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TIIE PRESENT STAGE OF STATE BLTLDING IN CHINA 

AND THE 1 9 7 9 ELECTORAL LAW

Joseph Y. S. Cheng

Elections have a long history in Western dcmocratic countries, and naturally 
the volume of literature on the subject is substantial 1. Communist countries 
subscribing to the principle of proletarian dictatorship, as well as authoritar- 
ian rdgimes and military dictatorships in developing countries, however, also 
feel the need to hold elections. Aecording to a survey in 1978. among the 136 
member states of the United Nations, only eight of them had not held a general 
election in the previous decade^.

Studies of elections in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe have begun to 
accumulateS; but research on elections in the People's Republic of China 
(FRC) after 1949 has been negligible^. Despite the limited data available, this 
article intends to explore the functions and significance of eleetions in the 
present stage of state building in China, and the implementation of the 1979 
Electoral Law, as well as its limitations, loopholes, achievement and long- 
term impact.

I. THE PURPOSES OF ELECTIONS

Most shades of political opinion seem to agree that the following objectives 
are among the legitimate purposes for which eiections have been instituted:
(1) a parliament reflecting the main trends of opinion within the electorate;
(2) government according to the wishes of the majority of the electorate;
(3) the election of representatives whose personal qualities best fit them for 

the function of government; and
(4) strong and stable government^.
If a system of election can be found that will promote all these ends, we shall 
have approached the ideal. Failing this, a choiee will have to be made among 
them.

Although elections are generallv held in various countries, the actual choice
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available for the electorate in many cases may be quite limited. And no mat- 
ter how fair an electoral system may be, wealth, power, organization, etc. 
are used to influence the decision of the voters. Perhaps the only fair election 
may be through the form of direct democracy practised by the ancient Greek 
city-states or by casting lots^.

Basically, freedom of voters and competition among candidates are the two 
most important criteria in assessing the significance of an election. Moreover, 
the impact of an election on government policy is also an important factor to 
consider.

Regarding voters' freedom, a free, meaningful election has to ensure that 
the voters can:
(1) be recognized as such through formal registration;
(2) exercise their voting rights uniformly without discrimination;
(3) vote freely and independently without restraint and under no external pres-

sure; and
(4) expect that their votes will be counted fairly and accurately, even when the

election results go against the wishes of those in power.
It has to be admitted, nevertheless, that the above guarantees cannot elimin- 

ate the social pressure on the electorate generated by the influence of the do- 
minant culture or ideology.

Competition among candidates in an election is the scope of voters' choice. 
The keener the competition, the greater the voters' choice, w'hich is guaranteed 
by their right to nominate candidates and the existence of more candidates than 
the number of deputies to be elected. Nevertheless, even in a multi-party de- 
mocracy, electoral competition is still limited by two constraints: the first is 
economic, political parties or candidates with more financial resources at their 
disposal are naturally in a stronger position; the other is legal and ideological, 
in many states, certain extremist political parties are barred from elections 
because of their political views. In Communist states, even when voters have 
the right to nominate their candidates and when there are more candidates than 
the number of deputies to be elected, electoral competition still has to depend 
on whether non-Communist candidates can compete on equal terms with those 
backed by the Communist parties.

In a parliamentary democracy, the replacement of a goveming party by 
another is a basic principle. It is accepted that a general election will decide 
which party or coalition of parties should be in power. In a Communist state, 
the results of elections will not alter the status of the Communist party as the 
goveming party, at most they will serve as a political barometer whose 
readings are inadequate to constitute govemmental commitments. None- 
theless, can election results affect and how will they affect the policies of 
Communist rdgimes remains a criterion to be studied, though its significance 
is less than that of voters' choice and competition among candidates.
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II. ELECTIONS AND COMMUNIST REGIMES

The major difference between elections in Communist states and those in 
Westem liberal democracies lies in the assumption of the Communist ideology 
that under socialism the existence of competing political interests is illegitim- 
ate. In Communist doctrine, the Party is motivated solely by its desire to 
serve the people and bring about their welfare and emancipation. Since the 
Party's interests are identical with those of the people, all Party policies and 
state plans are said to represent the people's interests.

In his La Guerre civile en France, Karl Marx denied the democratic 
validity of universal suffrage as practised in parliamentary rdgimes. He 
referred to the Paris Commune as the only democratic model in which 
those elected had to be "servants", always "liable to be dismissed by their 
electors"?. Extending the Marxist criticism of representative liberal demo- 
cracy, Antonio Gramsci emphasized the system of ideological domination 
which would facilitate what he called "electoral putsches". Of the bourgeoisie 
Gramsci wrote, "All that is necessary is to have ideological supremacy (or, 
better, supremacy of passions) on the chosen day, in order to win a majority 
which will govem for four or five years in spite of the fact that the mass of 
the electorate would dissociate itself from its legal expression once passions 
have died down”8. Mao Zedong's claim that "political power comes from the 
barrel of the gun" is well known, and he had also ridiculed elections publicly^.

There are as yet not many comparative studies on elections in Communist 
states and this section intends to survey briefly the background and develop- 
ment of elections to national parliamentary and local govemment bodies in 
various Communist states, compare their elections and examine the functions 
of elections in them, especially the variations in functions among them.

