguo zhengdang zhidu nianjian). One important reason for 

the explosive growth of the CZGP membership is the recruitment of people who have studied overseas (Interview 

No. 35). 
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        The democratic parties today have around 1.1 million members, accounting for 0.08% 

Chinese population. Most of them are well educated elite4, but they come from different sectors. 

In terms of constituency structure, I divide the democratic parties into two groups: the ones with 

dominant constituency and the ones without dominant constituency. If more than half of party 

members come from one single sector, the party is labelled as a democratic party with dominant 

constituency. If not, the party is labelled as a democratic party without dominant constituency. 

Figure 3.1   The Democratic Parties with Dominant Constituency 

 

 
Note: the figure is made by the author, but the data comes from China's Party System Year Book. 

The CDL is the China Democratic League; the CAPD is the China Association for Promoting 

Democracy; the CPWDP is the Chinese Peasants' and Workers' Democratic Party and the 

CDNCA is the China Democratic National Construction Association. 

 

       Half of the democratic parties have dominant constituency (see figure 3.1). The majority of 

the China Democratic League (CDL) and the China Association for Promoting Democracy 

(CAPD) members are from the education sector. The Chinese Peasants' and Workers' 

                                                      
4 Here is the data of democratic parties’ members’ education background. 59.6% of the RCCK members have a 

bachelor degree; 68.2% of the CDL members have a bachelor degree; 55.1% of the CDNCA members have a 

bachelor degree; 67.7% of the CAPD members have a bachelor degree; 69.2% of the CPWDP members have a 

bachelor degree; 73.6% of the CZGP members have a bachelor degree; 93.6% of the JSS members have a bachelor 

degree; 56.9% of the TDSGL members have a bachelor degree.  
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Democratic Party (CPWDP) members are dominated by people who work in the health and 

medicine area. 62% of the China Democratic National Construction Association (CDNCA) 

members come from the economic sector. The existence of a dominant group within these parties 

can highlight their distinctive representativeness. In other words, these political parties can 

maintain a stable “party brand” (Butler and Powell 2014; Lupu 2014, 2016). Party brand is 

important because it can send a strong signal to potential party members. For example, if a 

medical practitioner wants to join a non-communist party in China, the CPWDP is, without a 

doubt, his first choice. 

 

Figure 3.2  The Democratic Parties without Dominant Constituency 

 

 
 

                              
       

Note: the figure is made by the author, but the data comes from China's Party System Year Book. 

The RCCK is the Revolutionary Committee of the Chinese Kuomintang; the TDSGL is the 

Taiwan Democratic Self-Government League; the JSS is the Jiu San Society; the CZGP is the 

China Zhi Gong Party. 

          In the beginning, all eight democratic parties had dominant constituency because they 

were founded by elites from different social sectors.5 Nowadays, four of them have a fragmented 

                                                      
5 For details, see the history of the democratic parties in chapter two. 



 89 

membership structure. For example, the Revolutionary Committee of the Chinese Kuomintang 

(RCCK) originally recruited members who must have connections with the Kuomintang (KMT). 

But after the KMT retreated to Taiwan in 1949 and stopped its operation in the mainland, fewer 

and fewer people can still maintain their ties with the KMT. To solve this recruitment crisis, the 

RCCK has to begin diversifying its partisan pool by recruiting people from other social class and 

sectors. This diversity strategy is also adopted by the Jiu San Society (JSS), the Taiwan 

Democratic Self-Government League (TDSGL) and the CZGP. As a result, they have 

successfully brought more members into the parties. In this regard, they have shown 

extraordinary adaptability in changing societies (Huntington 1968). However, the resolution of 

the recruitment crisis comes with a price: the dilution of party brand. Their party brands have 

become blurred after adopting the membership diversification strategy. In the meantime, an 

unintended consequence also takes place. In the past, different non-communist parties had 

divergent sources of membership recruitment and they stayed in their own “territories”. When 

the democratic parties start to cross boundaries to recruit party members, the competition over 

new party members becomes inevitable and frequent.  

        When studying the non-communist members in China, scholars need to pay attention to the 

issue of dual partisanship. Dual partisanship in China means that a citizen has joined a 

democratic party and the CCP6. Dual partisanship has a historical origin, and it continues to exist 

today. For example, 2% of the democratic parties’ members are also communists in Zhejiang 

province.7 In history, the CCP sent its members to democratic parties for the sake of better 

building the parties and possibly spying on them. 8  The CCP does not need to spy on the 

                                                      
6 In the republican era, another case of dual partisanship is that a person has joined two or more democratic parties. 
7 Huang (2017) 
8 Interview No. 54 
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democratic parties today since there is no way these small parties can sabotage or overthrow the 

incumbent regime. In this case, why does the dual partisanship still exist? Several reasons can 

result in this political outcome. The most important one, based on the interviews, is that the 

communist members are not allowed to join the democratic parties but the democratic parties’ 

members are allowed to join the communist party in China.9 Thus, it makes a big difference 

which party people join first. Some citizens first join the democratic parties and later they also 

join the CCP. Even though dual partisanship is permitted, it is not gladly received by both parties. 

The CCP does not encourage dual partisanship because authoritarian rulers worry that it can blur 

the boundaries between the CCP and the democratic parties. The reason why the democratic 

parties dislike it is that the independence and autonomy of the democratic parties can be 

undermined by the increase of dual partisanship. This inter-party consensus has successfully 

limited the dual partisanship at a minimal level. 

         The sections above discuss the decline of party activism in democratic countries and the 

development of the democratic parties in China from a party membership perspective. It is 

striking to students of comparative politics that many people in a non-democratic, communist 

country have joined the non-communist political parties. Why do people join these non-

communist parties in China? The following section attempts to explain their motivations to do so. 

Explain People’s Motivations for Joining the Democratic Parties 

 

         No systematic study has been conducted to explore people’s motivations for joining the 

non-communist parties in the communist China. By employing multi-method approach 

consisting of quantitative and qualitative analyses, I argue that citizens join the democratic 

parties since these parties can provide: faster political upward mobility, a protected voice and a 

                                                      
9 Interview No. 28, 33 
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sense of organizational belonging. I use qualitative field research to investigate the motivations 

of a protected voice and a sense of belonging.  Faster political upward mobility as a motivation is 

demonstrated through conducting statistical analyses. Before further elaborating these points, it 

is imperative to introduce people’s motivations to join political parties in general. Only by doing 

that, we can reveal the differences of political behaviors in diverse political and social setting. 

       Why do individuals want to become party members? “What is known about people’s 

motivations for joining a party is scattered; there is no generally acknowledged typology for it” 

(Heidar 2006, 304). Peter Clark and James Wilson (1961) argue that organizations distribute 

incentives to individuals in order to induce them to contribute activity. I largely agree with this 

statement. But the question is what incentives can attract individuals?  

        Clark and Wilson provide three broad categories of incentives: material, solidary and 

purposive. Material incentives are tangible rewards such as money and goods. These incentives 

can satisfy people’s material needs. For example, many corporate organizations attract talented 

people by offering competitive salaries and benefits. Solidary incentives are social rewards 

including socialization, status, and fun. They are not tangible, but they also matter a lot. In the 

western world and some developing countries, more and more people would like do some 

volunteering work in their spare time. Apparently, they do not get paid or receive only little pay 

in the volunteering job. In this case, what drives them is not material incentives. People volunteer 

to do something because they think it’s fun or meaningful. They are proud of what they do. 

Similar to solidary incentives, purposive incentives are also intangible. Some examples of 

purposive incentives are the demand for the enactment of certain laws or policies, dissemination 
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of information, and so forth. 10 In reality, people may be attracted by one single incentive or 

multiple ones to join an organization. 

        Based on this incentive systems theory, party politics scholars summarize the following 

motivations for joining a political party: political motives, family tradition, ideological 

motivation, social norms, and material motivation (Barnes 1967; Conway and Feigert 1968; Seyd 

and Whiteley 1992; Gallagher and marsh 2002; Heidar and Saglie 2003; Clarke et al. 2000). 

Among these motives, political motives seem to be a universal one in the world while others may 

vary depending on the political, economic, social or even cultural environment. People’s 

motivations for joining the democratic parties in China, as I will demonstrate below, contrast 

with citizens’ motivations in western democratic countries. 

         Motivational research is in any case difficult as motives may be vague, complex and 

volatile (McCulloch 1990). This is especially the case when studying people’s party affiliation 

motivations in authoritarian states. To better understand people’s motivations for joining the 

democratic parties, I employ different methods when examining diverse incentives. To be 

specific, I conduct semi-structured interviews with the democratic parties’ members in the hope 

of gaining comprehensive information. Considering that some material and political motives are 

less socially acceptable and therefore probably underreported, I do not solicit information about 

power-related motivations. Rather, I introduce quantitative analyses to explore whether any 

power-based motivation exist. 

 

 

 

                                                      
10 For a detailed description of each incentive, see Clark and Wilson 1961, 134-136 
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Figure 3.3   Self-Reported Responses on Motivations for Joining A Democratic Party in China, 

2017 

 

 

        I ask each interviewee a same question: why do you join a democratic party in China? 65 

respondents have provided different kinds of answers and a few interviewees refuse to answer 

this question.11 I will discuss each of these motivations, with an emphasis on a sense of 

belonging and a political status (mainly a protected voice). 

A Sense of Belonging 

        Figure 3.3 shows that 25 people join the democratic parties because the parties provide 

them with a sense of belonging. For example, one interviewee said the following when 

answering my question: 

I do not want to join the CCP, but I still want to join an organization. It’s always a good 

idea to be affiliated with an organization. The organization should be something which I 

can rely on, especially when I encounter some things.12 

         

       By saying “when I encounter some things”, his answer implies that there are great 

uncertainties he will face in the future. This kind of psychological characteristics of worrying 

                                                      
11 In most cases, they do not directly reject it, but they avoid giving you an answer in subtle ways. 
12  Interview No.33 
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about uncertain future is quite common among interviewees, possibly among a majority of 

Chinese people as well.  I argue that contemporary Chinese society is riddled with a variety of 

uncertainties including regime uncertainty, policy uncertainty, economic uncertainty and 

institutional uncertainty. An uncertain society pushes people to search for a sense of belonging. 

Regime uncertainty means that the authoritarian regime’s future is unpredictable. Some people 

argue that China and the CCP’s rule are destined to collapse (Goldstone1995; Chang 2001; 

Shambaugh 2015). A few scholars predict that China will not collapse but democratize 

(Fewsmith 2005; Rowen 2007; Pei 2007; Liu and Chen 2012;). Others argue that China’s 

authoritarian rule will become resilient as time goes by (Nathan 2003; Cai 2008; Hess 2013). The 

debate shows that we can not make sure what will happen to the CCP’s rule, what is certain is 

that China’s regime is uncertain. Policy uncertainty is pervasive in China. It means that decision 

makers frequently change public policy to adapt to new environment. Elizabeth Perry and 

Sebastian Heilmann (2011) argue that Chinese governments adopt a guerrilla policy style to 

embrace uncertainty. Economic uncertainty is self explanatory. Institutional uncertainty in China 

means that institutional change occurs frequently as China is in the middle of a historical 

transition from a planned economy to a market-oriented economy.  

       In such highly uncertain society, people need a sense of belonging to navigate their life and 

careers more than ever. Some Chinese citizens turn to religion or even (underground) family 

church to seek a sense of belonging, which leads to the rise of Protestantism in the post-Mao 

China (Sun 2017). Others pursue a sense of belonging from social clubs, associations and 

organizations. I argue that the democratic parties can provide a sense of belonging for members 

due to its unique characteristics of elite groups, intra-party democracy and solidarity. The 

democratic parties are legal political organizations full of political, economic and social elite. 
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They are the second most powerful political force in China. Party members possess more 

information, resources and capabilities than ordinary citizens. This elite feature can attract many 

potential followers who has not joined the CCP. But unlike the CCP, the small size of party 

organizations can set the stage for a high degree of intra-party democracy, which makes them 

less oligarchic.  In addition, the democratic parties’ grassroots branches routinely host internal 

events to provide party members with more opportunities to interact with each other. The 

frequent interactions generate intersubjective meanings which goes beyond partisanship relations, 

prompting members to be more involved in the community. For example, when I asked a non-

communist party member “How does it feel like when you participate in party activities?”, here 

is what she said： 

I feel very happy. The party branch is like a home. I make many friends there with other 

party members. There is no fight because there are no material benefits. Our friendship is 

pure and everybody is happy to support others and contribute something to the 

community.13 

        

        Several party members have used the word “home” when talking about the feelings of 

getting involved in their party activities. Their association of “party” and “home” is very 

interesting for two reasons. First of all, it is rare to learn that people label their affiliation with a 

political party with a strong family affection in contemporary democratic countries. In some 

cases, citizens may attach a family emotion when participating in religious activities, but not 

party activities especially against a background of party decline. Secondly, to test if people 

possess the same feeling after joining the CCP, I also interviewed several communist party 

members with the same question. However, a typical answer like the following one reveal that 

their routine activities are highly political and impersonal. 

                                                      
13 Interview No. 41 
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You know it. The activities are attending meetings, learning documents, receiving orders, 

etc. Not very interesting.14 

        

         Members from the democratic parties and the CCP have different attitudes toward their 

organizations. There are more personal emotions involved in the democratic parties than the 

Communist Party. The most important reason for this divergence, based on my observation, is 

that the venues, forms and contents of interactions among the Communist Party members are 

formal and bureaucratic. The CCP members spend the majority of their time on meetings and 

studying political documents. The communist members even tell jokes about their routine 

activities as “a mountain of paper work and a sea of meetings” (wenshan huihai, 文山会海). The 

rigid ranking system within the CCP makes the interaction environment even more depressing. 

Rank-and-file communist members complain that their party affiliation waste too much time and 

money. 15  Interactions within the democratic parties, however, tend to be informal and less 

hierarchical. Most of the democratic parties’ events and activities are voluntary, a big contrast to 

the compulsory ones held by the CCP. Local leaders of the democratic parties do not wield great 

power over party members since the internal organizational culture is democratic and 

deliberative. Thus, unlike the CCP cadres who can make order and force party members to obey, 

the democratic parties’ officials often encourage party members to do something instead of 

commanding them. 

A Protected Voice 

       The second most popular answer is political status. Political status in the Chinese context 

means either cadre status or party member status. The political status is like a “hat”. Once 

                                                      
14 Interview No. 74 
15 “A waste of money” here means that the communist party members need to pay their dues annually and they do 

not know where the money has been spent. Membership due is 1% of their annual income. 
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wearing it, people will have more political privileges in China. As a communist country, why do 

people need a democratic party membership status? Interviews reveal that some people can not 

join the CCP to obtain a political status for various reasons. For example, some people are denied 

the opportunities to join the CCP because of their participation in the student protest movements 

in the late 1980s. Others cannot join the party since their family background is “stained”, 

meaning at least one of their family members belongs to landlords, rich farmers, counter-

revolutionaries, bad-influencers and rightists in the past16.  Nowadays, the CCP does not refuse 

membership applications by checking the history of people’ family background. But this 

restriction had affected the current middle-aged citizens when they were young. When enrolling 

new members, the democratic parties do not judge the applications based on their family 

background but their credentials.  

      Another scenario is that some people are eligible for applying for a communist party 

membership but they have never filed their applications in appropriate time. In order to become a 

communist party member, one has to be at least 18 years old. And more importantly, applicants 

must secure support from two communist party members and pass different kinds of political 

investigations and tests. It’s a time-consuming experience since people need to fill in many 

forms and write long reports and memos. Normally people apply for joining the CCP in their 20s. 

It will become increasingly difficult to join the party as time goes by. Thus, when many citizens 

realize that they need political status, it is already to late to become CCP members. There are 

also a group of citizens who dislike to join the CCP, but nevertheless they need a political status. 

In this regard, many who miss the chances or dislike to join the CCP to obtain a political status 

can only turn to the democratic parties as a last resort. 

                                                      
16 These five political identities are referred as “five black categories” (黑五类) by Mao Zedong during the period 

of the Cultural Revolution. 
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       What do they do with this status? This political status can bring people with multiple 

possibilities. In most cases, people wear the “democratic party hat” to express opinion. When 

answering the question “Do you often express your opinion or push for some changes after 

joining the democratic parties”, most of the respondents who choose political status as their 

motivations said “yes.” In the book Exit, Voice, and Loyalty: Responses to Decline in Firms, 

Organizations, and States, Albert Hirschman (1970) made a distinction between alternative ways 

of reacting to deterioration in economic and political organizations. Voice means that members 

or customers exert influence for change from within in response to the decline. In democratic 

countries, people express opinion without fear as this is exactly their political and civil right. 

However, demanding change from governments in authoritarian countries is a risky endeavor. 

Besides, the authoritarian regimes tend to not respond even after people have successfully voiced 

their concerns and grievances. After joining the democratic parties, party members are free to 

express their opinion and to advocate for a policy change without fear because the democratic 

parties are endowed with institutional privileges of participation in the administration and 

discussion of state affairs (canzheng yizheng, 参政议政) according to the Chinese constitution, 

laws and the CCP’s charters and policies. In other words, the non-communist party members are 

provided with more channels to express their opinion than ordinary people. In addition, 

governments are obliged to react to the voices of the democratic parties. For instance, a party 

member who teaches in a university shares what she has done after joining the party. Apparently, 

as a well-educated researcher, she wants to make a difference by taking advantage of her party 

member status. 
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I have been actively providing ideas and opinions for local governance by using my 

research expertise. I pay special attention to environmental problems. Currently, I have 

devised a new facility to improve the garbage classification system. I think the current 

system is a failure. I have communicated with my party and the government about this 

idea. They both support me to give it a try.17 

 

        The fact that the protected voice becomes an important motivation reflects a conflicting 

aspect of Chinese politics. One the one hand, allowing the democratic party members to express 

opinion in an authoritarian context signals a “deliberative turn in Chinese political development” 

(He and Warren 2011). On the other, the democratic party members’ voice motivation is 

shadowed by the rise of contentious politics in this country. Admittedly, there is a gap between 

the democratic parties and citizens. For example, rural residents’ grievances are, to a large 

degree, neglected by the democratic parties. Thus, the party members do not voice for them. This 

is an inherent limitation of the democratic parties as elite political organizations which mainly 

operate in metropolitan areas. 

       Figure 3.2 also shows other motivations such as fun and influenced by others. Some people 

join the democratic parties due to the influences of family members and close friends in the 

working place. But it is hard to learn how the influences work. In some cases, it can be a family 

tradition, which is a popular motivation in many democratic countries. In other cases, people’s 

true motivations are camouflaged by the so-called influences of others. Once again, it implies 

that studying people’s motivations to join a political organization in China is not easy. My 

qualitative field research suffers from several setbacks. The major one is that my sample size is 

small. I interviewed 76 democratic parties’ members in seven cities. More interviews are needed 

in the future to strengthen the representativeness of the sample. The second problem lies in the 

                                                      
17 Interview No. 55 
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sampling method: snowball sampling. This nonprobability sampling method is the most suitable 

sampling technique for this research project because the non-communist partisans in China are a 

special population which are difficult to locate. The downside of snowball sampling is that it can 

not solve the selection bias problem. I mitigate the selection bias problem by diversifying my 

interview places and subjects. 

Faster Political Upward Mobility 

      A sense of belonging and a protected voice are two important motivations, as shown by my 

qualitative analyses. These two motivations are socially acceptable; thus people tend to be 

willing to share during interviews. With respect to power-related motivations, I rely on other 

methods to explore. In this chapter, I argue that another important motivation for joining the 

democratic parties is faster political upward mobility by conducting quantitative analyses. I 

support this argument by following two steps. The first step is that I show that democratic 

parties’ members are assigned many important governmental official positions. The second step 

is that my regression analyses find that the democratic parties’ members use less time to become 

vice mayors than their communist counterparts. In other words, the non-communist party 

members get promoted faster than the communist members in China’s bureaucratic system. 

        Who works in the Chinese governments? Most of the governmental positions are occupied 

by the CCP members. What is less known to many is that the democratic parties’ members also 

take offices in Chinese governments as civil servants. The history of inviting the non-communist 

people to work with the CCP in governments dates back to the founding moment of the PRC 

regime. In other words, the Chinese governments were formed based on a CCP—Democratic 

Parties coalition. Yet, the coalition governments existed in name only during the period of the 

Cultural Revolution as many democratic parties’ leaders were kicked out. Since China adopts 
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reform and opening up policy in 1979, the democratic parties have returned back to the political 

arena and the coalition governments are brought back again. 

Table 3.2 The Numbers of the Democratic Parties’ Members in the People’s Congress System 

(2015) 

 

Political 

Party 

National 

People’s 

Congress 

Provincial 

People’s 

Congress 

Municipal 

People’s 

Congress 

County 

People’s 

Congress 

In Total Percentage 

of Party 

Members 

RCCK 41 261 983 974 2259 1.9% 

CDL 64 361 1296 1362 3083 1.1% 

CDNCA 67 302 1339 1376 3084 1.8% 

CAPD 56 273 958 954 2241 1.5% 

CPWDP 53 274 893 805 2025 1.4% 

CZGP 36 142 407 347 932 1.9% 

JSS 55 281 850 647 1833 1.2% 

TDSGL 15 32 39 18 104 3.4% 

In total 387 1926 6765 6483 15561 1.5% 

 

Note: data is collected from Huang (2017) and China’s Party System Year Book. 

 

        In the legislative branch of governments, namely people’s congress in China, the 

democratic parties’ members have taken 15,561 seats in 2015, all levels combined (see Table 

3.2). In particular, the municipal legislative bodies are filled with the largest number of the 

democratic parties’ members. In average, every one of seventy democratic parties’ members 

work in people’s congress. The TDSGL has the highest rate of members working in people’s 

congress, with 3.4% of its party members working in the legislative branch. By contrast, the 

CDL has the lowest rate due to its vast membership base. When working in the people’s 

congress, they participate in legislative activities, governmental supervision and appointment 

approval, etc. 
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Table 3.3 The Leadership Position Numbers of the Democratic Parties’ Members in the 

Administrative Branches of Governments (2015) 

 

 

 The Central 

Government 

Level 

The 

Provincial 

Level 

Bureau-

Director 

level 

Division-

Head level 

In Total Percentage 

of Party 

Members 

RCCK 1 2 64 659 725 0.6% 

CDL 2 6 147 1284 1439 0.5% 

CDNCA 2 4 153 1836 1995 1.2% 

CAPD 1 2 138 837 978 0.6% 

CPWDP 1 1 112 882 996 0.7% 

CZGP 2 3 64 504 573 1.2% 

JSS 1 4 173 1022 1200 0.8% 

TDSGL 0 1 2 15 18 0.6% 

In total 10 24 853 7083 7968 0.8% 

 

Note: data is collected from Huang (2017) and China’s Party System Year Book. 

 

        Governmental positions in China consist of leadership positions (lingdao zhiwu) and non-

leadership positions (feilingdao zhiwu). According to the Chinese laws, the major difference 

between leadership positions and non-leadership positions is that the former have power to make 

decision but the latter are not decision makers. Table 3.3 is a summary of the leadership positions 

occupied by the democratic parties’ members at each level of governments. It shows that nearly 

eight thousand party members work at different levels of governments as leaders. A larger 

number of the democratic parties’ members are also civil servants, but they are not decision 

makers. These leadership positions include ministers, vice ministers, vice governors, vice mayors, 

bureau directors, vice bureau directors, division heads, vice division heads, section chiefs and 

vice section chiefs. In most cases, the democratic parties’ members are not allowed to take the 

“leading positions” (zhengzhi, 正职 ) as ministers, governors, mayors and bureau directors. 

Rather, their leadership positions are “assistants to leading positions” (fuzhi) including vice 



 103 

ministers, vice governors, vice mayors and vice bureau directors, etc. This political arrangement 

has two advantages. On the one hand, it satisfies the need of providing the democratic parties’ 

members with leadership positions in governments. On the other, the coalition governments do 

not threaten the dominant role of the CCP. In recent years, the CCP has opened more leading 

positions to the democratic parties. For example, the current Minister of Science and Technology 

is the President of the CZGP, Gang Wan (万钢), who previously worked in German automobile 

manufacturer Audi for many years as an engineer. The democratic parties’ members who take 

leadership positions in governments have substantial power to make decisions. They are not 

discriminated by their communist colleagues.18 

         Pursuing power is another reason why citizens join these parties in China because the party 

members are provided with so many political appointment opportunities. More importantly, I 

argue that the democratic parties’ members are promoted faster than the communist party 

members in China’s bureaucratic system. To support this argument, I use quantitative method to 

show that the democratic parties’ members spend less time to become vice mayors than the 

communist members. My research design has two hypotheses, as follows. 

        Hypothesis 1: Members of the democratic parties use less time to become vice majors than 

the communist party members. The CCP has a total of 89 million party members. Due to the vast 

membership base, the competitions over promotion are beyond imagination. By contrast, the 

democratic parties have only 1.1 million members. Consequently, promotion competitions 

among the democratic parties’ members are far less intense, which allow them to climb faster in 

the bureaucratic system. In other words, the members of democratic parties enjoy promotion 

advantage effect over the Chinese Communist Party members. 

                                                      
18 Interview No.76,80,84 
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       Hypothesis 2:  The promotion advantage effect of the democratic parties in rich regions is 

stronger than in poor regions. China’s economic development is very uneven. The eastern 

provinces are the most developed; the middle provinces are less developed and the western 

provinces are the poorest. In the prosperous areas, the roles of the democratic parties are more 

appreciated by the CCP. Thus, the party members can have more chances to get promoted. In 

this case, we should expect to see a stronger promotion advantage effect of the democratic 

parties in economically developed areas. 

       To test these hypotheses, I have built an original dataset called Chinese Vice Mayors 

Biographical Information (CVMBI) in 2016. This CVMBI dataset includes basic information of 

2146 vice mayors from China’s 372 city level governments. Some cities are excluded from this 

dataset since the democratic parties have no city level organizations there. For example, all cities 

in the Tibetan region are not covered by this dataset because no democratic parties’ members and 

organizations are there. Thanks to the E-government building campaign in China, we can collect 

the basic biographical information of vice mayors throughout the country. Although some 

governmental websites have listed rich biographical information and others have only provided 

very basic information, all governmental websites provide names, gender, age, place of origin, 

education, career and party affiliation information. Figure 3.4 is a typical example of how their 

biographical information looks like on the governmental websites. It shows that this vice mayor, 

Guojie Wu, is a JSS member (highlighted by the rectangle shape). He began to work in 1988 and 

got promoted to the vice mayor position in January 2012 (see the arrow). Before serving as a 

vice mayor, he was the director of the Financial Affairs Bureau in this city. 
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Figure 3.4 One Sample of A Vice Mayor’s Information Disclosed From Government Websites 

 

Source: http://www.jiangmen.gov.cn/zwgk/ldzc/ldcy/rd/201701/t20170107_756529.html 

        The level of analysis is located at the municipal level since many democratic parties’ 

members are vice mayors. The provincial and county level governments have only a few 

democratic parties’ vice governors and vice county chiefs, thus it is only methodological feasible 

to compare the democratic parties’ members and the communist party members at the city 

government level. The dependent variable is promotion speed. I measure promotion speed by 

calculating the work time party members from both sides have spent until they become vice 

mayors. Vice mayors’ career records can be accessed in the biographical information disclosed 

by the governmental websites. The independent variables include age, gender and party 

affiliation (see table 3.4). 
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Table 3.4  Descriptive Statistics of Variables 

Variables  N  Mean           Type Med   Min  Max 

 worktime 2146 27.40          Continuous 28.00 7.00 43.00 

 age 2146 48.12          Continuous 49.00 31.00 58.00 
 gender 2146 0.88             Binary 1.00 0.00 1.00 
 party 2146 0.10             Binary 0.00 0.00 1.00 

 

      Table 3.4 shows that 2,146 vice mayors need to work 27.4 years to get promoted to the 

current position, at average level. Age can affect promotion since bureaucrats are more likely to 

get promoted when they become older. China’s cadre evaluation system is very age-sensitive. 

Gender is an important independent variable because female and male officials may be treated 

differently in the bureaucratic system. Female vice mayors are denoted as “o” and the male vice 

mayors are denoted as “1”. The last independent variable in my model is party affiliation. The 

democratic parties’ vice mayors are denoted as “1” and the communist vice mayors are “0”. 

When studying official promotions and elite politics in China, scholars have tested the effects of 

other variables including faction, education, economic performance (Guo 2007; Landry 2008; 

Shih, Adolph and Liu 2012). The level of analysis in the research determines that the faction 

variable is basically irrelevant. Education is relevant but not a significant factor because vice 

mayors’ education background is very similar. Economic performance is widely believed to be 

an important influencing factor. But quantitative studies of city and county officials do not find 

much evidence for growth-based promotions (Guo 2007; Landry 2008). More importantly, the 

measurement of economic performance is not applicable to many vice mayors whose previous 

positions are not in charge of governing local economy. 
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        I employ a multiple linear regression model to investigate the relationship between the 

independent variables (age, gender, party affiliation) and the dependent variable (promotion 

speed). Provincial differences are controlled. 

y=b0+b1gender+b2age+b3party+ i * provincei + e 

 

        where y is a continuous dependent variable, b is coefficient, province is the control variable 

and e is the error term. 

        My baseline regression result in the model (1) confirms the hypothesis 1. On average, the 

democratic parties’ members spend two years less than the communist party members to be 

promoted to vice mayor posts, without considering other factors (at the .01 level of significance). 

If we add gender and age to the model, party affiliation variable is still significant. The model (2) 

shows that on average, the democratic party members spend 0.7 years less than the communist 

party members, holding gender and age constant (at the .01 level of significance). Men enjoys 

more advantages than women in China’s bureaucratic system. Statistical analyses show that, on 

average, men spend 0.36 years less than women to become vice mayors by holding party 

affiliation and age constant at the .01 level of significance. 
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Table 3.5  The Regression Analysis: Party Affiliation and Promotion Speed in China 

 

         The regression results demonstrate that the democratic parties’ members have been 

promoted faster to the vice mayor positions than the communist party members in China. It also 

shows that China’s authoritarian regime is not gender friendly when promoting governmental 

officials. Women officials from the communist and non-communist political parties need to wait 

longer time to become vice mayors than male officials. Table 3.6 provides more details about the 

relationship between party affiliation and promotion speed from a gender perspective. Among all 

female vice mayors, the democratic parties’ vice mayors spend 0.66 years less than the vice 

mayors who are communist members by holding age constant at .10 level of significance. As to 

the male vice mayors, the democratic partisans use 0.63 years less than the communist members 

by holding age constant at .01 level of significance. Again, it proves that it is the democratic 

parties’ members that enjoy faster promotion speed in China. 
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Table 3.6 Party Affiliation and Promotion Speed from A Gender Perspective 

 

          Next, I want to explore whether the promotion advantage effect of the democratic parties 

exhibit any regional variance. I divide the CVMBI into three subgroups based on China’s 

geographical divisions of the eastern provinces, the middle provinces and the western provinces. 

After that, I can investigate the relationship between party status and promotion speed in the 

three regions, separately (see Table 3.7). Overall speaking, the promotion advantage effect of the 

democratic parties is strongest in the middle provinces and weaker in the eastern ones. The effect 

is not statistically significant in the western provinces. To be specific, the members of the 

democratic parties use 0.56 years less than the communist members in the eastern provinces by 

holding age and gender equal. But this result is only statistically significant at the .10 level. What 

happens in the middle provinces is astonishing. The communist party members on average need 

to spend 1.36 years more than the democratic parties’ members to become vice mayors, other 

variables being equal. And the result is statistically significant at the .01 level. Unfortunately, the 

promotion advantage effect of the democratic parties disappears in the western provinces. Since 

the western provinces are poorer than the eastern and middle provinces, it shows that the 

promotion advantage effect of the democratic parties is stronger in rich regions. However, the 
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eastern provinces are richer than the middle provinces, we should expect that the effect is even 

stronger in eastern provinces. But the models reveal that the effect is strongest in the middle 

provinces. In this case, the hypothesis 2 is partially supported. 

Table 3.7 Party Affiliation and Promotion Speed from A Regional Perspective 

 
 

         To sum up, regression analyses show that hypothesis 1 is demonstrated and hypothesis 2 is 

partially supported. The democratic parties’ members spend less time to become vice mayors 

than the communist members in China. It implies that the communist regime is politically 

friendly to the non-communist party members. As a consequence, the faster political upward 

mobility in the bureaucratic system should be a strong motivation when citizens join the 

democratic parties. My research also shows that the promotion advantage effect model has 

gender and regional differences. This advantage effect model is strongest in the middle provinces, 

not the most developed eastern areas. The female vice mayors who have joined the democratic 

parties have promotion advantages over the female vice mayors who have become communist 

members. This advantage effect is more statistically significant among male vice mayors. 

         It is not striking that China’s authoritarian regime favors men over women in governments. 

But it is puzzling to find that the democratic parties’ members have faster political upward 
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mobility than the communist members in China’s bureaucratic system, at least when being 

promoted to the vice mayor positions. 

         I argue that the faster political upward mobility is caused by two causal mechanisms. The 

first mechanism which contributes to the faster promotion speed is membership mechanism (see 

Figure 3.5). The number of CCP’s membership is nearly 90 times bigger than that of the eight 

non-communist parties combined. But the number of CCP’s vice mayors is only 9 times bigger 

than that of the democratic parties. A large membership base will inevitably result in cutthroat 

elite competition among the communist officials since they face a dilemma of “too many wolves 

and too little meat”. By contrast, a small membership base will prevent the democratic parties’ 

officials from being trapped in fierce promotion competitions because they live in a political 

heaven of “too much meat and too few wolves”. This mechanism is also an example of showing 

the advantage of being small. Joining the communist party in China is still appealing to many 

who want to become governmental officials. But in reality, most of them end up being left 

behind in the bureaucratic system. The democratic parties are small but they have political niches 

in the communist China. This unique characteristic may create unintended consequences to 

change some party members’ political career. 

 

Figure 3.5 Membership Mechanism 

Large membership base                                                            slower political upward mobility 

                                                        Elite Competition 

Small membership base                                                             faster political upward mobility 
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         The membership mechanism is self explanatory. Another important causal mechanism 

which may be hard to understand is an institutional mechanism. I argue that the democratic 

parties’ members can sometimes get promoted faster than the communist party members due to 

the existence of two types of promotion style in China’s bureaucratic system. China’s civil 

service ranking system is a pyramid with twelve levels, from top to bottom. The number of 

people who are at the supreme national level is normally less than ten and they are the most 

powerful leaders in this country. The democratic parties’ leaders are located at the sub-national 

level in the civil service ranking system. The majority of party members, no matter communist or 

non-communist, do not have opportunities to reach to these two levels. For ordinary party 

members who work in governments, all they want is to climb as many levels as possible from 

bottom. 

Figure 3.6 Two Types of Promotion and China’s Civil Service Ranking System 

 

       Elevating one level higher in the bureaucratic ranking system means a promotion. For the 

communist party members, they need to go through each level of civil service positions. For 
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example, when a vice section head is elevated to a section head, he needs to work several years 

and wait for another opportunity to be promoted as a vice division head. What following the vice 

division head is division head positions. Metaphorically, they are slowly crawling the system like 

worms. I term this type of promotion as “worm crawl style”, which can describe most of the 

CCP members’ political trajectory. Officials who have joined the non-communist parties get 

promoted differently. As mentioned earlier, the CCP government mainly distributes “non-leading 

types of leadership positions” such as vice governors, vice mayors, vice ministers, vice bureau 

directors and vice division heads to the democratic parties. This political arrangement looks like 

discounting the power of the democratic parties, but it help the non-communist officials to move 

quickly in the civil service ranking system like frog jumping. For example, after one democratic 

parties’ member works as a vice section head for several years, the time when he gets promoted 

he is most likely to “jump” over the section head level and directly become a vice division-head 

level official. I refer to this type of promotion as “frog jump style”. The co-existence of two 

types of promotion is in favor of the democratic parties instead of the communist party in terms 

of bureaucratic promotion. Within the same amount of time, the members of the democratic 

parties, in theory, can enjoy more opportunities to climb faster in the civil-service ranking system 

than the communist members. 

Conclusion 

 

        People’s motivations for joining the non-communist parties in the communist countries 

have rarely been studied. This dissertation is the first to attempt a systematic study of citizens’ 

motivations for joining the democratic parties in contemporary China. When party activism is 

declining in western democracies, people have been showing great interests in joining political 
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parties in authoritarian China, including the non-communist parties. But their motivations to do 

so are not the same as the ones we have found in democratic countries.  

        By employing multiple methods consisting of quantitative and qualitative analyses, I argue 

that citizens join the non-communist parties in China because these parties can provide faster 

political upward mobility, a protected voice and a sense of belonging. These are important 

incentives to attract the niche groups of well-educated elites to join the democratic parties, but 

they are by no means exhaustive. People choose to become members of these small parties 

instead of the powerful CCP for various reasons. No single research can fulfill the task of 

revealing all of them.  

         Studying the political psychology and behavior of the non-communist party members not 

only can deepen our understanding of these parties themselves, but also can provide a 

perspective to examine the ruling CCP and the authoritarian regime. For example, one important 

motivation for joining the democratic parties is a protected voice. It suggests that the 

authoritarian regime does not attempt to silence all its subjects. Instead, the communist regime 

allows government criticism from certain groups of elite. This finding also contributes to our 

knowledge of China’s censorship system (King, Pan and Roberts 2013). Another major 

motivation for joining the democratic parties is a sense of belonging. It shows that Chinese 

society under the CCP rule is quite volatile and people need political organizations to deal with 

uncertainties. The last vital motivation I have discovered is a political motivation of getting 

faster promotion in the bureaucratic system. It is a surprising finding that governmental officials 

from the democratic parties can get promoted faster to the vice mayor positions than the 

communist party members in China. This striking result demonstrates that China’s authoritarian 

regime is more inclusive and flexible than most people assume. More importantly, these findings 
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provide some clues to explore why the authoritarian rule is so resilient in China. The next 

chapter will analyze this question comprehensively from a perspective of China’s democratic 

parties. 
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Chapter Four 

 

The Democratic Parties and Authoritarian Resilience in China 
 

 

Whether the democratic parties can last or not is not only decided by the decisions of the Chinese 

Communist Party, but also by their own performance and the extent to which they are trusted by 

people. 