According to the Marxist-Leninist view, elections are part of the state 
superstructure, deriving their real nature from their socio-economic content. 
Since elections are supposed to reflect the infrastructure, they have constantly 
to be adjusted to keep pace with developments. As part of a system of re- 
presentative democracy, elections in their present form are scheduled to be 
superseded by more advanced direct democratic processes in the course of 
evolution towards full Communism. At present and in the foreseeable future, 
ideology endows elections with considerable legitimacy in Communist states; 
they are still lauded as essential channels for expressing popular sovereignty 
and socialist democracy. As the influence of Eurocommunism strengthens 
and the eschatological elements of the ideology continue to givc way to those 
legitimating the political status quo, so the position of elections becomes 
even more firmly entrenched.

It is very important that with the exception of Czechoslovakia and East 
Germany, none of the Communist states have an historical tradition which 
endowed elections with a strong authority prior to Communist rule. The 
authoritarian characteristics of many of these countries' historical traditions 
easily combine with and reinforce the political structure and style of the Com-
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munist states. The concept of the Communist Party's leading role in society 
and the operation of democratic centralism have made non-party representa- 
tive bodies, and elections to them, instruments for the impiementation of 
Communist Party policy.

In the 1920s in the Soviet Union and in the late 1940s in Eastern Europe, 
elections took place in conditions of political struggle; they can even be des- 
igmated as "semi-civil war elections"10< in most cases the Communist Par- 
ties had taken part in competitive elections before assuniing power, but none 
had suceeeded in obtaining a clear majority. They then found themselves in 
power in a hostile political climate, without a basis of popular support or popu- 
lar legitimacy. From these circumstanccs stemmed a general anxiety to hold 
elections which would give the new rdgimes the legitimacy they lackcd. In or- 
der to ensure a favourable result in what werc at best unsure political condi- 
tions, various subterfuges were adopted.

The completion of fundamental socialist transformations and the defeat of 
class enemies paved the way for the introduction of universal suffrage, direct 
elections at all levels, the secret ballot and other measures associatcd with 
free elections in the West. In the Soviet Union, where the new electoral sys- 
tem formed part of the 19.26 Constitution, these changes were explained as 
reflecting the new socialist stage of development. Similar arguments were 
employed in Eastem Europe, where parallel electoral reforms were accom- 
panied by new constitutions in the early 1950sH. On paper, such electoral 
systems approximated those of the West. Yet in the Stalinist era of coerced 
unanimity, the actual elections held were close to plebiscites in which all 
parts of the processes, from the selection of candidates to the counting of 
votes, were bureaucratically manipulated and coordinated to produce the 
desired results.

From the mid-1950s to the mid-1960s, as part of the process of de- 
Stalinization, a relaxation of centralization and a decline in police powers 
gave somewhat greater control over elections to state, as against party, 
authorities. Moreover the new emphasis on socialist legality and constitu- 
tionalism reduced the violation of electoral rules and enhanced the standing 
and role of representative bodies. In Yugoslavia and Poland, de-Stalinization 
produced far-reaching reforms, the plebiscitary nature of elections was 
changed qualitatively by the introduction of elements of real choice. Elections 
offering choices among political parties were seen as one of the most import- 
ant guarantees against the retum of Stalinism.

These reforms gradually spread to the Soviet Union and other East European 
states, although the scope of the reform varied considerably among theml2, 
Since the mid-1960s, the Commanist leadership in these states has gradually 
realized that the achievement of increasingly secularized goals in a highly 
complex modem society requires considerable decentralization of decision- 
making power and administrative responsibility to non-Communist Party 
bodies, and this has led to the elevation of the role and powers of parliament- 
ary and local govemment organs as well as to a greater emphasis on the need
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for deputies and councillors of high ability. Further, it has also recog-nized 
that the most effective way to maintain political stability and economic pro- 
gress is to provide more institutional opportunities for the articulation of dif-- 
ferent interests within the community, and closer links between the electorate 
and their rcpresentatives.

The impact of these changes in thinking, however, has varied with political 
conditions in individual countries. Where strong concern with the maintenance 
of very close control over all political processes persists, as in the Sovict 
Union, Bulgaria and Czechoslovakia after 1968, proposals advocating the 
introduction of elements of choice and competition in the clections have re- 
mained on paper. In East Germany, Ilungary and Romania, varying elements 
of electoral choice have been offered to the voters. And in Poland and Yugo- 
slavia, where a degree of choice has long been an established part of elections, 
measures have been taken to enhance its scope and encourage its utilization. 
Such changes of thc electoral systems have often been part of larger packages 
of reforms making the political systems more responsive, and the introduc- 
tion of electoral choice has invariably been officially depicted as proof of 
advances in socialist democracy. In all instances, however, the Communist 
Parties' leading x’oles have continued to be beyond electoral challenge. There 
is no question even in Yugoslavia, of voters being given a choice between the 
Communist Party and an organized opposition.