 

                                              —Mao Zedong,  1957 

 

Introduction 

 

        This chapter illuminates the roles of the democratic parties in contemporary China. The 

conventional wisdom holds that these non-communist parties in the communist countries are just 

window-dressing organizations for the ruling parties. These small parties are allowed to exist in 

order to showcase that the communist regimes are also democratic. This argument is not valid at 

least in the case of China. Even though many ordinary people in China have limited knowledge 

about the democratic parties, these parties are not “rubber stamp” organizations.  I argue that the 

ruling CCP allows the eight democratic parties to exist and develop because the latter can make 

substantial contributions to sustaining the authoritarian rule through the mechanisms of 

information collection, social control and policy innovation. Without these political “wingmen”, 

the communist leaders will encounter increasing difficulties to govern the country. Despite their 

political significance and influence, these non-communist parties function as “hidden” political 

actors. They do not have many interactions with peasants, workers and soldiers due to the 

recruitment constraints. The official propaganda machine is also reluctant to publicize their 

achievements and accomplishments because the authoritarian regime does not want to see other 

political parties “steal CCP’s thunder”. In this case, the democratic parties’ merits are mainly 

acknowledged by the ruling CCP, but not widely appreciated by the public. As a result, most 
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Chinese citizens do not take the democratic parties seriously. If the masses were well informed, 

then they would inevitably think highly of these parties. 

         To a greater extent than democratic regimes, authoritarian regimes are born with severe 

conflicts, problems and challenges. This explains why some non-democratic countries do not last 

long and democratization occurs in due course. Interestingly enough, some forms of 

authoritarianism have shown great resilience in terms of sustaining authoritarian rule, but others 

have not (Geddes 1999; Svolik 2012). I argue that how long an authoritarian regime can persist 

is greatly affected by the extent to which it can mitigate its inherent problems, contradictions and 

risks. Comparative politics researchers have studied the problems of authoritarian rule for 

decades. Yet, previous studies have overwhelmingly devoted their attention to exploring how 

authoritarian rulers themselves solve the problems. This approach leaves us to believe that 

dictators single-handedly control and sustain the regimes. This chapter demonstrates how non-

ruling political actors in authoritarian regimes can help autocrats mitigate three core challenges 

to non-democratic governance--the information problem, the social control problem and the 

innovation problem. By alleviating these challenges, non-ruling political actors may contribute to 

sustaining authoritarian rule, as seen in the following case study of democratic parties in China.  

        To be specific, I argue that the democratic parties can help solve the information blocking 

problem in China by collecting and sharing information with the CCP; they can help maintain 

social control by reducing potential regime challengers; they can also promote better social and 

economic governance by innovating public policy. The rest of this chapter will proceed as 

follows. It will first introduce the problems of authoritarian rule. I will discuss five core 

problems—the power-sharing problem, the commitment problem, the information problem, the 

social control problem and the innovation problem. The next section will elaborate how the 
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democratic parties collect and share information with the ruling CCP. Following that, another 

section will focus on the discussion of how the democratic parties maintain social control via co-

optation and socialization. Then, I will demonstrate that the democratic parties are vital policy 

actors in China and they can promote better governance by innovating public policy.  

The Problems of Authoritarian Rule 

 

       Scholars have already identified and analyzed several important problems and challenges in 

authoritarian countries including the commitment problem (Li and Lian 1999; Reuter and 

Remington 2009; Brancati 2014), the power-sharing problem (Magaloni 2008; Svolik 2009, 

2012; Boix and Svolik 2013), the information problem (Zheng and Wu 2005; King, Pan and 

Roberts 2013;Rød and Weidmann 2015; Shadmehr and Bernhardt 2015; Wallace 2015, 2016), 

the social control problem (Shaw 1996; Curran 1998;Tremewan 2016; Svolik 2012; Wang 2014; 

Wang and Minzner 2015) and the innovation problem (Lorentzen, Landry and Yasuda 2014). 

According to Milan Svolik (2012), power-sharing and social control represent two fundamental 

problems in the authoritarian regimes. The social control problem pertains to the confrontations 

and struggles between the elites in power and the much larger population over which they rule. 

Authoritarian rulers always worry that people may rise up to throw them out. During the Arab 

Spring, dictators in Tunisia, Egypt, Syria, Yemen and Libya were ousted because they could not 

control social protests. Thus, dictators always keep tight control of society by all means.  

         The social control problem is about the relationship between the ruling elites and ordinary 

people. The power-sharing dilemma concerns the power and resource distribution among the 

ruling groups in the dictatorships. If authoritarian regimes cannot successfully control society, 

social rebellions may occur. If power-sharing arrangements are not properly handled, dictator’s 

allies may initiate internal rebellions against dictators. A recent example of the power-sharing 
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problem in authoritarian regimes was the power struggle in Zimbabwe. The 93-year old dictator 

Robert Mugabe attempted to transfer presidential power to the First Lady of Zimbabwe, his 52-

year old wife, Grace Mugabe, not the more popular former Vice-President of Zimbabwe, 

Emmerson Mnangagwa. However, because the First Lady is not supported by the military, a 

coup d'état occurred in the capitol city Harare. The commitment problem refers to a dilemma in 

which dictators always need to make promise to assure people around them, but their promises 

are not credible. Beatriz Magaloni (2008) find that some of dictators’ power-sharing arrangement 

are often not credible. This is because authoritarian elite politics is not rule-based. Dictators’ 

personal preferences and needs outweigh anything else. What is even worse, their preferences 

are hard to perceive and may change all the time. For example, North Korean leader Kim Jong-

un’s uncle Jang Song-thaek was once the second most powerful person in the country, but all of 

a sudden, he was brutally killed by the young and paranoid dictator (New York Times, 2016). 

Thus, how to make commitments to other ruling members credible is very important for the 

survival of dictators. 

        Compared with the power-sharing, commitment and social control problems, the 

information and innovation problems seems to be less threatening in authoritarian politics, but I 

argue that they are also significant challenges to the authoritarian regimes. By the information 

problem, I mean two things pertain to the flow of information. The first aspect is that 

authoritarian governments do not allow the free flow of information and the masses always 

attempt to resist it. For example, Facebook was blocked by Bashar al-Assad as early as 2007 to 

crack down on internet activism (Reuters 2007). Google, YouTube and Facebook are all blocked 

in China. Foreigners and some Chinese people have to buy VPNs to access to these websites. 

The other aspect is that local governments have a tendency to selectively hide and report 
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information to upper-level governments, creating an information blocking problem. This 

information blocking problem is rooted at the principal-agent relationship between the central 

government and local agencies. The innovation problem refers to the insufficiency of innovation 

in authoritarian countries where free speech and behavior are repressed. Countries need to 

promote policy innovation to adapt to changing environments. Democratic countries have done 

much better than authoritarian countries in terms of innovation. For example, only one 

authoritarian country (Singapore) ranks among the top 20 nations listed in the 2017 Global 

Innovation Index.1 The other 19 countries are all democracies. A lack of policy innovation can 

render authoritarian nations backward and vulnerable. 

         Researchers show that authoritarian rulers have taken many measures to solve or mitigate 

these problems. For example, many democratic institutions have been established in 

authoritarian countries to solve the commitment and power-sharing problems. This can explain 

the rise of competitive authoritarianism in the post-cold war era (Levitsky and Way 2010) and 

the formation of hegemonic party regimes in Mexico, Russia, Indonesia, Azerbaijan and 

Kazakhstan (Magaloni 2006; Smyth, Lowry and Wilkening 2007; Suryadinata 2007; Reuter 

2013; Bader 2011). With respect to the social control problem, some dictators rely on coercion 

while others turn to co-optation. For example, the notorious dictator, the Ugandan president Idi 

Amin Dada (in office from 1971 to 1979) was responsible for some of the worst atrocities when 

ruling the country. As a defining feature of autocracies, repression is necessary to keep the 

regimes stable. However, it may cause the escalation of even stronger resistance and protests. In 

this case, some authoritarian rulers have shown increasing interest in adopting formal and 

informal co-optation mechanisms to control society. Among these co-optation tools, the role of 

                                                      
1 See https://www.globalinnovationindex.org/analysis-indicator 
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political parties, legislatures, and elections as co-optation mechanisms has been of particular 

importance (Gerschewski 2013, 16). These “soft” measures have contributed to the stability of 

the authoritarian rule by allowing people to have more connections and networks with the 

regimes. 

       The information problem in authoritarian regimes has recently caught wide attention. For 

example, the potential of new ICTs to facilitate the mobilization of citizens has attracted a great 

deal of news coverage and scholarly attention following the Arab Spring of 2010‒2011 (Stein 

2016). One way through which authoritarian regimes tackle the information problem is to build 

institutions to control or manipulate news media and other information flow. Recent scholarship 

suggests circumstances in which autocrats benefit from allowing relatively free and independent 

media (Egorov et al. 2009; Whitten-Woodring 2009; Lorentzen 2014), elections as information 

(Malesky & Shuler, 2011) or permitting moderate levels of popular protest (Lorentzen 2013). 

The innovation problem, however, seems to be not well addressed by dictators. For example, 

scholars find that even institutional innovations designed to preserve authoritarian rule can face 

significant challenges of implementation (Lorentzen, Landry and Yasuda 2014). 

        China is a typical non-democratic country manifested by the above-mentioned problems of 

authoritarian rule. For example, Chinese government data are not viewed trustworthy by China 

watchers worldwide. It is widely believed that local governments have consistently reported 

inaccurate information to upper level governments. This information problem is even officially 

admitted by the communist politicians. Chen Qiufa, the former governor of Liaoning province 

admitted that the fiscal departments of local counties and cities have committed data fraud from 

2011 to 2014 (People’s Daily 2017). In addition to the economic information, other information 

problems also exist. For instance, rural residents are forbidden to go to Beijing to report their 
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grievances. Anyone who opts to go secretly may be arrested by police force and will be sent back 

to the countryside by local governments.2  Social protests and the rise of contentious politics 

make social control a difficult task for the authoritarian rulers in China. Power-sharing and 

commitment problems are salient issues as well. China’s elite politics is characterized by 

factionalism (Nathan and Tsai 1995; Tsou 1995; Dittmer and Wu 1995; Shih 2004, 2008; 

Hillman 2010; Choi 2012; Huang 2006; Keller 2016) and periodical purges which is often in the 

name of anti-corruption (Teiwes 1976; Lu and Lorentzen 2016; Jiang and Xu 2015; Jiang and 

Yang 2016). The reality of barriers to innovation has also become a political concern for Chinese 

leaders. Again, similar to other authoritarian countries, China’s communist regime need to solve 

or at least mitigate the problems of commitment, power-sharing, information, social control and 

innovation in order to survive. Thus, the question is how these challenges are addressed? The 

existing literature discusses these challenges in the case of China from various perspectives. Yet, 

they have not paid adequate attention to the roles of the democratic parties. 

          I argue that the power-sharing and commitment problems are mainly addressed by the 

ruling CCP alone, but the information, social control and innovation problems are solved by the 

CCP and eight democratic parties together. In other words, these non-communist parties 

contribute to the authoritarian rule by helping the Communist Party to solve the information 

collection problem, to co-opt elite and diminish regime challengers, and to promote public policy 

innovation. How do the ruling party address the power-sharing and commitment problems in 

China? The CCP relies on legislature and other nominally democratic institutions to solicit 

cooperation and loyalty in China (O'Brien 2008; Sun, Zhu and Wu 2014; Yan 2011). For 

example, research shows that joining the National People’s Congress, the “rubber stamp” 

                                                      
2 Interview No. 4 
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parliament in China, is worth about 7 percentage points in operating profit margin in a given year 

for companies (Truex 2014).  To keep party cohesion, the leadership transition institutions are 

established. Andrew Nathan (2003) argues that the rise of norm-bound succession politics is a 

main source of authoritarian resilience in contemporary China. 3  When building nominally 

democratic institutions, China’s authoritarian regime shares similar surviving strategies with 

other non-democratic regimes elsewhere. But the distinct roles played by the democratic parties 

in sustaining the authoritarian rule imply that China’s noncompetitive party system has different 

political functions which are rarely seen in other authoritarian regimes. Authoritarian rulers in 

China can receive tremendous support from these political wingmen—the democratic parties— 

to govern the country. But dictators in other countries such as communist leaders in the Soviet 

Union and National Democratic Party leaders in Egypt can only maintain the authoritarian rule 

by themselves. They also have political partners, but these partners are too weak to make 

substantial contributions. 

         The following sections are devoted to elaborating each mechanism, respectively. I explore 

the information collection and social control mechanisms by interviewing the members, cadres 

and leaders of the non-communist parties. To explain the public policy innovation mechanism, I 

primarily use a survey consisting of 465 respondents conducted in Zhejiang province to 

demonstrate that the democratic parties are important policy actors in China. More importantly, 

the introduction of competitions has pushed the democratic parties to “race to the top” in the 

game of serving the authoritarian regime. 

 

                                                      
3 The 19th CCP National Congress seems to send a new signal regarding China’s leadership succession politics. 

President Xi Jinping may build new rules to select national leaders. This new change seems to comply to Dan 

Slater’s theory which argues that the personalization of power can coexist with institutionalization.  See Slater, Dan. 

"Iron Cage in An Iron Fist: Authoritarian Institutions and the Personalization of Power in Malaysia." Comparative 

Politics 36, no. 1 (2003): 81-101. 
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The Democratic Parties, Information Collection and Authoritarian Resilience 

 

        The democratic parties can help mitigate the information blocking problem in China since 

they have their own independent channels of information collection and sharing. They call this 

function of information collection “reporting social conditions and public opinion”（fanying 

sheqing minyi, 反映社情民意）. Each piece of information is usually less than 1000 words. See 

a concise example here. This piece of information is reported by Wang Qi, a non-communist 

party member in Chenzhou city, Hunan province. The title of the information is “Management 

and traffic control are needed when reconstructing urban road network”. He points out that the 

large-scale road work in the city has created several problems. If not addressed promptly, several 

consequences may follow. The second half of his information is actually his suggestions. 

Currently, our city is undertaking a large scale reconstruction of urban road network. 

During road work, traffic has become blocked, road signs are removed, and pedestrians 

are sharing road with automobiles. This jammed traffic becomes even worse during rush 

hours and weekends when fewer traffic policemen are present. The consequences could 

be disastrous if a fire accident occurs or patients need to be sent to the emergency. To 

address these potential risks, I suggest that governments take measures to better manage 

and control the current traffic order. I have five points for governments to consider. First, 

send more traffic policemen to the road work areas to guide traffic. Second, more 

punishments for the traffic violations. Third, rethink about the schedule of road work. 

Fourth, push for new traffic ideas to ensure the safety of cars and pedestrians. Fifth, 

encourage more people to be involved in the current special period of traffic control. For 

example, solicit traffic volunteers from citizens and students to help guide traffic flow.4 

 

        This piece of information is small, but the value of hundreds of thousands of such pieces is 

tremendous. The communist regime uses the information collected by the democratic parties for 

three purposes. First, governments can have a better understanding of Chinese society by adding 

the information collected by the non-communist parties to their own information system. 

Chinese society is changing rapidly and the communist party alone can not grasp all of the new 

changes, problems and challenges. Governments may ignore some things which they think trivial 

                                                      
4 Source:http://www.czbeihu.gov.cn/zx/sqmy/content_52123.html 



 125 

but are important for many people. Second, governments can double check the credibility and the 

validity of their information by receiving the information from other independent sources. It is a 

common phenomenon that local governments have a tendency to selectively report some 

information and hide other information to upper-level governments based on their preferences in 

the non-democratic countries. This information blocking problem rooted in the principal-agent 

relationship between different levels of governments can be significantly mitigated by 

triangulation: conducting comparative analysis of the information collected by the CCP and the 

democratic parties. The democratic parties are the only political organizations in China which 

can provide large-scale information and systematically share them with the ruling CCP. Without 

these non-communist parties, the CCP will lack adequate and credible information to triangulate 

its own information. Lastly, governments can use the information collected by the democratic 

parties to take preemptive or immediate actions. The non-communist parties are encouraged to 

report all kinds of information about Chinese economy, society and politics. Some information 

especially the one about society can be very urgent or time-sensitive. Obtaining this type of 

information can enable governments to stay alert in order to respond quickly to potential risks 

and problems. In short, the democratic parties can serve as the “invisible eyes” for the 

authoritarian regime.  

        The democratic parties collect and share information with governments via a unique system. 

This system has three components: information collectors, information reporting channels and 

incentives. Below will show how this complex information system created by the democratic 

parties works.  
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Information Collector 

       Who are collecting and sharing information among these non-communist parties? According 

to the rules of the democratic parties, every party member is encouraged but not forced to do that.  

In reality, some party members have shown little interest in this work.5  To better fulfill the 

function of information acquisition, each democratic party has built a specific group of 

information collectors. This group typically includes three types of party members. The first type 

is information officers (xinxiyuan, 信息员) and local party unit organizers. The second type is 

officials in the democratic parties. And the third type is party members who work in the specific 

committees of any regional party organizations. For example, the China Democratic League’s 

Shanghai committee has more than 800 information collectors.6 Around 100 of them comes from 

the grassroots party branches, the first type.  Another 150 information collectors are officials and 

cadres in the Shanghai committee. The rest of 600 people are from the third type, the specific 

committees. Because the CDL is the largest non-communist party in China and Shanghai is the 

second most important city in China, the number of information collectors built by the CDL’s 

Shanghai committee is among the largest. Other democratic parties should have less than 500 

information collectors in a city. 

        The democratic parties regularly open workshops to train information collectors to do a 

better job (see Figure 4.1). They invite the active and effective information collectors to share 

experience with others during the workshops. Interviews with the officials and ordinary party 

members who are actively involved in the information collection shows that the information 

reported by the democratic parties is most likely to be valued by governments and the ruling 

CCP when meeting at least one of the three conditions.  

                                                      
5 Interview No. 26, 52,57 
6  See http://www.dem-league.org.cn/czyz/1144/32939.aspx 
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Figure 4.1 China Democratic League’s Conference and Training Workshop on Reporting Social 

Conditions and Public Opinion 

 

 
 

            Source: http://www.dem-league.org.cn/czyz/2089/54785.aspx 

 

        The first condition is that the information is time-sensitive.  Like the information reported 

about local traffic problems above, this type of information can easily catch governments’ 

attentions since prompt actions are needed. Otherwise, as analyzed by the reporter, it may cause 

disastrous consequences. The second condition is that the problems they highlight are puzzling 

or stimulating. I interviewed a senior editor who has worked in the publishing industry for 

decades. He reported one piece of information about the industry which was taken seriously by 

the central government. 

More and more so-called cultural studios are developing in our city. They call themselves 

studios, but actually they are private publishers. They not only print books alone, but also 

work with public publishers to print and sell books. You know, our country does not 

allow the existence of private publishers. But nevertheless, these cultural studios are 

private publishers. I report this change in the publishing industry to governments and 

advice governments to take innovative approach to govern them, not to close them.7 

 

                                                      
7  Interview  No. 70 
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      The reason why this piece of information can arouse the interests of governments is because 

it is related to freedom of the press in China. The publishing industry in China is 

overwhelmingly dominated by state, which leaves almost no room for the development of private 

press（Baensch 2017）. In fact, establishing private press is not legally allowed in China. Given 

the connections between press and democracy (Overholser and Jamieson 2005;), it is 

understandable that authoritarian regimes do not permit the rise of private press. Yet, private 

publishers in the name of cultural studios still flourish in cities, this puzzling question is hard to 

discover by ordinary people. It shows that democratic parties have their own advantages of 

identifying and exploring new and stimulating questions. The third condition is that they can 

provide useful suggestions to the problems they report. Useful suggestions are the ones which 

deal with problems from a government perspective. In other words, the democratic parties should 

think about solutions like the ruling CCP. That’s why a provincial leader of a non-communist 

party joked “the democratic parties are more like communists than the Chinese Communist 

Party.”8 It is easy to collect and report a piece of information, but without meeting one of the 

above-mentioned conditions their information will not be well received by the CCP and 

governments. 