The variations of the above development, within the linxits imposed by 
one-party rule, may be categorized according to thi’ee sets of criteria:
(1) the degree of contest permitted, the main factors here being the number 
of candidates standing for every seat and the scope of programmatic differ- 
ences in election campaigns; (2) the scope available for the expression of 
voters' preferences both at the polls and in the process of selecting candida- 
tes; and (3) the consequences of election results, in terms of the tenure of 
political power and in terms of policyl^.

As all elections in Communist states exclude the possibility of choice be- 
tween competing national programmes, it is often assumed that their functions 
ai’e confined to nxobilization and legitinxation. In actual fact, theyperform a 
range of functions which in ixxany respects resemble those associated with 
classic Western elections.

1. Mobilization

Organized mass activity is a salient feature of political life in a Communist 
state, and elections are inxportant occasions for the mobilization of the nomx- 
ally passive elements of the community, hence the great emphasis on achiev- 
ing extremely high levels of tunx-out (99 per cent and over). Participation in 
voters' meetings, in the nomination of candidates, and so on are not to be 
neglected either. As elections provide unique opportunities for all political 
and social organizations to coilaborate in major national campaigns, they
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also test the organizational and propaganda abilities of the various apparatuses.

2. Political education and socialization

Elections are naturally important occasions for the intensification of political 
education and socialization. They also open up a great varicty of channels for 
political communication. Political information is given even greater media 
prominence and direct contact with the electoratc is made possible by meetings 
at places of work and residence. The sheer duration and frequency of elections 
probably ensure a considerable impact. Very large numbers also participate 
in elections through working on election commissions and committees, in can- 
vassing gi’oups and at polling stations; this certainly is a form of political 
education and socialization. In Hungary, Poland and, especially, Yugoslavia, 
the introduction of competition in local elections has led to candidates expound- 
ing their own views of election issues, and contests have often enlivened dis- 
cussions and helped to make elections into more of a two-way exchangc of in- 
formation and opinion-*-4o

3. Integration

Elections enably party leaders to appear as national figures and to appeal to 
all citizens on a national rather than party-political platform. The politically 
unaffiliated is made to feel equal to his Communist fellow, and attention is 
also paid to these groups distanced from the centre by their geographical, 
social, ethnic or spiritual location. In Poland and Hungary, for example, 
party leaders stress the alliance with the Catholic Church. Integration by 
way of a public image of unity and equality is accompanied by integration 
through representation. The main rationale behind the party's guidelines on 
the composition of candidates is to achieve a balanced and proportional "mix" 
of occupational, ethnic and minority groups. Though controls remain tight, 
elections in Yugoslavia nevertheless show that greater voter choice can 
produce representatives who foment rather than stem parochialism, thus 
weakening integration.

4. Legitimation

Legitimation is by far the most important function performed by elections in 
Communist states. Although the leading role of the Communist Party is hardly 
affected by elections, they legitimate it in at least two ways. First, as a large 
proportion of candidates are Communists, elections constitute a vote of con- 
fidence in the Party. Further, elections confer legitimacy on the whole political 
system, of which the Communist Party is the core. In this way elections also
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make illegitimate any political alternatives. The Hungarian election of 1958 
and the Czechoslovak election of 1971 were held with the express purpose of 
showing that opposition elements had no popular support and that their attacks 
upon the rdgimc had no substance^. The higher status of popularly elected 
govemment institutions, however, might weaken the legitimacy of Communist 
Party organs which are not formed on that basis.

5. Influence on public policy

The policy process in all Communist states is highly bureaucratic and 
decisions are largely confined to the upper echelons of the party and govern- 
ment. Nevertheless the last two decades or more have seen a certain opening 
up of policy-making, creating some scope for the expression of popular atti- 
tudes through electoral barometers towards policies relating to matters of 
local concern, especially housing, transport and local govemment perform- 
ance.

m. ELECTIONS AND STATE BUILDING IN THE PRC

According to Joseph LaPalombara and Myron Weiner, the emergence of pol- 
itical parties is a response to a crisis or crises brought about by political 
modernization, e.g., legitimacy crisis, participation crisis, integration 
crisis, and so onl6. In the process of political modernization, traditional 
belief systems are eroded, particularly those concemed with the relationship 
between the individual and authority, and political parties as well as other 
types of political organizations grow.

Lucian Pye in his study of mass participation in contemporary China pointed 
out the great trauma of the Japanese War taught the Chinese that political events 
could shatter their private lives and that neither govemment nor their historic 
associations could offer them security. The political and economic chaos before 
and after the Japanese-War certainly reinforced this experience. In the light of 
the uncertainty facing many Chinese after the war and the occupation, it was 
not surprising that the majority of the Chinese welcomed Communist rulel7.

During the first few years of the PRC, the Chinese Communist leaders 
displayed a genius for creating social and political organizations that encom- 
passed every segment of the population, although such mass participation was 
essentially limited and controlled. From 1949 to the early 1950s, trade unions, 
the Youth League, the Women's Federation; the Students' Federation, co- 
operatives and other mass organizations were established; through them, the 
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) maintained close ties with the masses organ- 
izing and mobilizing them to respond to its calll8.
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Although the style and the emotional context of participation were radically 
new, the situation in the early 1950s did share many basic similarities with 
the patterns of traditional China. As C. P. Fitzgerald stated:

"So the Chinese once more feel themselves at home. There is the Party, 
to replace the old imperial civil service, there is Marxism, the new 
orthodoxy in place of old Confucianism, there is authority and obedience.
. . . This is the liberty as they have understood it ... 19.