Information Reporting Channels 

       Non-communist party members have multiple channels to share their information with 

governmental and communist party leaders. The everyday information reporting channels are 

governmental channels and Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC, or 

zhengxie, 政协 ) channels. These two information reporting systems are jointly built and 

managed by the democratic parties and the CCP. The third channel, which I call the information 

                                                      
8 Interview No. 47 
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express system characterized by faster information flow from below, is primarily built and 

managed by the democratic parties.  

       The non-communist party members who are also civil servants can collect and share their 

information with the communist cadres in their workplace. The latter can decide whether to 

report the information to upper-level governments or not. Since this information reporting 

channel is dominated by the CCP and the information has to go through each level of 

governments, the democratic parties’ members are not very interested in using it. A more popular 

one is the CPPCC channel as the majority of people in CPPCCs are people who are from the 

democratic parties or without party affiliation. The democratic parties’ members who are also 

CPPCC members (zhengxie weiyuan, 政协委员) can report their information directly to the 

CPPCC in their localities. And the latter will forward them to governments or upper-level 

CPPCC for further consideration. The CPPCC proves to be a popular everyday information 

reporting channel. For example, statistical data shows that the CPPCC of Taizhou city has 

reported around 4200 pieces of information to national CPPCC, Jiangsu provincial CPPCC, 

Taizhou committee of the CCP and the Taizhou municipal government by June 2016.9 Even 

though we do not have data to summarize the volume of information shared via the CPPCC 

channel throughout the country, it is presumably a very significant number. 

        The governmental and CPPCC channels are used to mainly report information about local 

public affairs. The purpose is to keep local governments sensitive to new changes, problems and 

risks. With respect to problems with national and provincial implications or influence, the 

priority of information sharing is to inform the communist party leaders at the provincial and 

national levels, catching their attention. To make sure the communist leaders can directly receive 

                                                      
9 http://www.tzzx.gov.cn/art/2016/9/19/art_29046_678388.html 
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important information from the non-communist party members at the grassroots level, 

democratic parties establish an information express system (zhitongche) with the support of the 

CCP (see Figure 4.2). This system is much faster than reporting information via governmental 

and CPPCC channels since it takes only two steps for local information to be received by 

provincial leaders (governors, for example) and three steps for national leaders. 

Figure 4.2 The Information Express System 

 

 

         Any information reporting problems and public opinion which goes beyond local influence 

has an opportunity to be responded by the top leaders of the CCP. These problems are firstly 

reported to provincial committees of the democratic parties by ordinary party members via 

emails or E-government systems. After screening, important information will be immediately 

reported to their central committees or provincial governments (if problems appear only in 

provinces). The last step is that the democratic parties directly inform the CCP’s leadership the 

information via classified documents. The CCP’s leaders can choose to reply with a note (pishi) 

or choose to not respond. Replying with a note typically implies that the CCP officially 

acknowledges the importance of the information reported by the democratic parties. The notes 

will be delivered to the democratic parties as a grateful gesture. But more importantly, 
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communist leaders will ask related governmental agencies to respond to the problems mentioned 

in the information. 

Figure 4. 3 An Example of Hunan Provincial Governors’ Pishi (notes)  

 

                             Source: http://hunan.ifeng.com/a/20161216/5237467_0.shtml 

       The figure 4.3 Above is an example of how communist leaders respond with a note to the 

information reported by the democratic parties. In this example, the content printed on the left 

side shows that the provincial committee of the China Democratic National Construction 

Association （CDNCA） in Hunan province uses the information express system to report 

information about local crop rotation and fallow institutions10. There are two notes on the right 

                                                      
10 The information was collected by CDNCA members in the Hengyang city, Hunan province. See 

http://www.hytyzx.gov.cn/xwzx/mzdp/mjianhysw/284108.htm 
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side. The note at the top is written by Hunan governor Xu Dazhe on Nov 26, 2016. He says 

“Please ask comrade Daojin (deputy governor of Hunan province) to think about it. Please also 

ask related departments especially the agricultural departments to analyze. We should pay great 

attention to the suggestions made by the CDNCA.”  Deputy governor Daojin Dai writes another 

note beneath the one from governor Xu a week later. He explains how much land currently lies 

fallow and why Hunan province is doing that. The deputy governor asks the agricultural 

department to think about the problems as well. In the end, he thanks the CDNCA for keeping an 

eye on the agricultural development in Hunan province. This example perfectly shows how the 

information express system works and especially how communist leaders value the information 

provided by the democratic parties. 

Incentive Systems 

      Why are democratic members willing to spend time on information collection? By 

interviewing leaders of the democratic parties and examining relevant official documents, I argue 

that well-designed incentive systems consist of promotion, material benefits and honorable 

rewards are the most important reasons. The incentive systems are built by the democratic parties 

and the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conferences (CPPCC) at the central and regional 

level. Each year, the central, provincial and prefectural level committees of the democratic 

parties will make a summary of the information collection work. Based on this summary, they 

will provide promotion opportunities, material benefits and honors for outstanding information 

collectors and party branches. Below is a summary of information collection by CDNCA in 

Wuhan city, Hubei province. It shows how many pieces of information are accepted by different 

levels of governments, CDNCA and CPPCC. Each acceptance is worthy several points. The 

higher level of agency the information is accepted, the more points they can get. Adding these 
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points together creates a final score ranking, which can show which local branch or committee 

has done well in the past year. Based on this ranking, some information collectors and branches 

will be rewarded with money and promotion opportunities. Some non-communist party members 

engage in information collection not for money and promotion but for honors. They treat this as 

a way of self-actualization because not many people have opportunities to let governments hear 

their voices in authoritarian nations. This is a privilege. They use this privilege to push for 

positive changes in society. 

Table 4.1 A Summary of Information Collection by The CDNCA of Wuhan City in 2014 

Branch 

Accepted 

by 

CDNCA 

of 

Wuhan 

city  

Accepted 

by 

National 

CPPCC 

Accepted 

by the 

central 

committee 

of 

CDNCA 

Accepted 

by Hubei 

CPPCC 

Accepted 

by Hubei 

United 

Front 

Dept 

Accepted 

by 

CDNCA 

of Hubei 

Province 

Accepted 

by the 

CCP of 

Wuhan 

city 

Accepted 

by 

Wuhan 

CPPCC 

Score 

City    

committee 
28 2 0 3 1 13 0 10 127 

Jiang’an 

district 

committee 

53 2 0 3 0 23 1 5 139 

Wuchang 

district 

committee 

60 0 0 5 0 22 6 7 160 

Jianghan 

district 

committee 

48 0 0 3 0 21 1 4 111 

Qiaokou 

district 

committee 

38 0 0 2 0 13 0 13 110 

Hongshan 

district 

branch 

33 0 1 1 0 7 0 0 55 

Qingshan 

district 

branch 

47 0 0 1 0 13 1 2 82 

Hanyang 

district 

branch 

36 1 0 0 0 20 2 8 79.5 

Wuhansteel 

general 

branch 

4 0 1 0 0 2 0 1 11 
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Huangpi 

general 

branch 

4 0 0 0 0 2 1 1 12 

Jiangxi 

general 

branch 

6 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 10 

East-west 

Lake general 

branch 

15 0 0 0 0 5 0 3 32 

Jianghan 

University 

general 

Branch 

4 0 0 1 0 3 0 1 15 

Integrated 

branch 
15 0 0 1 0 10 1 5 49 

General office 

branch 
18 0 0 2 0 14 1 6 48.5 

Economic 

research 

committee 

38 0 1 3 0 24 1 10 118 

Legal 

committee 
21 0 0 2 0 14 2 2 70 

Study 

committee 
26 0 0 0 0 10 0 4 60 

Sci& educ 

committee 
21 0 0 0 0 5 0 2 37 

Cultural 

committee 
7 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 9 

Women 

committee 
14 0 0 0 0 7 1 1 32 

Entrepreneurs 

committee 
19 0 0 0 0 7 1 4 42 

Source: http://www.whmj.org.cn/2015/0325/4804.php 

       The national CPPCC and provincial CPPCCs annually select outstanding information 

collectors and organizations from the eight democratic parties by summarizing and evaluating 

their performance. To be specific, the national CPPCC holds an annual ceremony to announce 

the winners of 30 outstanding pieces of information, 20 excellent information collectors and 20 

effective party organizations. Provincial CPPCCs follow suit by rewarding information 

collectors and organizations in their own provinces. One possible misunderstanding people may 

have about information collection is that they think this is just a way of how the democratic 

parties spy on Chinese society. This is not true because the ruling CCP makes it clear that the 
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purpose of information collection is to identify problems and provide suggestions to solve 

problems. The democratic parties do not deal with security-related issues. One may also question 

whether the current incentive systems can encourage the democratic parties to report useful and 

important information. Without a doubt, some information collected and reported by the 

democratic parties are quite superficial. This should be understood as normal and conventional. 

There is no way to guarantee that every information is useful for the ruling party because the 

CCP has a different understanding of information value than the democratic parties. That being 

said, many information are indeed greatly appreciated by the CCP. But perhaps, the most 

important reason why information collection by the democratic parties is of great importance for 

the ruling party and authoritarian government is that it is an independent, time-sensitive and 

everyday-based information flow system. The existence of this information system can 

complement to the CCP’s own information system. Backed up by multiple sources of 

information, the Chinese communist regime can significantly mitigate the information blocking 

problem and set the stage for quickly responding to social challenges. 

The Democratic Parties, Social Control and Authoritarian Resilience 

 

       Social protests can happen in democratic and non-democratic countries when people walk 

out on streets to express their disapproval of something. These protests are easy to manage in 

democratic countries since protesters follow certain norms and rules. For example, thousands of 

people protested on streets against Donald Trump’s electoral win in 2016. They do so in a 

civilized manner and try to affect local society at a minimal level. However, large-scale social 

protests in authoritarian countries can spiral out of control. And in many cases, people protest to 

show their strong disapproval of governments and the authoritarian rulers who control the 

governments. For example, the outburst of the Arab Spring generated a lot of chaos and 
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instability in the Middle Eastern countries such as Tunisia, Egypt and Yemen where autocrats 

were eventually ousted by contentious movements. Dictators hate protests; all they want are 

stability and longevity of their power. In this case, how to control society especially elites to 

prevent them from rising up to throw dictatorship away is always a big challenge in non-

democratic countries. 

         In China, the ruling CCP takes mixed approaches to address the social control challenges. 

This communist regime has been strengthening its coercive capacity all the time to consolidate 

its authoritarian social control (Wang 2014). It also controls society through co-optation, 

propaganda persuasion and socialization. Despite these efforts, the authoritarian regime finds it 

increasingly difficult to control society because people are receiving more education, becoming 

wealthier and accessing more information outside China through internet. In this case, I argue 

that the democratic parties can help the communist regime to control society by diminishing 

regime challengers via co-optation and socialization. Without the existence of the democratic 

parties, people have only two political options: either join the CCP or not join. If citizens do not 

join the ruling party, they may become regime challengers when they feel dissatisfied about the 

incumbent rulers. However, the inclusion of the democratic parties to China’s political system 

provides a third option for people. When people especially elites are pushed away by the 

authoritarian regime, they can actually get closer to the democratic parties. In other words, the 

democratic parties can create a political space where people who do not like the CCP are co-

opted and socialized to prevent them from taking radical actions against the authoritarian regime. 

         Coercion is a traditional means to achieve social control and stability. It’s not only 

important in peaceful time but also significantly crucial during governance crisis periods. For 

example, Theda Skocpol argues that “even after great loss of legitimacy has occurred, a state can 
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remain quite stable and certainly invulnerable to internal mass-based revolts especially if its 

coercive organizations remain coherent and effective” (Skocpol 1979, 32). According to Yuhua 

Wang (2014), one important reason why the Chinese communist state has remained so singularly 

durable in an age of democratization is the development of state coercive capacity. Many 

research and news reports have shown that stability maintenance (weiwen, 维稳) has become a 

top priority for local Chinese officials. For the sake of stability maintenance, the Chinese 

Communist Party has taken deliberate actions to enhance the cohesion of its coercive 

organizations by distributing “spoils of public office” to police chiefs (Wang 2014). Even though 

the expansion of coercive power has recently slowed down due to the corruption investigation of 

former Politburo Standing Committee member and head of the central Party political-legal 

committee Zhou Yongkang (周永康) who controlled police force in China from 2007 to 2012，

the rise of an security state in China is already apparent. 

        Coercion is an important means to control society or achieve social stability, but solely 

relying on this tool can result in several problems. First of all, building and using coercive 

apparatus is extremely costly. For example, Yuhua Wang (2014) finds that the size of the police 

force (about 500,000 in 2004) is only 1.5 times more than the number of court personnel 

(300,000) and three times more than the number of procuratorate personnel (183,194) in China, 

but the average police budget (1,904,070,000 yuan) is almost six times bigger than that of the 

court’s budget (344,820,000 yuan) and the procuratorate’s budget (361,250,000 yuan). In other 

words, it means that a policeman will cost a lot more state funding than a judge and a prosecutor 

in China. Secondly, the existence of the security force is always a double-edge sword because of 

its loyalty problem. Managing coercive leaders is always a matter of difficulty. The security 

force can protect the authoritarian rulers, but it can also defect in crisis and controversial 
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moments which is the last thing autocrats want to see. For example, Zimbabwe’s dictator Robert 

Mugabe was betrayed by the military chiefs. Military commanders refused the order to use force 

against demonstrators in Beijing during the 1989 Tiananmen Square protests, in Egypt in 2011, 

and in Libya the same year. Last but not the least, state repression may backfire and escalate 

social unrests. Researchers find that repressive events that are perceived as unjust have the 

potential to generate enormous public outrage against those seen as responsible (Hess and Martin 

2006). In other words, coercion is not the panacea for all social control problems.  

       Understanding these limits of coercion, authoritarian rulers not only attempt to soften the use 

of coercion but also diversify their governing strategies. In the study of how the Singapore 

government controls its press system, Cherian George (2007) argues that coercion is increasingly 

calibrated for maximum effectiveness at minimum cost. Another two governing strategies 

available to authoritarian rulers are co-optation and socialization. According to Johannes 

Gerschewski (2013), co-optation is defined as the capacity to tie strategically-relevant actors (or 

a group of actors) to the regime elites. In order to co-opt strategic actors (mainly elites), a 

conventional instrument is the distribution and sharing of rents (Acemoglu and Robinson 2005; 

Wintrobe 2000). These political and material benefits can encourage elites to work with the 

authoritarian regimes. One problem with rents, though, is that it does not entail a long-term 

commitment. Rents can buy people’s loyalty in a short term, but the loyalty effect will be 

discounted as time goes by. Jennifer Gandhi and Adam Przeworski (2006, 2007) convincingly 

argue that authoritarian rulers can rely on political institutions to solicit the cooperation of 

outsiders or deter the threat of rebellion. These institutions can be a royal family council, a junta, 

a party committee, a legislature, a ruling party, etc. The CCP has devised many institutions to 

stay in power. These institutions include the People’s Congress (legislature), the Chinese 
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People’s Political Consultative Conference (the united front body), rural direct electoral 

institutions, and so forth. Undoubtedly these authoritarian institutions assist the CCP to 

successfully co-opt many elites. 

      Propaganda is another way of how the CCP controls society. By controlling “what people 

should know” or conducting “thought work” (sixiang gongzuo, 思想工作) , the propaganda 

system can effectively control most of the information that reaches the Chinese public and 

officialdom, which ultimately contributes to authoritarian resilience (Chan 2002; Shambaugh 

2007; Brady 2009). Last major approach to control society is socialization. Schools are being 

used as the most ideal place to play a role of political socialization, namely educate students to 

support the communist party and the state. For example, the national “Patriotic Education 

Campaign” after 1991 is a great example to show how historical memory such as the “one 

hundred years of humiliation” from mid-1800s to mid-1900s has been reinforced by the current 

regime’s educational socialization (Zhao 1998; Wang 2008). In the meantime, the history of the 

Cultural Revolution and the Tiananmen Incident is wiped out from schools. Young people today 

in China have very limited knowledge about the political mistakes made by the ruling party. 

What they have learned a lot in schools are great achievements by the Chinese Communist Party. 

If there is no communist party, there is no new China. If there is no communist party, there is no 

rise of China. The message is that people must support the Chinese Communist Party if they are 

patriotic citizens in this country A new change in China’s educational socialization is the revival 

of Confucianism in Chinese society (Yu 2008; Ai 2009; Bell 2010; Wu 2014). It seems that the 

CCP attempts to embrace the traditional Confucianism which was abandoned by Mao during the 

Cultural Revolution. People find that Confucianism Fever supported by governments appears in 
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schools, book stores and academic conferences. The rise of Chinese classical schools is creating 

what scholars call Confucian cultural citizenship (Wang 2016).  

        Needless to say, these governing strategies consisting of coercion, co-optation, propaganda 

and socialization are tremendously successful so far in terms of sustaining the authoritarian ruler 

in China. But, their power is gradually discounted due to economic development, the rise of 

social media and erosion of communist ideology and legitimacy. Modernization theories contend 

that economic development is strongly related to democratization (Lipset 1959, Przeworski and 

Limongi 1997). China today is the second largest economy in the world with a GDP per capita of 

8,123 dollars. When people get out of poverty, they are more likely to demand more political and 

civil rights. Even though the government blocks many foreign websites in China, people still can 

use many ways to breach “the internet wall” through purchasing VPNs or using other 

technologies. The erosion of communist ideology and legitimacy also hinders the effectiveness 

of the CCP’s governing statecraft. For example, China’s market reforms have created a big gap 

between the rich and poor if measured by Gini Index. This gap allows people to question the 

ideology and legitimacy of the ruling party. In summary, the CCP has taken mixed strategies to 

control 1.3 billion people in China. But social control has become more and more challenging. 

        The democratic parties can play an indispensable role in social control. They contribute to 

the resilience of authoritarian rule by reducing potential regime challengers in China. How are 

they able to do that? I argue that although the non-communist parties are not ruling parties, they 

can also perform the functions of elite co-optation and socialization. Because the CCP is the 

ruling party and the democratic parties are not, I call CCP’s elite co-optation as direct co-

optation and the democratic parties’ elite co-optation as indirect co-optation. Indirect co-optation 

is a necessary complement to CCP’s direct co-optation. 
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         Membership data in chapter four shows that on average 70% of the non-communist party 

members have at least a bachelor’s degree. Among young party members who are in the 30s, at 

least 95% of them should have a bachelor’s degree. These data can show that the democratic 

parties can successfully attract elites to join them. No matter what reason motivates people to 

become members of the democratic parties, a clear message behind this is that they do not want 

to or cannot join the ruling CCP in the first place. Considering that many people already regret 

their decisions to join the CCP, we can expect that the ruling party is not as attractive as it was to 

many elites. Problems may emerge when elites do not join the CCP. I call this group of actors as 

potential regime challengers. These regime challengers tend to believe in the universal value of 

democracy, freedom and human rights. They challenge the current regime not by initiating large 

scale anti-government movements, campaigns or demonstrations, at least not now. Instead, their 

challenge is manifested by ideational and discursive power. For example, intellectuals with free 

minds spread the democratic ideas and criticize the communist ideology. They can delegitimize 

the communist rule and provide an alternative to the authoritarian governance. It’s impossible to 

calculate how many people are potential regime challengers in China. But what is certain is that 

any political group that can recruit these potential regime challengers and socialize them can help 

the CCP better control Chinese society. The democratic parties are ideal political organizations 

to recruit elites and diminish potential regime challengers. 

        First of all, the membership data can prove that the democratic parties are very popular 

among well-educated elites. Because the ruling party uses 5% increase limit to control the size of 

the democratic parties, the total membership is around 1.1 million. If these parties can recruit as 

many members as they wish, it is estimated that the membership can be as large as several 

million. Currently, there are already signs that some democratic parties can go beyond the 5% 
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limit. For example, the CZGP increases its membership at an annual rate of 9% in the past 

several years. More importantly, a well-designed education system can socialize non-communist 

party members to persuade them not to go against the ruling party. 

       This education system is constructed by a national Institute of Socialism (shehui zhuyi 

xueyuan, 社会主义学院), provincial Institutes of Socialism and hundreds of prefectural-level 

Institutes of Socialism. The national Institute of Socialism, also known as the Central Institute of 

Socialism, was established in 1956 in Beijing. The CCP educates and trains its cadres via the 

education system of “party schools” (dangxiao, 党校). Institutes of Socialism perform the same 

function within the democratic parties. The current president of the Central Institute of Socialism 

is Yan Junqi (严隽琪), the President of the China Association for Promoting Democracy. Each 

year, thousands of non-communist party members are selected to study in the Institutes of 

Socialism. They need to take a variety of courses including Chinese traditional culture, modern 

Chinese history, the CCP history, the history of the democratic parties, and the history of the 

United Front.11 What are the purposes of designing this history-focused curriculum? I argue that 

this curriculum is designed to mainly socialize non-communist party members. These history 

courses are useful in two aspects. First, they prove that joining the democratic parties is a proud 

decision since these parties had played important roles in promoting democracy and founding the 

People’s Republic of China in the pre-1949 history. By doing so, non-communist party members 

can have a better understanding of the indispensable roles of the democratic parties in China. 

Second, the history courses send a clear message that the democratic parties are the political 

wingmen of the ruling CCP. Eight non-communist parties not only have made huge contributions 

to the communist victory in the civil war but also have supported the communist regime to 

                                                      
11 Interview No.23 
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overcome many challenges in the reform and opening up era. Party members in contemporary 

China should carry on this tradition of working with the CCP. 

        On the one hand, a history-focused curriculum is designed to socialize non-communist party 

members by showing the history of how the democratic parties work with the ruling CCP. This is 

important since people especially young people tend to have limited knowledge about the 

historical achievements of their parties. On the other hand, this education system within the 

democratic parties has covered a majority of party members. For example, the Central Institute 

of Socialism alone has trained 80,000 people by 2016. Each year, around 6,000 people study in 

the Institute. Hundreds of thousands of party members are arranged to study in provincial and 

prefectural-level Institutes of Socialism. This large-scale education campaign has produced very 

positive outcomes. Interviews with the non-communist party members show that most of them 

have a better understanding of their party history from the Institutes of Socialism. And they 

believe that the primary goal of the democratic parties is not to challenge the leadership of the 

CCP, but to support it. Some democratic parties’ members are very critical of the CCP during the 

interviews, but they also admit that only the CCP is suitable to govern the country.  

        One evidence to demonstrate the socialization effect of the non-communist party members 

is that few of them have become well-known political dissidents in China. Again, some non-

communist party members do not agree with the official policies, but nevertheless they do not 

politically challenge the CCP’s leadership. In other words, they know how to constrain 

themselves from crossing the red line. This is very important for both the democratic parties and 

the CCP. The ruling party needs these non-communist parties to support the regime in a 

constructive way. The democratic parties are encouraged to have different opinions about 

governmental policies. But their party members should not question the leadership of the CCP. 
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In order to survive and develop, the democratic parties have no interest in becoming a shelter of 

political dissidents. In this case, they do everything they can to socialize potential regime 

challengers. 

The Democratic Parties, Policy Innovation and Authoritarian Resilience 

 

         The existing literature on public policy process in China highlights how state actors, civil 

society actors and international actors can influence the decision-making process. Yet, few 

studies have explored what the democratic parties can do to innovate public policy. I argue that 

these non-communist parties are important policy entrepreneurs in China. They actually play far 

more important roles than we expect in terms of promoting better social and economic 

governance. I support this argument by analyzing a survey conducted in Zhejiang province to 

show how the non-communist party members participate in the public policy process.  

         In the Chinese politics literature, scholars have studied the public policy change in 

authoritarian China from three perspectives: state, civil society and international influence. The 

influential theory of fragmented authoritarianism argues that policy making process is dominated 

by the bargains and struggles between different state actors (Lieberthal and Oksenberg 1988). 

These state actors include ministries, state-owned enterprises (SOE), local governments, and so 

forth. For example, Yichong Xu (2017) shows that central SOEs are not mere passive receivers 

of policy directives from the party-state; instead, those with long-term strategic vision, human 

and financial resources, and institutional capacity can shape government policies to their liking 

as policy advocates by conducting a case study of how State Grid Corporation of China shapes 

China’s electricity policy in the early twenty-first century. The rise of civil society in China has 

generated two types of active policy actors: NGOs and business associations. Some research has 

explored how NGOs engage with state to influence policy output (Saich 2000; Mertha 2009; Han 
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et al 2014) and how industry associations lobby the government (Kennedy 2009a, 2009b; Deng 

and Kennedy 2010). The last type of actor is international actors, such as international 

organizations, multinational corporations and overseas business associations, etc. It is widely 

believed that international organizations such as International Monetary Fund and World Bank 

can greatly affect the domestic policy choices in developing countries (Andrews 2013). For 

example, the Washington consensus created by Washington, D.C. based international institutions 

has affected many Asian and Latin American countries. This is certainly the case in China. What 

is less known is that even overseas business associations can have an impact on public policy 

change in China. For example, Elaine Sio-ieng Hui and Chris King-chi Chan (2016) demonstrate 

that United States and European business chambers have taken different strategies to lobby 

against the Shenzhen Collective Consultation Ordinance and the Guangdong Regulations on the 

Democratic Management of Enterprises. 

        Scholars call these prominent policy actors as policy entrepreneurs. Policy entrepreneurs, 

namely those willing to spend their resources (eg energy, reputation and money) to bring 

particular issues onto the government agenda and to get their policy proposals enacted, have 

been identified as key contributors to policy change in China (Zhu 2012). These policy 

entrepreneurs have different strengthens and weaknesses when attempting to influence the 

decision-making process of public policy in China. For example, the extent to which NGOs can 

play a role in China is largely dependent upon the political space provided by the authoritarian 

regime. If authoritarian rulers can tolerate their development, they can have a great say. 

Otherwise, their voice will be significantly muted. A good example can illustrate this point is the 

theory of authoritarian environmentalism (Gilley 2012; Eaton and Kostka 2014). Authoritarian 

environmentalism can be defined as a public policy model that concentrates authority in a few 
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executive agencies manned by capable and uncorrupt elites seeking to improve environmental 

outcomes. Public participation is limited to a narrow cadre of scientific and technocratic elites 

while others are expected to participate only in state-led mobilization for the purposes of 

implementation (Gilley 2012, 288). As the political environment becomes more and more 

conservative in recent years, environmental NGOs have encountered more barriers to participate 

in the environmental public policy process.  

         The democratic parties have three distinct advantages over other policy actors in terms of 

influencing public policy innovation in China. First of all, the democratic parties have 

unmatched discursive power. Discursive power is the capacity to influence policies and political 

processes through the shaping of norms and ideas (Fuchs 2005). Due to the fact that these non-

communist parties are not interest groups, their public policy proposals are tended to be viewed 

very neutral and objective by the ruling CCP. In this case, the authoritarian regime establishes 

intimate relationship with the democratic parties. For example, it’s a routine practice for 

governmental leaders at various levels to discuss important policy changes with leaders of the 

non-communist parties. 12  Secondly, the democratic parties have strong discursive abilities. 

Political parties are carriers of ideas (Mair and Mudde 1998; Volkens and Klingemann 2002). 

The earliest account of political parties often described individuals bound together by common 

ideas (Vassallo and Wilcox 2006, 413). These ideas include their party ideologies and their 

public policy blueprints. It’s a job for political parties to come up with new ideas to address 

challenges and problems in societies. To a certain degree, the democratic parties perform 

functions like what think tanks do. Think tanks are policy institutes where new ideas, plans and 

agendas are generated, advocated and spread. The democratic parties do similar things in China. 

                                                      
12 Interview No. 47, 65, 77 
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Each democratic party has several specific committees designed to conduct related field research 

and come up with new policy prescriptions. Their research projects are fully funded by the 

corresponding level governments. Party members share these policy proposals with the 

government in the interest of promoting better social and economic governance. The third 

advantage is that they really understand the Chinese government. Non-state actors often find that 

their communication with the government does not go well. Most often, this problem is caused 

by their lack of knowledge about the Chinese government. They have troubles in understanding 

what the governmental preferences are. By contrast, the democratic parties have rich knowledge 

and experiences because many party members work in the government. In other words, they are 

well-informed policy actors.  

        To understand what the democratic parties think about their participation and roles in the 

public policy process, I use a survey which was conducted in Zhejiang province in 2011. 

Scholars in Zhejiang Institute of Socialism led by Tianzhu Huang sent 495 questionnaires to the 

elite members of the democratic parties who were selected to study in the Institute. 474 

questionnaires were valid. Because these party members were randomly selected to study in the 

Institute, the research sample could represent the whole population of the non-communist party 

members in Zhejiang province. There are two reasons why I choose this survey to analyze the 

relationship between the democratic parties and pubic policy in China. The first reason is that 

this is, to my knowledge, the largest survey on the democratic parties’ participation in public 

policy at a provincial level. The second reason is that Zhejiang province has a large number of 

non-communist party members in China. Table 4.2 is a summary of the basic information of 474 

respondents. This table shows that most of party members are male with at least a bachelor’s 

degree. Their occupation choices are concentrated in civil servants, teachers and professionals. 
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Table 4.2 Survey Information in Zhejiang Province, 2011 

 Category Frequency Percentage 

 

Gender 

Male 295 62.2% 

Female 163 34.4% 

Missing data 16 3.4% 

 

 

Age 

Under 35 years 31 6.5% 

36-45 years 150 31.6% 

46-55 years 222 46.8% 

Above 56 years 66 13.9% 

Missing data 5 1.1% 

 

 

 

Education 

Less than 9 years 1 0.2% 

9 to 12 years 7 1.5% 

Bachelor’s degree 301 63.5% 

Master’s degree and 

doctoral degree 

152 32.1% 

Missing data 13 2.7% 

 

 

 

Occupation 

Civil servants 158 33.3% 

Professionals 112 23.6% 

Teachers 124 26.2% 

Freelancers 14 3% 

Private entrepreneurs 8 1.7% 

SOE managers 21 4.4% 

Missing data and others 37 7.8% 

 

 

 

Political Party 

RCCK 71 15% 

CDL 86 18.1% 

CDNCA 50 10.5% 

CAPD 42 8.9% 
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CPWDP 90 19% 

CZGP 24 5.1% 

JSS 96 20.3% 

TDSGL 15 3.2% 

     Source: Huang (2017) 

       In the rest of this chapter, I will provide a detailed discussion about what roles the 

democratic parties play in the public policy process. I will first show that the democratic parties 

pay close attention to public policy process, which is a prerequisite for being policy 

entrepreneurs in China. Then I will discuss a gap between their focus level and their participation 

level. Next, I will analyze the democratic parties’ participation in public policy from a policy 

area perspective. In particular, I am interested in exploring whether different political parties 

have divergent policy focus areas. The last part is the discussion of their participation 

performance. 

Table 4.3 To What Extent Do You Care About Public Policy Process 

Choice Frequency Percentage 

I care a lot 140 29.7% 

I care 314 66.5% 

I don’t care 16 3.4% 

I hate it 2 0.4% 

N 472 100% 

 

       From the table above, we can find that almost every non-communist party member cares 

about public policy process in China. It implies that the democratic parties pay close attention to 

public policy process in China. This high level of policy consciousness should not be surprising 
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because many party members work with or deal with the government regularly. Ordinary people 

do not have these opportunities to interact with the government. In addition, their educational 

background can help them understand the importance and consequences of public policy. For 

example, we cannot expect peasants to care about many public policy issues because they lack 

sufficient knowledge (perhaps some leisure time) to understand what these policies are about. 

Table 4.4 Public Policy Focus Level and Participation Level 

Focus level  Central level 
Provincial 

level 

Prefectural 

level 

County 

level  
In total 

Frequency 255  254  157  83  749  

Percentage  34% 33.9%  21%  11.1%  100%  

Participation 

level 
Central level 

Provincial 

level 

Prefectural 

level 

County 

level  
In total 

Frequency 20 87 89 95  291 

Percentage 
6.9% 29.9% 30.6% 32.6%  100% 

       

       There is an interesting gap between the public policy level which the democratic parties 

focus on most and the public policy level that they can actually participate most. Table 4.4 shows 

that most people devote their attention to the central governmental level public policies. The 

county level policies attract least attention among the party members of the democratic parties.  

It suggests that the democratic parties are more interested in macro-level public policies instead 

of micro-level ones. In contrast with their focus level, the democratic parties participate most in 

county level public policy process.  Data shows that 32.6% non-communist party members 

participate in public policy decision-making process in their counties. Only 6.9% respondents 
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have been involved in the public policy process of the central government. This gap should be 

understood that the non-communist party members mainly participate in subnational level public 

policy processes. There is no significant difference in terms of their involvement in provincial, 

prefectural and county level public policy decision-making processes. Can the democratic parties 

become part of the decision-making processes of public policy at the central level? Yes, they can. 

The central committees of the democratic parties have several departments and specific 

committees. Their everyday work is to contribute to the decision-making of the central level 

public policies.  

Table 4.5 The Democratic Parties’ Public Policy Focus Areas 

Policy Area Frequency Percentage 

United front 153 9.0% 

Anti-corruption 97 5.7% 

Taiwan affairs 66 3.9% 

Diplomacy 4 0.2% 

Politics and law 21 1.2% 

Diaspora affairs 14 0.8% 

Intellectuals 59 3.5% 

Culture and sports 116 6.8% 

Economy 176 10.4% 

Military 3 0.2% 

Science and 

technology 
130 7.7% 
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Education 191 11.3% 

Population 17 1.0% 

Medicine and health 185 10.9% 

Rural affairs 159 9.4% 

Environmental 

protection 
193 11.4% 

Social security 49 2.9% 

Urban affairs 63 3.7% 

Total 1696 100.0% 

 

        The democratic parties are policy actors, but their policy attention is unevenly distributed. 

As shown in Table 4.5, the democratic parties devote most of their attention to the following 

public policy areas: environmental protection, medicine and health, education, science and 

technology, economy, united front, culture and sports and rural affairs. They lack adequate 

interest in the public policy issues related to diplomacy, military and diaspora affairs. This 

implies that these non-communist parties can promote better social and economic governance 

through public policy innovation. But their contribution is mainly associated with domestic 

issues, not international issues. In the meantime, we can find that different parties have divergent 

preferences for public policy innovation (see Table 4.6). RCCK members frequently engage in 

public policy processes in Taiwan and rural affairs. CDL members are salient in the public policy 

issues related to education, culture and sports. CDNCA members are active in anti-corruption, 

economy and environmental protection areas. CAPD members mainly focus on culture and 

sports areas. United front, medicine and health, rural affairs, and environmental protection are 
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CPWDP’s preferred policy areas. JSS and TDSGL both have their preferences for policy areas as 

well.  On the one hand, it is true that each non-communist party has its own policy area 

preference. On the other hand, their policy area preferences also converge. For example, 

CDNCA and CZGP members contribute a lot to anti-corruption policies. Party members from 

others are also active in this public policy area. Education, environmental protection and 

economy are also public policy areas which different parties all pay great attention to. 

Table 4.6 The Policy Area Preference of Different Democratic Parties 

Policy area  RCCK CDL CDNCA CAPD CPWDP CZGP JSS TDSGL 

United front Frequency 19 17 8 12 26 2 18 7 

Percentage 6.9% 4.9% 4.6% 7.3% 7.9% 2.2% 5% 13.7% 

Anti-

corruption  

Frequency 34 40 25 21 39 12 48 4 

Percentage 12.3% 11.6% 14.4% 12.7% 11.9% 13.3% 13.2% 7.8% 

Taiwan affairs  Frequency 29 1 3 1 2 2 2 14 

Percentage 10.5% 0.3% 1.7% 0.6% 0.6% 2.2% 0.6% 27.5% 

Economy  Frequency 24 33 33 18 23 8 28 7 

Percentage 8.7% 9.6% 19% 10.9% 7% 8.9% 7.7% 13.7% 

Culture and 

sports 

Frequency 11 26 5 14 12 3 11 1 

Percentage 4% 7.6% 2.9% 8.5% 3.7% 3.3% 3% 2% 

Science and 

technology 

Frequency 7 22 12 7 9 8 52 N/A 

Percentage 2.5% 6.4% 6.9% 4.2% 2.7% 8.9% 14.3% N/A 

Education Frequency 24 58 10 19 26 12 42 4 

Percentage 8.7% 16.9% 5.7% 11.5% 7.9% 13.3% 11.6% 7.8% 

Medicine and 

health 

Frequency 20 17 7 16 57 11 36 2 

Percentage 7.2% 4.9% 4% 9.7% 17.4% 12.2% 9.9% 3.9% 

Rural affairs Frequency 26 10 15 10 32 2 18 3 

Percentage 9.4% 2.9% 8.6% 6.1% 9.8% 2.2% 5% 5.9% 
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Environmental 

protection 

Frequency 36 39 23 14 43 9 42 3 

Percentage 13% 11.3% 13.2% 8.5% 13.1% 10% 11.6% 5.9% 

 

         The discussions above have demonstrated that these democratic parties are deeply involved 

in the public policy process in China. A following question is to ask whether their participation 

makes an impact on policy outcomes. To answer this question, I explore how local governments 

respond to the public policy proposals made by the democratic parties. Table 4.7 shows that local 

governments exhibit various responses. Only 4.2% proposals made by the democratic parties are 

fully accepted by the government. By fully accepted, I mean their public policy proposals later 

become new governmental policies. As high as 38.7% proposals are partially accepted.  By 

partially accepted, I mean their public policy proposals later become new governmental policies 

with certain modification. If we combine these two together, we can find that more than half of 

the submitted proposals are partially or fully accepted by the government. Compared with other 

policy actors such as NGOs, international actors and SOEs, the democratic parties are 

undoubtedly more successful in terms of influencing the public policy processes in China.  

Table 4.7  Government Responses to Democratic Parties’ Policy Proposals 

Participation Outcome  Frequency Percentage 

Policy proposals fully accepted  23  4.2% 

Policy proposals partially accepted 212  38.7%  

Policy proposals considered, but not accepted 
106  19.3%  

Policy proposals included in agenda 
60  10.9% 

No policy proposal submitted 147  26.8% 
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Total 548  100% 

 

         Governing a country with a population of 1.3 billion is not easy. It requires the Chinese 

government to be innovative and adaptive in order to address new challenges. When studying the 

sources of innovation in China, the conventional wisdom is that the central government allows 

local agencies to conduct “policy experiments,” after which the successful policy innovations in 

some localities will become national policies (Heilmann 2008, 2011; Huang 2013).  This 

experimentalist source of innovation is an important reason why China’s authoritarian 

government can address so many political, economic and social problems. But this 

experimentalist account is not adequate. This chapter shows that the existence of another source 

of innovation—the democratic parties’ contributions to policy innovation— helps the communist 

regime to promote better social and economic governance. China is an innovative country13 due 

to the Chinese Communist Party’s local experimentalist strategy and the democratic parties’ 

policy activism.  The existing literature overwhelmingly focuses on what the CCP can do to 

stimulate innovation while ignoring what the non-communist parties can contribute.  