Individuals were compelled once again to find their social identities in the 
context of associational relationships, but the Communist rdgime remained 
untouched by anything resembling pressures from private groups and organiza- 
tions. Land reform completely removed political power from the landlord class, 
the "five-anti movement" and the socialist transformation of industry and com- 
merce totally destroyed the influence of the bourgeoisie, and non-party mem- 
bers among the intelligentsia were forced to undergo "thought reforms", hence 
a high level of participation, political sensitivity and awareness only produced 
conformity and discipline, not autonomy and initiative^O.

From 1949 to 1955, the rule of the CCP was legitimatized through its 
identification with the long-standing Chinese national revolution. Approxim- 
ately from 1956 to 1962, the CCP moved into open administration of the econ- 
omy and society, and advanced its own legitimate ideology of "socialist con- 
struction". According to Chalmers Johnson, during its first two decades (al- 
though not uniformly over the twenty-year period), the PRC offered the rare 
example of a legitimate revolution, one in which the population genuinely 
authorized the exercise of political power to bring about social change, and 
in which the changes championed by the leadership were truly aimed at re- 
structuring the social system according to a popularly supported image^l.
The Chinese Communist rdgime then possessed authority, i.e., legitimate 
power, as defined by Amitai Etzioni, "power that is used in accord with the 
subject's values and under conditions he views as proper"22.

James R.Townsend also recognized the CCP's ability to produce organized 
mass action, but he believed that the element of "voluntarism" in Chinese po- 
litical participation was frequently not what the CCP meant by "conscious and 
voluntary" action, but rested on other factors. The first was the Chinese 
habitual obedience to political authority. The second was the Chinese people's 
positive ideological support for some or all of the CCP's objectives without 
the ideological commitment to CCP doctrine as such. The third was the satis- 
faction of personal needs, especially desires for personal advancement and 
community status and belonging, provided by voluntary political participation. 
Finally, some of the appeal of political participation rested on its connection 
with popular interests, as was the case with programmes for improvements 
in sanitation, pest riddance, agricultural technology, etc.23.

Summing up, one can see that the earlv years of the Chinese Communist 
rdgime differed markedly from the situations in the Soviet Union in the 1920s 
and in Eastern Europe in the late 1940s. The Chinese Communist rdgime then
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possessed a large measure of authority, was leading a legitimate revoiution, 
and was able to guide and control thc Chinese people's political participation 
successfully through superb organization and the effective implementation of 
the "mass line"-4, as weli as through the exploitation of the people's strong 
desire for social and political participation in the wake of decades of war and 
chaos. Ilence the functions performed by clections in Communist states, as 
discussed in the previous section, were largely irrelevant to the Chinese 
leadership.

The Electoral Law promulgated in March 1953-5, and the elections held 
in 1953-54 for local people's congresses at all levels leading to the National 
People's Congress26, reflected the consolidation of a revolutionary rdgime 
and its entry into a new era, in which "socialist construction" became the 
ideology providing and strengthening thc legitimacy of the rdgime. In this new 
era, the above-mentioned pressures exerting upon a highly centralized Com- 
munist rdgime generated by the complexities of modem society, the need to 
decentralize decision-making power and admimstrative responsibility to non- 
Communist Party bodies and to provide more institutional opportunities for 
the articulation of different interests within the community, began to emerge 
in the PRC. These pressures led to certain policy differences among the 
Chinese leaders in the mid-1950s but apparently the question of elections did 
not receive any serious attention.

One of the major tenets of the Maoist recolutionary romanticism was that 
the enthusiasm generated by mass participation practices might make it poss- 
ible to discount material incentives and to provide essentially symbolic re- 
wards for increased outputs of energy on the part of the population. Closely 
related to this was the argument that in a transitional society such as China 
it would be essential to bring about a change in attitudes to reduce feelings of 
fatalism and lack of initiative, and to increase the spirit of self-reliance and 
other attitudes associated with the "new socialist man", an important Maoist 
objective both before and during the Cultural Revolution27.

The failure of the Great Leap Forward earlier, however, already seriously 
tarnished the prestige of the CCP and exacerbated policy differences within the 
Chinese leadership. Mao was "kicked upstairs" at the Sixth Plenum of the Eighth 
Party Congress (December 1958) and withdrew to the "second line" of leader- 
ship. In the following Lushan conference in July 1959, however, Mao was able 
to withstand Peng Dehuai's indictment and had him purged. In response to this 
deep authority crisis, the development of the cult cf Mao's personal authority 
received a great impetus in the People's Liberation Army under Lin Biao, who 
succeeded Peng Dehuai as defence minister28.