         This academic ignorance is understandable because the democratic parties are hidden 

policy actors. Since these democratic parties are not opposition parties in China, they do not 

publically propose policy alternatives to improve and innovate existing governmental policies. 

Instead, they do so mainly through closed-door governmental meetings. Some inter-party 

meetings are institutionalized. For example, local governments need to discuss important issues 

with the leaders of the democratic parties on a monthly or bimonthly basis. Other meetings are 

contingent upon certain needs. When the democratic parties are hidden policy actors, the ruling 

                                                      
13 According to the Global Innovation Index 2017, China ranks 22nd in the world, a highly innovative country. 
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CCP does not need to worry that these parties may steal its thunder. In this sense, people can 

only observe what the CCP has done to govern the country. This chapter shows that the 

democratic parties have made crucial contributions to economic and social governance. Some 

political arrangements have prevented people from acknowledging their merits and achievements. 

By conducting a systematic study, this dissertation unpacks the “black box” of the democratic 

parties by showing how they help the communist party to overcome information blocking, social 

control and innovation problems. 

Conclusion 

 

        This study of the democratic parties in China can enrich our political imagination of 

authoritarian rule. The existing literature tends to depict authoritarian politics as autocrats vs the 

people. This binary political thinking can be developed, as shown by this chapter, into a more 

complicated case which is characterized by interactions among autocrats, non-ruling political 

actors and the people. These non-ruling political actors include political parties, religious 

organizations, international actors, and so forth. A few comparativists have already noticed the 

important roles of non-ruling political actors in authoritarian countries. For example, 

authoritarian rule in Egypt is influenced by two important non-ruling political actors: Egypt’s 

international allies and the Society of the Muslim Brothers (Brownlee 2012; Leiken and Brooke 

2007). Regime survival is contingent upon internal and external conditions. This chapter 

emphasizes the democratic parties’ contributions of solving internal challenges to maintain 

authoritarian rule in China. This does not mean that these non-communist parties can only exert 

influence within China. In fact, they are also very active in China’s diplomatic efforts of 

promoting a peaceful rise. But their priority lies in domestic governance, not international 
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engagement. Next chapter will study noncompetitive party politics and authoritarian rule from a 

comparative perspective. 
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Chapter Five 

 

Noncompetitive Party Politics in Comparative Context 

 

 

Introduction 

 

         The previous chapters have studied the relationship between the democratic parties and 

authoritarian rule in China. I demonstrate that these non-communist parties can do many things 

to support instead of undermining the authoritarian rule. The existence of noncompetitive party 

politics is certainly not limited to the case of China. Other former and current communist 

regimes (Vietnam, Poland, East Germany, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia and North Korea) and 

competitive authoritarian countries (Mexico under the PRI and Russia today) also have several 

non-ruling parties whose purpose is to maintain the authoritarian regimes. These political parties 

have different names. But they serve a similar function of being political wingmen for the ruling 

parties. That being said, how they fulfill the task of political wingmen are divergent. In the 

communist regimes, these non-ruling parties directly support the communist parties via 

information collection, social control and policy innovation. In competitive authoritarian regimes 

such as Mexico and Russia, however, non-ruling parties sustain the authoritarian rule by fighting 

real opposition parties and enhancing electoral legitimacy. 

         This chapter is devoted to providing a brief discussion of the noncompetitive party politics 

and authoritarian rule in former Eastern European communist and competitive authoritarian 

regimes. I will show how non-ruling parties support incumbent regimes by relying on archival 

materials and secondary literature. Three brief case studies of noncompetitive party politics in 

former communist Poland, Mexico under the PRI and Russia today are introduced to show how 

the insights of this dissertation may be extended beyond the case of China. 
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Non-Ruling Parties, Noncompetitive Party Politics and Authoritarian Rule in Former 

Communist Countries 

 

         It is common for non-communist parties to exist in communist regimes. In addition to the 

eight non-communist parties in China, there are additional 15 non-ruling parties in Vietnam, 

North Korea and four former Eastern European countries (see Table 5.1). These 15 non-

communist parties include Democratic Party of Vietnam and the Social Party of Vietnam in 

Vietnam; the Democratic Party and the United Peasants’ Party in Poland; the Christian 

Democratic Union of Germany, the Liberal Democratic Party, the National Democratic Party of 

Germany and the Democratic Farmers’ Party of Germany in the former East Germany; the 

Farmers’ Union in Bulgaria; the People’s Party, the Social Party, the Liberal Party and the 

Revival Party in the former Czechoslovakia; and the Chondoist Chongu Party and the Korean 

Social Democratic Party in North Korea. In total, 23 non-communist parties were and are still 

active in the communist world. 

Table 5.1 Facts About Non-Communist Parties in Vietnam, North Korea and Former Eastern 

European Communist Countries 

Political Parties Founding Time Place Member 

Composition 

Note 

Democratic 

Party of 

Vietnam 

1944 Vietnam petty 

bourgeoisie, 

businessmen 

and 

intellectuals 

The party was 

dissolved in 

1988 

Social Party of 

Vietnam 

19461 Vietnam Intellectuals The party was 

dissolved in 

1988 

Democratic 

Party 

1939 Poland Professionals 

and 

intellectuals 

It continues to 

exist in Poland, 

but with 

different names 

United 1949 Poland Peasants Merged by the 

                                                      
1 Political Handbook of the World (1986) writes that the founding time is 1951, but Chinese book An Analysis of the 

Multi-Party Cooperation in the Socialist Countries and Wikipedia think that the time is 1946. This dissertation 

temporarily uses 1946 as the founding time. 
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Peasants’ Party Peasant Party 

and the Polish 

Peasant Party 

of Stanislaw 

Mikolajczyk 

Christian 

Democratic 

Union 

1945 East Germany  Christians It merged into 

the West 

German CDU 

in 1990 

Liberal 

Democratic 

Party 

1945 East Germany Artisans, 

intellectuals 

and peasants 

Dissolved in 

1990 

National 

Democratic 

Party 

1948 East Germany Artisans, 

businessmen 

and former 

Nazi military 

officers 

It merged into 

the Free 

Democratic 

Party in 1990. 

Democratic 

Farmers’ Party 

1948 East Germany Peasants It merged with 

the Christian 

Democratic 

Union in 1990. 

Bulgarian 

Agrarian 

People's Union 

1899 Bulgaria Peasants One of the first 

and most 

powerful of the 

agrarian parties 

in Eastern 

Europe 

People’s Party 1948 Czechoslovakia Peasants who 

have Catholic 

beliefs 

 

Social Party 1948 Czechoslovakia Intellectuals The party 

almost 

disappears.  

Liberal Party 1946 Czechoslovakia Peasants who 

have Christian 

beliefs and 

intellectuals 

 

Revival Party 1948 Czechoslovakia   

Chondoist 

Chongu Party 

1946 North Korea Peasants who 

have Chongoist 

beliefs 

Still active 

today 

Korean Social 

Democratic 

Party 

1945 North Korea Peasants, 

intellectual, 

businessmen 

Still active 

today 

Source: Political Handbook of the World (1986) and An Analysis of the Multi-Party Cooperation 

in the Socialist Countries (1988). 
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         That non-communist parties widely exist in the communist world is striking for three 

reasons. First, not all communist countries have non-communist parties. For example, the Soviet 

Union had only one party—the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU). There were no 

opposition or non-communist parties. Given that the Soviet Union was the first communist 

regime in the world and it had huge influence over other communist countries, we should expect 

other countries to follow the Soviet model of not allowing other parties to exist. However, nearly 

half of the communist regimes did not copy the Soviet model of party system. Second, Marxism 

and Leninism both lack theoretical discussions on the scope for non-communist parties in the 

communist regimes. In other words, these communist regimes allow the non-communist parties 

to exist—which is different than the Soviet model— not because of ideological requirements. It 

is more like a voluntary choice. Last, the Asian countries (China, North Korea and Vietnam) and 

Eastern European Countries (Bulgaria, Poland, East Germany, Czechoslovakia) are very 

different in terms of history, culture and socio-economic conditions. And these countries had 

never discussed about their party systems together, but nevertheless they ended up with very 

similar party systems. Although this chapter does not seek to explain why some communist 

regimes have multiple political parties while others have only one party, the following discussion 

can provide an introduction to how these non-ruling parties existed and developed in the former 

communist regimes. 

The Rise of Non-Communist Parties in Former Eastern European Communist Regimes       

        Non-communist parties could exist and develop in former Eastern European Communist 

regimes due to three necessary conditions: the democratic legacies, the Soviet influence and 

weak communist parties. Before the World War II, some Eastern European countries already 

embraced democratic ideas and practices. This democratic tradition could date back to the 
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Constitution of May 3, 1791 in the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth, the world’s second 

earliest and the Europe’s first democratic constitution. Many political parties were established 

before and during the Second World War. Because many European countries were invaded by 

the Nazi Germany, these political parties’ main goal was to resist the German rule and to achieve 

national independence. After independence, they planned to establish a genuine democratic 

country where different political parties competed for controlling the national government. 

However, history did not unfold as they intended. 

        These parties were happy to witness that the Nazi Germany was defeated by the Allies in 

World War II. Yet, when the German occupation was over, the Soviet Red Army came. The 

Soviet Union was not able to occupy these countries except East Germany. But the USSR still 

wanted to keep its influence over these Eastern European countries for strategic purposes. The 

final solution was to support the establishment of the communist regimes in the Eastern 

European region. In this case, the communist parties could become ruling parties in this region 

mainly due to Soviet influence. For example, L.A.D. Dellin (1979) argues that “the success of 

the Bulgarian Communist Party has been inversely related to its numerical strength, that its final 

victory was due entirely to the Soviet invasion, and its permanence dependent on the threat of 

Soviet intervention and domestic repression.” Because these communist parties were not strong 

enough to control everything, the Soviet Union and the communist parties both accepted the 

existence of other non-communist parties. In this case, communist coalition governments were 

widely built in this region. Of course, in order to keep political presence, all non-communist 

parties must acknowledge the leadership of the communist parties. Some political parties did so, 

but others did not. Those that refused to accept the communist leadership were regarded as 

opposition parties. And they could not survive in Eastern European countries.  
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        By the late 1940s, single-party regimes were consolidated and only a few of them allowed 

non-communist parties to continue to exist. Among Eastern European communist regimes, East 

Germany, Yugoslavia and Albania were different. East Germany was under the direct occupation 

of the Soviet Union until the governing authority was handed over to the Socialist Unity Party in 

1948. The Socialist Unity Party (also known as East German Communist Party) was established 

in April 1946. It is much weaker than other communist parties in the Eastern Europe. Thus, 

building a coalition government in East Germany was more popular than building a one-party 

regime. There were no non-communist parties in Yugoslavia and Albania since Josip Broz Tito 

and Enver Hoxha successfully defeated the German forces by leading their own military force.2  

Tito’s Communist Party of Yugoslavia3 and Hoxha’s Party of Labour of Albania were already 

strong enough to control their countries, making other non-communist parties less important. 

What Did These Non-Communist Parties Do in Eastern Europe? 

        These non-communist parties served multiple purposes in Eastern Europe. These parties 

joined the coalition governments to govern the countries under the communist leadership. For 

example, according to the Political Handbook and Atlas of the World in 1965, many non-

communist party members worked in governments as ministers. In Bulgaria, Minister of Justice 

Peter Tanchev was a member of the Agrarian National Union. In East Germany, Minister of 

Foreign Affairs Lothar Bolz belonged to the National Democratic Party.  Minster of Health Max 

Sefrin and Minister of Post and Telecommunications Rudolf Schulze were both members of the 

Christian Democratic Union of the Soviet Zone. In Poland, a Vice Premier in the Council of 

Ministers Stefan Ignar, Minister of Forestry and Wood Industry Roman Gesing and Minister of 

Food and Agricultural Industry were all members of the United Peasant Party. Minister of 

                                                      
2 Needless to say, the Soviet support was also indispensable. 
3 After 1952, the party changed the name as “League of Communists of Yugoslavia”. 
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Communications Zygmont Moskwa was from the Democratic Party. Inviting non-communist 

party members to take important positions in coalition governments had strengthened the 

legitimacy of the communist regimes. With their political support, the Eastern European 

communist parties were able to keep their feet on the ground.4 Regarding this, Joseph Whelan, a 

specialist in Soviet and Eastern European affairs, argued that “In general, the communist 

coalition device was an effective instrument of conquest in Eastern Europe”  (Whelan 1966, 1). 

To be specific, non-communist parties assisted the communist parties by three mechanisms: 

information sharing, social control and policy innovation. 

        These non-communist parties had built regional and grassroots level party organizations. 

For example, the Democratic Party in Poland had party committees in every provinces and many 

party branches in towns. By doing so, these parties could collect information via their own party 

channels. Because these parties were also part of the coalition governments, they had legitimate 

means to share information with the ruling communist parties. The second function they can play 

was social control. Governing these Eastern European countries were great challenges for the 

ruling communist parties. Thanks to the democratic traditions and the initial weakness of the 

communist parties, many people were not very supportive of communism. This was especially 

the case where the majority of citizens were Christians or other followers of religious groups in 

East Germany and other Eastern European countries. Thus, allowing the Social Christian Parties 

and peasants or agrarian parties to exist could help recruit elites from farmers and religious 

groups into coalition governments. Building connections with the non-working class was 

important for communist parties to stay in power. If not, the communist parties would find it 

increasingly difficult to control society. Of course, the willingness of recruiting elites from non-

                                                      
4 Undoubtedly, the Soviet support was also significant and necessary. 
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communist groups varied from country to country. The Polish, the Rumanian and the East 

German communist parties were less interested in doing so and the Yugoslav, the Czechoslovak 

and the Hungarian communist parties were more interested in doing so (Ionescu 1967, 158-159). 

         Another way these non-communist parties could help the ruling parties was to promote 

public policy innovation. Non-communist party members were important public policy actors in 

Eastern European communist countries. They exerted their influence in public policy decision 

making processes through working in governments and parliaments and advocating through 

news media. Similar to the non-communist parties in China, these non-ruling parties took office 

in various levels of governments and legislatures. In this sense, they were public policy decision-

makers. What is slightly different was their use of newspapers. It seems that these non-

communist parties were allowed to use newspapers to publicly advocate for new policies which 

may directly oppose official policies. In China, the democratic parties are hidden heroes in terms 

of promoting public policy innovation. New policy proposals are accepted through closed-door 

meetings and other undisclosed channels. But in Eastern European countries, the debates over 

public policies among different parties were public. And the press had played an important role 

during policy debates. For example, in Poland, the official newspaper of the ruling party Polish 

United Workers’ Party (Polska Zjednoczona Partia Robotnicza—PZPR) Trybuna Ludu was 

circulated 1,000,000 daily. The other two official news papers of the non-ruling parties Dziennik 

Ludowy (by the United Peasants‘s Party) and Kurier Polski (by the Democratic Party) were 

circulated 350,000 daily.5 In the economic policy realm, different newspapers may have very 

conflicting policy discussions. The co-existence and wide circulation of newspapers from both 

                                                      
5 See Political Handbook of the World (1986), p. 449. 
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ruling parties and non-ruling parties enabled citizens to have a better understanding of different 

policy claims. 

         Eventually, the former Eastern European Communist regimes all collapsed in the late 

1980s. But nevertheless, their unpopular authoritarian rule had lasted more than 40 years. If we 

compare the tenure of authoritarian regimes in Eastern European countries with other types of 

authoritarian regimes, we can find that the former belongs to long-lasting non-democratic 

regimes. According to Barbara Geddes (1999), “Military regimes in existence at any time 

between 1946 and the present have lasted on average about 9 years. Personalist regimes survived 

about 15 years on average, and single-party regimes (excluding those maintained by direct 

foreign occupation or military threat) endured on average almost 23 years.” Undoubtedly, the 

non-communist parties had contributed to the communist regimes a lot. Without these parties, 

the initially weak communist parties in East Germany, Poland, Bulgaria and Czechoslovakia 

would have encountered more difficulties to govern the country. Next, I will provide a brief case 

study of non-communist parties in Poland’s communist era. I choose Poland for three reasons. 

First, Poland was the largest communist country in the Central and Eastern European region. 

Second, two non-communist parties—The Democratic Party and the United Peasants Party—

were very active in Polish politics from the 1940s to the 1980s. Third, the literature on party 

politics in the communist Poland is relatively rich. In October 1986, two central committee 

members of the Democratic Party in Poland visited Beijing to introduce how their party played a 

role in the national politics. Chinese scholars had successfully recorded their speeches and 

discussions and included these precious materials in a book called An Analysis of the Multi-Party 

Cooperation in the Socialist Countries in 1988 (hereafter, “An Analysis”). Because these party 
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materials were directly shared by the high-level officials from Poland, it included very insightful 

knowledge and convincing data. 

Case Study: Non-Ruling Parties and Authoritarian Rule in Poland 

         There were two non-communist parties in the communist Poland: the United Peasants’ 

Party (Zjednoczone Stronnictwo Ludowe—ZSL) and the Democratic Party ( Stronnictwo 

Demokratyczne—SD). During the late 1940s and the early 1950s, the communist government 

launched very radical campaigns to decrease the political space of the non-communist parties, 

during which the ZSL and the SD both had very difficult time. The SD had only 35,000 members 

in 1952 as many left. In 1956, Władysław Gomułka took office as the first Secretary General of 

the ruling party. He and the following leaders all supported the development of non-communist 

parties in Poland. Due to the turn of political environment, these two parties started to grow 

bigger. In 1981, the ZSL claimed a membership of 463,000. In 1983, the SD claimed a 

membership of 101,000. 6  Both parties were partners of the ruling party PZPR. They both 

accepted the leadership of the PZPR, but they tended to promote democracy in Poland by 

representing the interests of peasants, intellectuals and businessmen. Intra-party democracy was 

an important principle within these two non-communist parties. For example, the chairman of 

each party was elected by its own party delegates. In 1985, the chairman election of the SD was 

very competitive as two party leaders were fighting. Tadeusz Mlynczak, who had been chairman 

of the central committee from 1976 to 1981 competed with his successor, Dr. Edward 

Kowalczyk, with Mlynczak being returned to his former post by a narrow margin of the almost 

equally divided 660 convention delegates. This kind of competitive elections among non-

communist parties is not possible in China. 

                                                      
6 The membership data is from Political Handbook of the World (1986), p. 448. 



 168 

         From the beginning, communism was not very widely supported by many Poles because of 

three following reasons. First of all, nearly all Poles were and still are Catholic. Marxism is 

severely critical of religion in the world. Thus, the ideological conflicts between the communist 

party and the ordinary people were intense. Second, the ruling party in the 1940s and the 1950s 

was very dogmatic about economic structure. State sectors were encouraged and supported and 

non-state economic sectors were suppressed. This economic policy would definitely cause 

widespread criticism and dissatisfaction. Third, Poles were generally critical of the dictatorship 

of the communist party and the potential Soviet intervention due to their democratic traditions. 

These non-communist parties helped people to accept communism by promoting democratic 

governance. 

         Non-communist parties took many measures to democratize the Polish economic structure. 

The SD was a strong supporter of the private economy. Intellectuals, artisans and businessmen 

were recruited into the party. And the SD fought very hard to pressure the state to recognize the 

equal position of private economy in relation to state-owned enterprises and the cooperative 

sector of the economy. This controversial economic issue had been a policy priority of the SD 

for decades. The existence of non-communist parties had also lend help to control Polish society. 

People who did not or could not join the ruling party could join the SD and the ZSL to 

participate in politics. They could get their voices heard by government. Even though the 

communist regime was not fully democratic which the Poles were hoping for, they at least had 

options to join non-ruling parties and pressured the government in legitimate and meaningful 

ways. In fact, the ruling party took other political parties seriously. According to An Analysis 

(1988), three-party joint action committees were set up in central and provincial governments as 

vehicles to allow other political parties to discuss governmental polices with the ruling PZPR. 
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Due to the democratic governance promoted by the non-communist parties, more and more 

people had tolerated the communist system in Poland. Even in the 1980s when the Polish 

Solidarity Movement developed to challenge the communist rule, non-communist parties still 

supported the incumbent regime. However, many factors conditioned the collapse of 

communism in Eastern Europe, even the communists could not save themselves in the end, not 

to mention the non-communist parties. But, the merits of these parties should not be overlooked. 

Non-Ruling Parties, Noncompetitive Party Politics and Authoritarian Rule in Competitive 

Authoritarian Counties 

 

         Democratic transition literature predicts that once the authoritarian rule is over, the country 

will become a full democracy. However, scholars find that in reality regime transitions do not 

always lead to democracy. The outcome may be what some comparativists characterize as 

“competitive authoritarianism.” According to Steven Levitsky and Lucan Way (2010), 

competitive authoritarian regimes are civilian regime in which formal democratic institutions 

exist and are widely viewed as the primary means of gaining power, but in which incumbents’ 

abuse of state places them at a significant advantage vis-à-vis their opponents. Such regimes are 

competitive in that opposition parties use democratic institutions to contest seriously for power, 

but they are not democratic because the playing field is heavily skewed in favor of incumbent. 

From this definition, we can find that competitive authoritarian regimes are more democratic 

than the communist regimes because the former allows opposition parties to contest in elections. 

In communist regimes such as China, Vietnam, North Korea, East Germany, opposition parties 

were illegal. In other words, competitive (but not fair) party politics exist in competitive 

authoritarian countries. 

         Competitive authoritarianism literature draws widespread academic attention mainly 

because it points out a striking political phenomenon: the existence of competitive party politics 
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in authoritarian regimes. In this chapter, I argue that noncompetitive party politics also exist in 

competitive authoritarian countries. I make this statement because there are two types of 

opposition parties in competitive authoritarian countries: virtual opposition parties and real 

opposition parties. For example, the National Action Party (PAN) and the Party of Democratic 

Revolution (PRD) were real opposition parties in Mexico under the rule of Institutional 

Revolutionary Party (PRI) because they were attempting to defeat the ruling PRI during 

presidential elections. More importantly, only these two opposition parties were able to win 

national elections. And the PAN indeed won in 2000, ending the 71-year rule of PRI. The 

electoral competitions between the PRI and the PAN and the PRD should be understood as 

competitive party politics in competitive authoritarian regimes. By contrast, the Authentic Party 

of the Mexican Revolution (PARM,1954–2000) and the Popular Socialist Party (PPS) were 

virtual opposition parties because they were not able to, and more importantly not willing to, 

defeat the ruling party in Mexico. Their political activities and especially interactions with the 

ruling party constitute noncompetitive party politics in Mexico. In other words, competitive party 

politics is just one side of the coin for understanding competitive authoritarianism. The other side 

of the coin is from a perspective of noncompetitive party politics. The remainder of this chapter 

briefly discusses Mexico under the PRI and Russia today as cases to show how these non-ruling 

parties (virtual opposition parties) contribute to authoritarian rule by fighting real opposition 

parties and enhancing electoral legitimacy. 

Non-Ruling Parties and Mexico Under the PRI 

        The PRI was able to dominate the country in 1929 due to the instability that ensued 

following the Mexican Revolution (1910-1920). Although the Mexican Revolution succeeded in 

ending the dictatorship of Porfirio Díaz, building a peaceful Republic posed challenges. Regional 
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caciques (chiefs) were still fighting each other after the Revolution. Ordinary people demanded 

social order and political stability. Different factions within the revolution camp gradually 

realized that a strong political party was the best solution to unite social forces and keep political 

order in Mexico. As a consequence, the National Revolutionary Party (PNR) was founded as the 

ruling party in Mexico. The PNR later renamed itself Party of the Mexican Revolution (PRM) in 

1938. And eight years later, it adopted the current name of the PRI. 

         According to the Mexican Constitution, Mexico was a democracy. But in reality, there was 

only one ruling party in Mexico in the 1930s. If there were no opposition parties, how come 

Mexico could be a democracy? In 1939, a real opposition party National Action Party (PAN) 

was established, whose members were mainly urban Catholic professionals and businessmen. 

But because this party was very weak in the beginning, it could not win any national, state and 

local elections. Given that even real opposition parties could not challenge the rule of PRI, the 

ruling party decided to support more virtual opposition parties in Mexico. Against this 

background, two major virtual opposition parties were founded in the late 1940s and 1950s. The 

Popular Socialist Party (PPS) was founded in 1948 with the name of the Popular Party and it 

adopted its current name in 1960. The Authentic Party of the Mexican Revolution (PARM) was 

founded in1955 by a group of veterans of the Mexican Revolution who had been marginalized in 

the PRI. The existence of virtual opposition parties could serve the authoritarian regime in two 

aspects. First, their existence gave the appearance of democratic competition in elections and in 

Congress. With multiple parties contesting in Mexico, people tended to view this country as a 

democracy. Nowadays we know that holding elections do not necessarily make a democracy 

unless the elections are fair and competitive. But in the middle of the 20th century when many 

non-democratic regimes did not even hold elections, Mexico’s regular elections led people to 
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view the country as democratic. And when people viewed Mexico as a democracy, the electoral 

legitimacy was strengthened. 

        In additional to providing a democratic façade, another strategic purpose was to fight the 

real opposition parties. In the beginning, the genuine opposition party PAN was weak and unable 

to defeat the ruling PRI in elections. But that did not mean that the PAN would be fragile forever. 

As time went by, the political and social influence of the PAN grew gradually. For example, in 

1952, the PAN presidential candidate Efraín González Luna only received 7.8% of the votes. But 

in 1970, the presidential candidate Efraín González Morfín received 14% of the votes. Even 

though both candidates were both defeated by the PRI candidates, it demonstrated that the PAN 

influence had developed steadily as time went by. The increase of opposition party influence was 

not a happy news to the ruling PRI. On the one hand, the PRI intervened the elections with fraud, 

coercion, and the massive abuse of state resources to put the opposition party at a disadvantaged 

position. On the other hand, virtual opposition parties (the PPS and the PARM) could fight the 

PAN by splitting the opposition party’s vote. This strategy worked well in Mexico. Table 5.2 

shows that the PAN vote share did not go very rapidly from 1985 to 1991. The ruling party was 

undergoing a difficult political time in the 1980s since the end of the “Mexican Miracle” 7  The 

table shows that PRI’s vote share declined from 65% to 50.4% within a short period of time. But 

the real opposition party PAN did not benefit from declining electoral support for PRI. The main 

reason behind this was due to an increase in the share of votes for the two virtual opposition 

parties: the PPS grew from 2% to 10.5% and the PARM from 1.7% to 6.2%. since these two 

parties were not real opposition parties, the authoritarian rule of the PRI was still stable and 

robust by then. 

                                                      
7 The Mexican Miracle means a period of economic growth through substitution of imports and low inflation from 

the 1940s to the 1970s in Mexico. 
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Table 5. 2 Percentage of Total Vote Won by Candidates for Congress by Major Party,  

1985-2000 

 

Source: Adam, Morgenstern, and Nielson 2006, p.80. 

          PRI’s authoritarian rule ended when it lost the presidential election in 2000 and legislative 

ones in 1997. The PAN candidate Vicente Fox won the 2000 presidential election and the PRI 

gave up its power. One major reason which I argue can explain the demise of the PRI is that 

virtual opposition parties’ roles of political wingmen in elections were significantly reduced in 

the 1990s. The rise of the Party of the Democratic Revolution (the PRD) in the 1990s created 

another powerful real opposition party. The PAN did not have to fight under siege in elections. 

The table above shows that the PPS and PARM declined significantly in terms of share of votes 

after the PRD was founded in 1988. These two real opposition parties significantly changed the 

previous electoral landscape by sinking virtual opposition parties. When the ruling party PRI’s 

political wingmen were powerless, the ruling party became the political party which had to fight 

under siege in elections. An important caveat is in order on this point. I do not discount the 

relevance of other non-party factors are not important for explaining the survival and downfall of 

the PRI in Mexico. In fact, there are other convincing accounts of explanations. For example, 

Beatriz Magaloni (2008) argues that the authoritarian rule in the 20th century Mexico was 

resilient because the PRI made millions of ordinary citizens vest their interests in the survival of 
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the autocratic regime. I think this argument makes great sense. But the existing literature on 

Mexican politics has not paid adequate attention to other parties in the PRI era. Scholars analyze 

the longevity of the PRI rule mainly by focusing on what the PRI has done. This chapter 

provides a different perspective of noncompetitive party politics by showing what other parties 

have done to explore the resilience of the PRI rule. 

Non-Ruling Parties and Russia Today 

        In the previous case studies of the Communist Poland and Mexico under the PRI, I have 

shown how non-ruling parties (non-communist parties and virtual opposition parties, 

respectively) contributed to the authoritarian rule in the 20th century Poland and Mexico. This 

section provides a study of how noncompetitive party politics contributes to the authoritarian 

rule of Vladimir Putin’s Russia today.  

        Mexico under the PRI and Putin’s Russia are two typical cases of competitive 

authoritarianism. They are both superpresidential systems. The party politics scenario between 

these two countries has become more and more similar in recent years as well. It has often been 

said of Putin’s Russia that “the Kremlin wants a Mexican-type party system” (Wilson 2005, 126). 

The ruling party today in Russia is United Russia (UR), which is also known as the party of 

power. The party system in the 1990s’ Russia was super atomized as people estimate that there 

were over 100 parties in the Perestroika reforms. The UR formed in December 2001 through a 

merger of two strong Fatherland parties – the All Russia and the Unity Party. The party could 

become the largest party and eventually the ruling party mainly due to its association with 

Vladimir Putin who later even became the chairman of this party from 2008 to 2012. In addition 

to the ruling party UR, there are several opposition parties in Russia as well: Communist Party of 
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the Russian Federation (CPRF), A Just Russia (JR), Liberal Democratic Party of Russia (LDPR), 

and others. 

        The JR and the LDPR are two virtual opposition parties or satellite parties of the Kremlin 

(Wilson 2005; Gel'man 2008). The JR was established in 2006 as a merger of several small 

parties in Russia. This party advocates for leftist policies in Russia. By contrast, the LDPR which 

was founded in 1991 as a far-right political party. Even though they have conflicting ideologies, 

they both firmly support the Kremlin. The only real opposition party is CPRF. When 

communism was abandoned by people in the early 1990s, the CPRF declared itself to be the 

successor of the Communist Party of the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic. The 

CPRF leader Gennady Zyuganov is an interesting political figure. He was a leading critic of 

Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev's perestroika and glasnost. After the Soviet Union collapsed, 

he led CPRF to oppose Boris Yeltsin, the former President. When Putin assumed office, he 

started to fight against Putin and the UR. Similar to the case of Mexico under the PRI, I argue 

that the non-ruling parties helped the ruling party UR by enhancing electoral legitimacy and 

fighting the real opposition party (the CPRF).  

         The State Duma election results presented in table 5.3 shows that on the surface, present 

Russia is a democracy because four political parties compete and win substantial seats in State 

Duma. However, the national elections continue to favor the UR. With the existence of virtual 

opposition parties, not only people have more political choices during elections, but also the 

democratic façade is well maintained in Russia. This is really important because Russia today 

already exhibits a strong tendency of personalistic rule. If Putin does not support the JR and the 

LDPR (he sure can), party politics in Russia will be about just two parties. And Russia’s limited 

democratic image will be further stained. More importantly, Kremlin needs other parties to 
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“steal” vote from the CPRF in elections to prevent it from developing bigger. For example, the 

CPRF suffered a sharp decline in the 2003 legislative election, going from 113 seats to 52. 

Zyuganov called the 2003 elections a "revolting spectacle", and accused the Kremlin of setting 

up a "Potemkin party", Rodina, to steal its votes. 

Table 5. 3 State Duma Election Results in 2007, 2011, 2016 (450 seats in total) 

Political party 2007 2011 2016 

UR 315 seats 238 seats 343 seats 

CPRF 57 seats 92 seats 42 seats 

JR 38 seats 64 seats 23 seats 

LDPR 40 seats 56 seats 39 seats 

Source: Russian Election Commission 

         In the current political landscape, there is no way that the CPRF can defeat the UR in State 

Duma elections.8 On the one hand, this is because Russian President Putin as a charismatic 

leader is still very popular among ordinary people. On the other hand, the CPRF is under siege in 

elections since it is the only virtual opposition party. Other non-ruling parties split the CPRF’s 

vote and reduce its electoral base. This scenario is similar to the Mexican case when the PAN 

was the only real opposition party in elections before another one the PRD was founded in 1988. 

In the future, if another real opposition party could emerge in Russia, the hegemonic position of 

the UR may face serious challenges. For now, the two satellite parties have served the interests 

of the authoritarian rule very well. 

 

 

                                                      
8 That being said, the CPRF have won some local elections. 
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Conclusion 

           It is well established that competitive party politics is crucial for the healthy functioning 

of democracy. That is why party politics scholars have devoted overwhelming attention to 

studying political parties, party systems and how parties interact with each other in democratic 

countries. Based on this and the previous chapters, I argue that noncompetitive party politics is 

very important in terms of sustaining authoritarianism. Political parties in different settings play 

divergent political roles. They can become useful political organizations and tools for ordinary 

people in democracies, but they can also become a source of authoritarian resilience for dictators. 

On the one hand, this demonstrates that modern politics, no matter democratic or non-democratic, 

cannot function without political parties. In this sense, the statements of “party is over” and 

“party decline” are only partially true.  On the other hand, it implies that the Eurocentric views of 

political parties have certain limits. We should pay more attention to political parties in other 

cultures and political-socio environments. 

         This chapter provided an analysis of noncompetitive party politics by discussing the 

relationship between non-ruling parties and the authoritarian regimes in former Eastern European 

communist and competitive authoritarian regimes. I provided three cases studies to further 

elaborate on the arguments of this dissertation. Non-communist parties in the communist regimes 

and virtual opposition parties in the competitive authoritarian regimes are certainly very different. 

But they are all satellite parties or what I call the political wingmen of the ruling parties. The 

authoritarian rulers tolerate and even encourage their development because they can contribute to 

the robustness of the authoritarian rule. I understand that we should not exaggerate the roles and 

functions of these non-ruling parties. Because they cannot become ruling parties and control the 

regime, their political and social influences and impacts are not comparable to ruling parties. I do 
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not deny these limits. What I attempt to show is that these parties can make a difference in 

authoritarian countries. They may lack the capacity to determine the future of their countries, but 

they are strong enough to influence how ruling parties govern and how opposition parties survive 

(if they exist). In light of this reason, additional research is warranted on noncompetitive party 

politics, or party politics in non-competitive system. Relevant questions include, for example, 

why do some communist regimes have multiple parties while others do not? Why can some non-

ruling parties survive but others cannot after the collapse of communism in the Eastern Europe? 

Why are some non-communist parties more autonomous than others?  In competitive 

authoritarian regimes, why do ruling parties mainly sponsor two virtual opposition parties as 

shown in Putin’s Russia and Mexico under the PRI? Under what circumstances can the 

equilibrium of one ruling party, two virtual opposition parties and one real opposition party last 

for a long time? What makes this equilibrium stable? Answering these questions can advance our 

knowledge of communist and post-communist affairs and competitive authoritarianism today. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 179 

Chapter Six 

   

Conclusion:  The CCP, the Non-Communist Parties and China’s Uncertain Future 

 

 

         Although this dissertation focuses on China’s democratic parties, it has implications for our 

understanding of Chinese politics and the puzzle of authoritarian resilience in particular. The 

Eurocentric view of party politics tends to study political behavior, political parties, and party 

systems in democracies, or competitive party politics. As China is a typical case of non-

competitive party system, this project undoubtedly can shed some new lights on the party politics 

literature as well. The next section is used to discuss China’s uncertain democratic future by 

focusing on the particular threshold of ruling beyond 70 years. Only three political parties have 

been in power continuously for 70 years so far in the world. But soon after 70 years, their power 

was taken away by others. The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has been ruling China for 69 

years. Can the CCP overcome this trap by ruling beyond seven decades? How likely will the 

CCP fall into this trap? And what are the roles of the democratic parties for China’s democratic 

future? In the last section, I will put forth a research agenda for more research on China’s 

democratic parties. 

The Democratic Parties and Authoritarian Rule in China 

 

        Since the third wave of democratization, many countries including some Asian ones have 

become democratized. However, China has appeared to be immune to the trend of 

democratization in the world. When communism collapsed in the Soviet Union and the Eastern 

European countries, the communist regime in Beijing survived the national protests that 

culminated in the 1989 Tiananmen Incident. When millions of state-owned-enterprise workers 

were laid off in the 1990s due to economic difficulties, the CCP was still able to maintain social 

stability. When the Arab Spring overthrew several dictators in the Middle East, nothing serious 
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happened in China. Why is China’s authoritarian rule so resilient despite internal and external 

challenges? In the existing literature, scholars have explored the sources of authoritarian 

resilience in China from various perspectives. Needless to say, these theories have advanced our 

understanding of Chinese politics. This dissertation complements the scholarship by unpacking 

the puzzle of authoritarian resilience in China from a perspective of its eight democratic parties. 

        The last time when China’s democratic parties caught academic attention was the 

publication of James Seymour’s book China’s Satellite Parties in 1987. This dissertation is the 

first systematic effort to study the non-communist parties in contemporary China by using 

original data. My purpose is not only to update our knowledge of these parties given that some 

people even do not realize their existence, but more importantly, is to understand how these 

parties interact with Chinese people and the authoritarian regime. In this case, my dissertation 

aims at contributing to Chinese politics, authoritarian resilience politics and party politics 

literature. 

        I study how these parties interact with Chinese citizens by focusing on an empirical puzzle: 

why do so many citizens join these non-communist parties in communist China? These political 

parties have 1.1 million elite members by 2017. What are people’s motivations for joining these 

non-communist parties? I argue that people join these democratic parties in China since the latter 

can provide (1) faster upward political mobility; (2) a protected “voice”; and (3) a sense of 

organizational belonging. I demonstrate that governmental officials from the democratic parties 

can get promoted faster to vice mayor positions than the communist party members in China. In 

other words, the members of the democratic parties enjoy more advantages in promotion than the 

communist members in China. This striking result suggests that China’s authoritarian regime is 

more inclusive and flexible than some assume. But the inclusiveness of China’s authoritarian 
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rule is not open to everyone. Ordinary people still have no fully institutionalized and safe ways 

for expressing their opinion. By contrast, the democratic parties can provide a protected voice 

channel for their members. Once they wear a “democratic party hat”, they can enjoy more 

opportunities to express their concerns than the majority of Chinese citizens. These parties can 

also provide their members with a sense of belonging, which constitutes another major reason 

why people join these parties. 