During the Cultural Revolution, Mao Zedong called for the abandonment of 
the previous forms and organizational framework of mass participation and 
advocated more direct, spontaneous revolutionary forms. From an idealistic 
point of view, the Cultural Revolution aimed to expand participation and elimin- 
ate the gaps between the leadership and the masses. But the practical outcome 
was the destruction of the existing political institutions and political chaos,
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resulting in the lack of identification and apathy among the Chinese people. At 
the same time, Mao's personality cult was pushed to a new peak of "the greatest 
Marxist-Leninist of our era"29.

The confidence crisis that emerged after the Cultural Revolution posed a 
serious threat to the Chinese Communist rdgime's legitimacy. The achieve- 
ments of the first "ten glorious years" could hardly compensate for the follow- 
ing chaos and disasters. The privilege of cadres and rampant bureaucratism 
eroded the people's trust and respect for the party and state organs. Mao Ze- 
dong was reduced from god to man. Mass campaigns could no longer arouse 
the people's cnthusiasm. The superiority of the socialist system was in doubt.
All these transformed the foundation of the rdgime's legitimacy to a vacuum.
Deng Xiaoping and his supporters hence introduced the Four Modernizations 
as the guiding ideology in an attempt to restore the rdgime's legitimacy, which 
may be interpreted as a programme to raise the people's living standards to 
resolve the confidence crisis.

In the wake of the Cultural Revolution, the Chinese intelligentsia generally 
believed that the Four Modernizations could not succeed without democracy 
and legalism. It appeared that this demand for the "fifth modernization" received 
the support of the liberal reformers within the CCP leadership. Liao Gailong, a 
research associate of the Policy Research Bureau of the CCP Central Committee, 
in a report to a seminar on party history at the CCP party school on October 25, 
1980 stated that democracy was an ultimate goal to be achieved. The report was 
an elaboration of Deng's speech to the Political Bureau on August 18 earlier in 
the year, and could be regarded as the CCP reformers' blueprint for demo- 
cratic reforms^O. xhe repord stated:

"... highly developed democracy in politics and widespread freedom them- 
selves are also an important part of the ultimate goal of socialist construc- 
tion. Didn't Comrade Mao Zedong say this in his 'On the Question of Correct 
Handling of People's Contradictions' ? Democracy looks like an end, but in 
practice it is a means to an end; this is because politics is.the super- 
structure, it (democracy) belongs to the political superstructure. This 
statement is not entirely correct, and let us change it. Democracy is a 
means, but it is also an end in itself. It is a means to achieve our political 
goal, at the same time it is also our ultimate goal."31

At this stage, the two most important tasks of the Chinese leadership were 
to improve the people's living standards and to eliminate bureaucratism and 
cadres' privileges from the party and state organs, and only thus could the 
eonfidence crisis be overcome and the rdgime's legitimacy be restored. In 
tackling these two problems, the i-eformers of the CCP finally realized the 
significance of socialist democracy, although it would still be confined within 
the limits of the "four cardinal principles"32s

The communique of the Third Plenum of the Eleventh Party Congress ad- 
mitted:

"In a certain period in the past, democratic centralism had not been truly
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practised, centralism was practised without mentioning democracy, and 
there was too little democracy. Hence democracy needs to be particularly 
emphasized in this period, the relationship of dialetical unity between 
democracy and centralism has to be emphasized, so that the unified 
leadership of the Party and the effective command of various production 
units may be established on the foundation of the mass line.”33

To achieve this end, Liao indicated in the Renmin Ribao (People's Daily) 
that an urgent task of the Chinese leaders was to restore the system of demo- 
cratic elections at the various levels of people's congresses”4#

Peng Zhen, director of Commission for Legal Affairs of the National 
People's Congress Standing Committee, in introducing the draft of the Organic 
Law of the Local People's Congresses and the Local People's Governments 
(the Organic Law) and the draft of the Electoral Law for the National People's 
Congress and the Local People's Congresses (the Electoral Law) to the Second 
Session of the Fifth National People's Congress in June 1979, explained the 
purpose of the important changes made in the organization of the local organs 
of state power and the electoral system. Peng Zhen stated:

"changes . . . are intended to expand people's democracy, strengthen and 
perfect our socialist legal system and ensure and facilitate the manage- 
ment of state affairs by the 900 million people while at the same time, 
bringing into fuller play the initiative of the local authorities so as to meet 
the needs of the shift of the nation's efforts to socialist modernization and 
the needs of the reform of our economic system."35

In contrast to the early years of the PRC, as the practice of guiding and 
controlling the Chinese people's political participation through the mass 
organizations and the policy of the "mass line" became bankrupt in the wake 
of the Cultural Revolution, the functions of eleetions in Communist states dis- 
cussed in the previous section, i.e. , mobilization, political education and 
sozialization, integration, legitimation, the provision of feedback on public 
policy, etc., became significant in China at this stage. As the Chinese leader- 
ship eagerly sought results in economic development, it also appreciated the 
pressures exerted upon the Eastem European Communist rdgimes generated 
by the complexities of modern society and was willing to use elections to 
reduce the burden of these pressures.

IV. ANALYSIS OF THE 1979 ELECTORAL LAW

On July 1, 1979, the Second Session of the Fifth National People's Congress 
adopted the revised Electoral Law to be implemented in 198036. ghe revised 
Electoral Law has 11 chapters and 44 articles, in comparison to the 1953
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Electoral Law which consisted of 10 chapters and 66 articles. A new chapter 
was added to the revised Electoral Law on thc supervision, recall and by- 
election of deputies; and the revised Electoral Law has fewer articles simply 
because its articles are more comprehensive^T.

It appeared that the revision of the Electoral Law had involved consider- 
able consultative work: and in the Second Session of the Fifth National People's 
Congress, a number of amendments werc also made. Before the session, Ren- 
min Ribao, Gongren Ribao (Workers' Daily) and manv local papers discussed 
the issue in the form of "special column" and "commentator's article""^. There 
were also many signcd articles by experts expressing their individual opinions39. 

In sum, the opinions expressed centred on the following areas:
1) The principle of universality and equality must be upheld; the holding of elec- 

tions should be made more common: thc differences between the weights of 
a vote in urban and rural areas should be narrowed; the number of deputics 
of people's congresses at all lcvels should be increased in an appropriate 
way.

2) The conduct of elections bv a raising of hands should be banned as this 
practice had manydefects, and the use of secret ballots should be adopted 
as it had become practicable.

3) The people should be mobilized and their demands fully reflccted in nomi- 
nating candidates and in drawing up the official list of candidates; the pro- 
cedures involved should be clearly defined by the Electoral Law.

4) The system of voting for dcputic-s from thc samc number of candidates 
should be replaced with that of voting from a larger number of candidates.

5) The division of constituencics should take into consideration not only the 
voters' residences but also their working units so as to faciiitate voting 
and strengthen the ties between voters and their dcputies .

6) A system to supervise and recall deputies should be established.
7) Attention should bc paid to selcct qualificd non-party membcrs to leading 

posts.
On the above basis, the 1953 Electoral Law was revised. According to 

Cheng Zihua, the Minister of Civil Affairs, the following ncw aspects of the 
revised Electoral Law were considered particularly significant^O.

a) Voters' choice
Chapter 7 Article 27 of the Electoral Law stipulates that the number of candi- 
dates for deputies to the people's congresses at all levels should be larger 
than the number to be elected, In direct elections, the number of candidates 
should be 50 per cent to 100 per cent larger than the actual number of deputies 
to be elected; in indirect elections, thc number of candidates should be be- 
tween 20 and 50 per cent larger than the actual number of deputies to be 
elected.

This provision would allow the Chinese votcrs to have a limited choice, 
increase their sense of participation, and help to curb cadres' abuse of power 
and privileges. In Eastern Europc, limited voters' choice was introduces in
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the mid-1950s as part of the de-Stalinization process; the same measure in- 
troduced in China after the fall of the Gang of Four was certainly not a mere 
coincidence. However, to ensure that this provision be effective voters' free- 
dom and independence in nominating candidates and in voting must be guaran- 
teed.

A semi-official manual, Questions and Answers on the Electoral System, 
explained that the Electoral Law had to stipulate approximately the nrnnber of 
candidates in the elections because too many candidates would lead to too wide 
a dispersal of votes, the need for a second ballot and various difficulties in 
electoral work. Further, the results of the elections would "neglect certain 
essential areas demanding special attention”41. This is certainly not a very 
satisfactory explanation. Moreover, the stipulated limit on the number of 
candidates might provide the legal grounds for the voters' groups and electoral 
committees at the grassroots or the presidiums of congresses above the county 
level to remove certain candidates disliked by the officialdom in defining the 
final list of candidates.

b) Nomination of candidates and democratic consultation
Chapter 7 Article 26 of the Electoral Law states that candidates will be nomi- 
nated on the basis of constituencies and electoral units. The CCP, the various 
democratic parties, people's organizations, or any voter or deputy when 
seconded by no less than three others can nominate candidates. This is highly 
democratic, and will be a significant improvement in grassroots democracy 
if implemented.

Regarding direct elections at the county level and below, Chapter 7 Article 
28 of the Electoral Law stipulates that the electoral committtee will collect 
uominations as well as accounts of the nominees' qualifications and pass them 
to the voters' groups of the constituency for repeated discussions and demo- 
cratic consultation twentydays before the election. If there are too many 
candidates in the list which has already been published, a preliminary vote 
may be held to decide on the final list of candidates to be published five days 
before the election. Questions and Answers on the Electoral System explained 
that details of a preliminary vote might be decided later by the localities42,

As the qualities of the Chinese cadres posed serious problems, their lack 
of understanding of and support for the electoral system together with the pre- 
valence of corruption and abuse of power, attempts to reduce the number of 
candidates by democratic consultation or a preliminary vote arranged bj' the 
local cadres might be detrimental to the interests of the candidates not en- 
joying the support of the officialdom. A better arrangement would have been 
the adoption of a second ballot system without limiting the number of candida- 
tes in the first round43. Anv candidate receiving more than half of the votes 
cast in the first ballot will be duly elected. A number of candidates receiving 
the most votes but not elected in the first round or the candidates receiving 
more than a certain percentage of the votes but not elected in the first round 
will then become candidates for the second ballot in which they still need to
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receive more than half of the votes cast to be elected. Otherwise a third ballot 
may have to be held on the above principle.

c) Extending direct elections to the county level
The late Premier Zhou Enlai promised in his 1957 Report on the Work of the 
Government that "when conditions ripen, direct elections should be extended 
gradually to the county level and above"44> in fulfilling this promise, the re- 
vised Electoral Law extends the scope of direct elections from municipalities 
without administrative districts under them, municipal districts, people's 
communes and towns to cover counties and autonomous counties as well 
(Chapter 1 Article 2). In view of the actual difficulties involved, this is 
probably the limit and direct elections above the county level are hardly 
practical in the near future.