         The relationship between these non-communist parties and the communist regime is 

interesting and complex. These parties were opposed to communism from inception because they 

advocated for democratic politics. But they also chose to work with the CCP to establish a 

coalition government in 1949. The Chinese Communist Party’s policy toward these non-

communist parties were also contradictory in history. However, as the CCP transformed itself 

from a revolutionary party into a party that prioritizes economic development, these non-

communist parties have co-evolved with the CCP by shifting their attention from democracy to 

governance. In contemporary China, these democratic parties contribute to the authoritarian rule 

through three mechanisms: information sharing, social control and public policy innovation. To 

be specific, these non-communist parties help the Communist Party to solve the information 

blocking problem which always plagues authoritarian regimes, recruit elites into the regime and 

reduce political dissent through socializing potential challengers, and more importantly, actively 

promote social and economic governance through innovations in public policy. Previous research 

on the sources of authoritarian resilience in China has focused primarily on what the CCP has 

done. This dissertation complements existing literature by showing what contributions the 

democratic parties have made. By doing so, my work attempts to enrich our understanding of 

authoritarian politics by going beyond the binary political thinking of authoritarian politics as 
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autocrats vs people. Instead, I want to make a more complicated case which is characterized by 

interactions among autocrats, non-ruling political organizations and people. 

        This dissertation also highlights the significance of noncompetitive party system in the party 

politics literature. The mainstream approach in party politics is to analyze competitive party 

politics, or party politics in democracies. If non-ruling parties exist in a noncompetitive party 

system, they do not have substantial opportunities to control government. Thus, many non-ruling 

parties in noncompetitive system are deemed not important. When we study noncompetitive 

party system through the theoretical lenses of competitive party politics, we inevitably find it 

difficult to fully appreciate the value of these non-ruling parties. However, if we can take into 

account a non-Eurocentric perspective and reflect on the historical, social and institutional basis 

of noncompetitive party system, it will become easier for scholars to understand why these non-

ruling parties have not only survived but also played important roles in domestic politics. 

China’s democratic parties have existed for more than 80 years. They will continue to exist and 

influence Chinese politics. 

China’s Uncertain Future 

 

        David Shambaugh (2015) argues that the endgame of communist rule in China has begun. 

But his conclusion faces many criticisms. Although not many accept his argument, he 

nevertheless touches upon a key question about China. Where will China go in the future? Will 

China become a democratic country very soon? What are the roles of the democratic parties in 

China’s democratic future? In this section, I will discuss China’s democratic future from a party 

politics perspective. 

        We will probably have a clear answer to China’ democratic future in the next decade. Here 

is why the next ten years are so crucial. If we survey the tenure of ruling parties around the world, 
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we can find a very interesting political phenomenon: very few political parties have maintained 

power continuously for more than 70 years. The PRI ruled Mexico from1929 to 2000 (71 years). 

The CPSU controlled the Soviet Union from 1917 to 1991 (74 years). And the Mongolian 

People's Party (MPP) was in power from 1921 to 1996 (75 years). These parties have ruled their 

countries for a long time, but their governing power were taken away by others when their 

tenures come to the 70s. No political party has a record of ruling a country for 80 years. They 

can best sustain their rule for around 70 years, and then they inevitably fail, due to various 

reasons. I call this phenomenon “the trap of ruling 70 years.”  The CCP has been the governing 

party since 1949 and it means that the party has survived 69 years. It is going to surpass the PRI 

very soon. But can the CCP overcome this ruling trap? We will see the result in the next 10 years. 

This is an important question since it is not only about the survival of the CCP, but also about 

China’s democratic future.  

       In the next ten years, the CCP may fall into this trap of ruling 70 years for the following 

reasons. First of all, the CCP will find that controlling Chinese society is increasingly difficult. in 

the past four decades, China has successfully lifted hundreds of millions of people out of poverty. 

China’s GDP per capita exceeded US$ 8,000 in 2016. This figure is poised to go beyond 

US$10,000 dollars in the next decade. Modernization theory holds that economic development 

can bring in democracy (Lipset 1959). In the next ten years, when economic growth benefits 

billions of Chinese citizens who will be wealthier and more educated, the authoritarian rule may 

become less popular. People may become motivated to push for rule of law, democracy and 

justice since they need these institutions and rules to protect their property, rights and dignity. 

The CCP’s authoritarian control will face more challenges from within. The CCP’s worries of 

losing control is reflected in official discourse. At the 19th National Congress of the Communist 
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Party of China which was held in October 2017, President Xi Jinping said that the Party 

exercises overall leadership over all areas of endeavor in every part of the country.1 This is not 

simply a political statement to highlight the supremacy of the CCP’s leadership; it also signals 

the desperate need to tighten control of the increasingly uncontrollable society. 

        Second, economic crisis may deeply hurt China in the next ten years. China has enjoyed an 

unprecedented high-speed economic growth in the past four decades. But behind the economic 

prosperity, black swan events in the economic domain may happen any time. In recent years, 

economic growth is slowing down, but economic problems are accumulating. For example, real 

estate bubble has created many “ghost cities” where every building is so new but no body lives 

or works there (Shepard 2015). In addition, several provinces and municipal cities have admitted 

that their GDP data are falsely reported. Among these cases, the most shocking one is that 

Tianjin city, an economic powerhouse in China, announced that its real GDP should be a 20% 

drop in its reported GDP in 2017 (Financial Times 2018). Local governmental debt is another 

issue Beijing is currently seriously concerned. Real estate bubble, false economic data and 

governmental debt may create a systematic market risk any time if not properly handled. 

Research shows that regime change is very likely during economic crises (Markoff 1990; 

Gasiorowski 1995; Svolik 2008; Tang et al 2017). If the central government cannot successfully 

solve these existing economic problems, severe political and economic outcome may follow. 

        Last but not the least, the CCP’s party brand is in crisis. Comparative politics scholars find 

that party brand is crucial for the survival of political parties (Lupu 2013; 2014, 2016; Baker et al 

2016). Party brand means what a political party stands for. For example, the GOP in America 

stands for conservative policy and limited government. If a political party does something which 

                                                      
1 The origin Chinese statement is “党政军民学，东西南北中，党是领导一切的”. The English translation is from 

Chinadaily. http://language.chinadaily.com.cn/19thcpcnationalcongress/2017-11/06/content_34188086.htm 
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goes against its party brand, this is called brand dilution. A major political consequence in the 

process of brand dilution is the loss of public support. Hypothetically speaking, if the Republican 

Party one day embraces some policy ideas such as gun control, abortion rights and same-sex 

marriage, many American citizens will think that the GOP “betrays” itself and its electoral base. 

Likewise, if the Chinese Communist Party does not care its party brand, it will lose public 

support as well. To a certain degree, we have already seen a process of the CCP diluting its party 

brand. For example, this vanguard party of the proletariat made a decision to allow private 

capitalists in China to join the party in 2001. This was a shocking and surprising policy. The 

party image was stained and people doubted whether the ruling party was still a party for the 

poor. Entering the 21st century, party brand dilution has been caused primarily by corruption.  

From the central government to rural villages, corruption is endemic and everybody knows and 

hates it. 

        The next ten years will be challenging and dangerous. That being said, we should not 

underestimate CCP’s abilities to adapt to new environment and challenges. At least two party 

politics reasons can show that the CCP has potential to overcome the trap in the next ten years 

despite the challenges mentioned earlier. 

        The first reason is that President Xi’s anti-corruption campaign has mitigated the legitimacy 

crisis of the CCP’s rule. No one had ever predicted that Xi Jinping could emerge as a strong 

leader in China. His decision to launch a national-wide anti-corruption campaign is not a shock 

to Chinese officials and citizens, but the scale and longevity of this movement is. In the past, 

anti-corruption campaign did not last long and had limited political impact. However, this new 

wave of anti-corruption efforts has continued since 2012 without any sign of stop. Three vice-

governors and the former Chief of Staff of People’s Liberation Army, General Fang Fenghui (房
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峰辉)are just announced under investigation in January 2018. Statistical data shows that more 

than a million governmental officials have been investigated from 2012 to 2016. In 2016 alone, 

more than 400,000 officials were investigated and nearly the same amount of people were 

punished, including by imprisonment.2 Anti-corruption campaign in China can serve multiple 

purposes (Quade 2007). Since ordinary people are victims of corruption, anti-corruption can 

significantly boost their support for the regime. As corruption was a major reason why the Soviet 

Union collapsed (Dallin 1992), China’s intensive anti-corruption campaign shows that the CCP 

has learned lessons from the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. Their efforts to build a clean 

government will not eradicate corruption in China since ordinary people still cannot hold 

governmental officials accountable. But nevertheless, this political campaign indeed strengthens 

the legitimacy of the CCP’s rule. 

        The second reason is that the eight democratic parties continue to provide strong support for 

the incumbent regime. These non-communist parties have no intention of challenging the 

leadership of the CCP. Instead, they work tirelessly to make autocracy work. The democratic 

parties have their own information collection system and their information input allows the 

government to keep informed and be responsive. Social elites who do not join the ruling party 

find these non-communist parties very attractive. An unintended consequence is that these elites 

are well socialized by the non-communist parties. In this case, non-communist party members 

not only remain loyal to the regime but also serve as “helping hands.” In particular, these well-

educated party members use their expertise to provide scientific and practical public policy 

proposals to promote better social and economic governance. 

                                                      
2  Data source is the official website of Central Commission for Discipline Inspection of CCP   

http://www.ccdi.gov.cn/ 
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       In most non-democratic regimes, the ruling party tends to monopolize power and authority 

as much as possible. Sharing power, authority and resources with others is not accepted by 

regime elites. However, the development of the non-communist parties is enthusiastically 

supported by the ruling party in China. The democratic parties can occupy many government 

positions and their voices are easily heard by the CCP. This type of noncompetitive party 

interactions is part of the “deliberative turn in Chinese political development” (He and Warren 

2011). Or, it can be viewed as the democratic enclaves in authoritarian regimes. In the literature 

of comparative politics, scholars have analyzed the authoritarian enclaves in democratic regimes 

in the US, Mexico, Argentina and other newly democratized countries (Garretón 2004; Gibson 

2005, Benton 2012; Mickey 2015). But few have paid attention to the opposite phenomenon: the 

democratic enclaves in authoritarian regimes. The only exception is the work of Bruce Gilley. He 

argues that China’s rural elections are good examples of the democratic enclaves in authoritarian 

regimes3 (Gilley 2010). I argue that the existence and development of the non-communist parties 

can result in the expansion of democratic enclaves in authoritarian China. For a long time, the 

democratic parties were limited to operating at the city level and above. Field research shows 

that there is a tendency of party activism below the city level.4  One positive effect of this 

expansion is that local governance is becoming more and more democratized, especially in 

wealthier areas, which will increase people’s satisfaction toward government.  

       The Chinese Communist Party and the non-communist parties together will do everything 

they can to sustain authoritarian rule. Whether the CCP can overcome the trap of ruling 70 years 

or not is hard to predict since predication is always difficult. And predicting regime change is a 

                                                      
3 Competitive elections are held in rural China every three years. 
4 For example, the democratic parties are allowed to participate many events and activities in local counties. One 

party politics scholar explains this as a move to permit the democratic parties to play a bigger role in local 

governance (Interview No. 62, August 3 2017). 
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risky business. However, what is certain is that the fate of the CCP will not only affect its own 

party members, but also influence one million non-communist party members and the rest of 

Chinese citizens. 

Future Research Agenda 

        Chinese politics today has attracted widespread attention. As a consequence, many political 

questions about China are widely analyzed, discussed and debated. Despite this healthy 

development, it is clear that there are still many questions remained unanswered. Studying China 

from a party politics perspective is not new. While the existing literature focuses on the ruling 

party, this dissertation conducts a systematic study of non-ruling parties: eight democratic parties. 

These parties have existed in China for decades, but few students of Chinese politics have paid 

enough attention to them. It is understandable that these non-communist parties are shadowed by 

the ruling CCP. As a matter of fact, many things are shadowed by the ruling party. This partially 

explains why we still misunderstand China sometimes.  

        This dissertation treats the eight parties as a whole. In fact, they are very different from each 

other. In terms of research agenda, future research can proceed in three directions. The first 

direction is to study them as a whole in China. We can ask many interesting questions. For 

example, why do many private entrepreneurs join these non-communist parties? Why do some 

non-communist party members get promoted faster than others? How to explain their promotion 

mechanisms? Why do some non-communist parties develop faster than others? How do these 

parties view America and the current international order? The second direction is to study them 

separately in China. How do the Taiwan Democratic Self-Government League and the 

Revolutionary Committee of the Chinese Kuomintang affect cross-straits relationship? How does 

the China Zhi Going Party transform itself from a diaspora-based party into a domestic party? 
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The third direction is to study them beyond China. As other former communist regimes also had 

non-communist parties, we can explore what their differences and similarities are. How do they 

interact with each other? Why do some communist regimes have non-communist parties while 

others do not? We can use different research methods to explore these questions. In this 

dissertation, I have employed a mixed-methods approach. But it should not be regarded as a 

standard approach. Single case study, comparative method and large-N quantitative analysis and 

other methods are all useful. Which method is more appropriate depends on the need of research 

questions. I call for more research on these non-communist parties and noncompetitive party 

politics in China and other countries. 
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Appendix I: List of Main Interviewees (2016-2017) 
 
 

# Date Place Occupation Position Organization 

1 5/15/16 Beijing Academic Assist. Prof. UIBE 

2 5/20/16 Tangshan Entrepreneur N/A N/A 

3 6/11/16 Tangshan Entrepreneur N/A N/A 

4 6/15/16 Tangshan Civil Servant Dir. County gov 

5 6/16/16 Tangshan Teacher Principal Primary school 

6 6/18/16 Tangshan Academic Assist. Prof. UCUST 

7 6/21/16 Tangshan Civil Servant Staff County gov 

8 6/22/16 Tangshan Civil Servant Staff County gov 

9 6/28/16 Shanghai Academic Prof. ECUPL 

10 7/1/16 Shanghai Academic Post-Doc Fudan 

11 7/5/16 Shanghai Student Doctoral SJTU 

12 7/12/16 Guangzhou Academic Prof. SYSU 

13 7/18/16 Guangzhou Academic Assist.Prof. SYSU 

14 9/18/16 Fuzhou Academic Asso.Prof. MNU 

15 9/20/16 Fuzhou Civil Servant Dir. CDNCA-FJ 

16 9/22/16 Beijing Academic Assist.Prof. UIBE 

17 6/3/17 Beijing Entrepreneur N/A N/A 

18 6/6/17 Beijing Academic Asso.Prof. BUT 

19 6/7/17 Beijing Academic Asso.Prof. CPS 

20 6/9/17 Jinan Academic Asso.Prof. JNU 

21 6/10/17 Jinan Academic Asso.Prof. SDU 

22 6/11/17 Beijing Researcher Dir. CCIEE 

23 6/12/17 Beijing Academic Asso.Prof. CIS 

24 6/13/17 Beijing Academic Retired UIBE 

25 6/15/17 Beijing Lawyer  Partner E&C Partners 

26 6/16/17 Shanghai Academic Assist.Prof. SISU 

27 6/22/17 Nanjing Researcher N/A SCIES-MEP 

28 7/3/17 Chengdu Academic Asso.Prof. SUN 

29 7/4/17 Chengdu Civil Servant Dir. City gov 

30 7/5/17 Wuhan Academic Asso.Prof. HZAU 

31 7/6/17 Chengdu Civil Servant Assist. Dir. City gov 

32 7/7/17 Chengdu Civil Servant Dir. City gov 

33 7/8/17 Chengdu Academic Asso.Prof. CUT 

34 7/9/17 Chongqing Employee Staff Museum 

35 7/9/17 Chongqing Employee Staff Museum 

36 7/10/17 Chongqing Academic Assist.Prof. CQPS 

37 7/11/17 Chongqing Academic Asso.Prof. SISU 

38 7/11/17 Chongqing Academic Asso.Prof. SISU 
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39 7/11/17 Chongqing Academic Asso.Prof. SISU 

40 7/11/17 Chongqing Academic Retired CQU 

41 7/12/17 Chongqing Academic Assist.Prof. CQU 

42 7/12/17 Chongqing Med Doctor Assist. Dir Woman/Child Care 

43 7/13/17 Chongqing SOE Employee N/A Construction firm 

44 7/13/17 Chongqing Entrepreneur N/A Investment firm 

45 7/14/17 Wuhan Student Doctoral HZAG 

46 7/14/17 Wuhan Academic Asso.Prof. WHU 

47 7/15/17 Wuhan Civil Servant  Retired Provincial gov 

48 7/15/17 Wuhan Academic Prof. WHU 

49 7/17/17 Wuhan Civil Servant Dir. Provincial gov 

50 7/17/17 Wuhan Civil Servant N/A Provincial gov 

51 7/18/17 Wuhan Academic Prof. and Dean HZAU 

52 7/20/17 Wuhan Lab Employee Staff HZAU 

53 7/24/17 Tianjin SOE Employee N/A TJLGPA 

54 7/24/17 Kunming Academic Prof. YNU 

55 7/25/17 Beihai Employee N/A N/A 

56 7/25/17 Wuhan Academic Prof. HZAU 

57 7/26/17 Wuhan Academic Asso.Prof. HZAU 

58 7/26/17 Chongqing Academic Asso.Prof. SISU 

59 7/27/17 Shanghai Academic Assist.Prof. SHASS 

60 7/28/17 Guangzhou Academic Assist.Prof. SYSU 

61 7/28/17 Guangzhou Civil Servant Vice Chairman Provincial Union 

62 7/28/17 Guangzhou Civil Servant N/A City gov 

63 7/31/17 Hangzhou Academic Asso.Prof. ZJU 

64 7/31/17 Hangzhou Academic Prof. ZJU 

65 8/2/17 Shanghai Academic Retired ECUPL 

66 8/3/17 Shanghai Adminis Staff Staff SJTU 

67 8/4/17 Shanghai Academic Assist.Prof. SJTU 

68 8/4/17 Shanghai Consultant N/A N/A 

69 8/5/17 Shanghai Academic Prof. ECUPL 

70 8/6/17 Shanghai Editor Senior Editor SHPP 

71 8/6/17 Shanghai Editor Junior Editor SHPP 

72 8/6/17 Shanghai Editor Senior Editor SHPP 

73 8/6/17 Shanghai Editor Junior Editor SHPP 

74 8/7/17 Shanghai Civil Servant Deputy Dir. City gov 

75 8/7/17 Shanghai Civil Servant Dir. City gov 

76 8/9/17 Shanghai Academic Asso.Prof. Fudan 

77 8/10/17 Shanghai Academic Prof. SJTU 

78 8/12/17 Nanjing Entrepreneur Genral Manager JSSL 

79 8/15/17 Shanghai Civil Servant Dir. City gov 

80 8/17/17 Hangzhou Academic Asso.Prof. ZJIS 
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81 8/18/17 Nanjing Banker Manager Zijin Agri-Com Bank 

82 8/18/17 Beijing Editor Editor A Journal 

83 8/21/17 Beijing Academic Asso.Prof. BFSU 

84 8/22/17 Beijing Civil Servant Dir. CZGP-Cetral Comit 

85 8/22/17 Beijing Student Doctoral RUC 
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