Liao Gailong in his report made in October 1980 also discussed a proposal 
to improve the National People's Congress. He suggested that it should be 
divided into two chambers, one representing regional interests, and the other 
functional interests45. It is entirely possible that the latter may consist of 
representatives from various national mass organizations directly elected by 
the respective membership„ Though no more has been heard of this proposal, 
it certainly deserves serious consideration.

d) Secret ballot
Chapter 8 Article 33 of the Electoral Law provides that ail voting shall be 
conducted by secret ballot. Further, one may vote for or against any candidate, 
or vote for any other voter not on the list of candidates, or abstain from voting. 
Provisions are also made for the illiterate and disabled to entrust someone to 
write on their behalf. Questions and Answers on the Electoral System also gave 
detailed answers to various queries of this kind46o Chapter 8 Article 31 of the 
Electoral Law stipulates that in direct elections, each constituency should 
establish voting stations or call an electoral meeting to facilitate voting. Under 
the present eircumstances, the setting up of voting stations should be made 
compulsory as a better guarantee of voters' right of confidentiality.

e) The right to supervise and recall deputies
Chapter 9 of the Electoral Law deals with this right and Article 41 states that 
the voters or electoral units have the power to supervise and recall their dep- 
uties. The demand to recall deputies should be presented to the standing com- 
mittee of the people's congress concerned, which should promptly organize 
investigation to verify the charge. Article 40 stipulates that the recall of dep- 
uties directly elected should be endorsed by more than half of the voters of 
the constituency concemed, and the recall of deputies elected by people's 
congresses at various levels should be endorsed by more than half of the dep- 
uties of the people's congress concemed. If the people's congress concemed 
is in recess, the recall should be endorsed by more than half of the members 
of the standing committee of the people's congress. The deputy to be recalled



State Building in China and the 1979 Electoral Law 113

may appeal at the meeting held for his recall. The resolution on the recall 
should be reported to the standing committee of the people's congress at the 
next higher level. The above provisions will serve as a curb to the bureau- 
cratism, feudal patriarchism, abuse of power, corruption and privileges of 
cadres, but their implementation is in doubt.

The issues of the division of constituencies, election campaigns and the 
equality of voting rights also merit some discussion. Chapter 5 Article 22 of 
the Electoral Lawprovides that constituencies are to be divided according to 
production units, working units and residences instead of solely on the basis 
of residences as before.

Regarding election campaigns Chapter 7 Article 30 of the Electoral Law 
states that various political parties, people's organizations and voters can 
use all forms of publicity to introduce their candidates. But campaigns should 
stop on election day. It is obviously a liberal measure, but there are no stipu- 
lations conceming campaign resources and the use of the mass media. Chapter 
1 Article 8 of the Electoral Law provides that the expenditure of elections of 
people's congresses at all levels comes from the national treasury, but there 
are no specifications on whether the candidates' campaign funds can be included 
in the expenditure of elections. More important still, as all the mass media are 
in the hands of the party and state organs, and even the freedom of writing "big 
character posters" has been abolished, there should be more conrete guarantee 
of the actual freedom and practical opportunities available for campaigning so 
that candidates endorsed by the officialdom will not receive special favours.

On the question of the equality of voting rights, Chapter 2 Article 10,
Article 12 and Chapter 3 Article 14 stipulate that at the county, provincial 
and national level, the population represented by a deputy from the rural 
areas should be respectively four, five and eight times larger than the popu- 
lation represented by a deputy from the urban areas. According to the Lec- 
ture Outline of the Course on the Propagation of Legalism, this was for the 
strengthening of the leading role of the working class in the organs of state 
power47. This is hardly an explanation, though the same book pro'mised that 
such disparities would be gradually reduced and ultimately eliminated in the 
course of socialist modemization48. Nonetheless it should be pointed out that 
the disparity had not been reduced since 1953, at least at the national level: 
for the 1953 Electoral Law stipulated that the number of deputies to the Na- 
tional People's Congress from each province should be based on the rule that 
each deputy represented 800 000 people, whereas the number of deputies from 
each municipality should be based on the rule that each deputy represented 
100 000 people49. Questions and Answers on the Electoral System also pointed 
out that the vast majority of the Chinese population lived in rural areas, and 
the cities were political, economic, scientific and cultural centres, where 
the working class was most concentrated, and where there was a higher dens- 
ity of intellectuals, various kinds of experts, leading officials of party and 
state organs, and representatives of the industrial, commercial and other 
sectors, hence the need to provide for different population/deputy ratios be-
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tween urban and rural areas50_ a better compromise may perhaps be found in 
Liao Gailong's proposal to divide the National People's Congress into two 
chambers: in the chamber representing regional interests, the disparity be- 
tween the population/deputy ratios of urban and rural areas may be consider- 
ably reduced; whereas in the chamber representing functional interests, re- 
presentatives from the agricultural and related sectors certainly should not 
hold more than a quarter of the seats.

Though there are still areas to be improved regarding the 197 9 Electoral 
Law, yet on the whole this is perhaps the most democratic piece of legislation 
of the PRC since 1949. At this stage, it may be unwise to seek perfection; the 
most important concem would be the actual implementation of the law.

V. DIRECT ELECTIONS AT THE COUNTY LEVEL UNDER THE 1979
ELECTORAL LAW

A New China News Agency report in May 1984 indicated that among the 2780 
county-level units in China, 1812 (65.2 per cent) had begun work for the se- 
cond direct elections of the people's congresses^l. HowTever, details of the 
second direct elections at the county level are still very scanty, and the fol- 
lowing analysis will be limited to the first direct elections at the county level 
held under the 1979 Electoral Law.

The Chinese leaders apparently placed considerable emphasis on the first 
direct elections at the county level^. According to a report of Cheng Zihua, 
the Minister of Civil Affairs, the Standing Committee of the National People's 
Congress almost immediately set up a National Office for the Work of Direct 
Elections at the County Level (the National Office) for the task. In 1980, the 
Ministry of Civil Affairs and the National Office twice sent work teams led by 
the minister, deputy ministers and advisors to take part in the electoral work 
of thirteen provinces and municipalities. From every province, autonomous 
region and municipality down to every county-level unit, an organ was estab- 
lished to lead the electoral work; a majority of these organs were led by the 
principal leading officials at the corresponding level. Every province, auton- 
omous region and municipality had held a conference on electoral work to 
discuss the details of holding elections. Many leading officials from the pro- 
vincial to the county level went to grassroot units to observe and lead the 
electoral work^S.

After the formal adoption of the Electoral Law, pilot tests of direct 
elections at the county level v/ere held in two batches. In the second half of 
1979, pilot tests were held in 92 counties, autonomous counties, municipal- 
ities without administrative districts and municipal districts; in early 1980, 
further pilot tests were held in 460 county-level units54. in February 1980, 
a conference was held in Beijing to exchange working experience, in which
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Cheng Zihua made a report^.
In the same month, in reporting to the Standing Committee of the National 

People's Congress, Cheng pointed out that before the beginning of the electoral 
work, the cadres involved had to be organized to study in depth the Electoral 
Law and the Organic Law; further, all means of propaganda had to be used to 
make the two laws known to the people56_ The publication of Questions and 
Answers on the Electoral System and the Lecture Outline of the Course on the 
Propagation of Legalism to some extend reflected the work in this area.

In March 1981, Cheng Zihua again reported to the Standing Committee of 
the National People's Congress. The report indicated that in the second half 
of 1980, direct elections at the county level were held in separate batches in 
different periods. At the end of 1980, among the 2757 county-level units, 1947 
had elected the deputies to the people's congresses, and 1319 had already held 
their people's congresses. Three hundred and fifty five units were still engaged 
in electoral work, while the remaining 455 units would conduct their electoral 
work in 198157. The report admitted that greater difficulty was encountered 
in Hebei, Shanxi, Nei Monggol, Jiangsu, Anhui, Henan, Yunnan, Tibet, Gansu 
and Xinjiang; as these provinces and autonomous regions were mostly along 
the border with considerable national minorities, this appeared natural.

Cheng's report considered that four major achievements were made in the 
elections. In the first place, the voters' increased their awareness of socialist 
democracy and socialist legalism, and strengthened their sense of responsibility 
as "masters of society". Secondly, cadres were reviewed and assessed by the 
people, and thus improved their style of work. Thirdly, better leaders were 
elected, and closer relations developed between the govemment and the people. 
Finally, various positive factors were mobilized, and political stability and 
unity were further strengthened. The achievements listed probably reflected 
the Chinese leadership's perception of the functions of elections. As long as 
the elections were conducted according to the law in a fair manner, the above 
achievements were certainly attainable .

Cheng's report also mentioned that in general voters' tum-out rates were 
above 90 per cent, an interesting figure that merits attention. If the voters 
had perfect freedom to decide whether to vote or not, then the tum-out rates 
were certainly a significant achievement. In Eastern Europe, social and 
organizational pressures on participation in voting were so great that non- 
participation would create considerable inconvenience. As a result, the tum- 
out rates there ranged from 99,4 per cent in Czechoslovakia to 100 per cent 
in Albania58# According to New China News Agency, turn-out rates in Sichuan 
in the second direct elections at the county level in 1984 seemed to have im- 
proved: in the 134 county-level units surveyed, turn-out rates were all above 
96 per cent, and in 79 units, tum-out rates exceeded 98 per cent59. It ap- 
peared that the relatively low turn-out rates were largelydue to the slacken- 
ing of the cadres involved rather than the existence of a minority attempting 
to boycott the elections as a sign of protestSO. it has to be admitted, however, 
that there is insufficient data to account for the absentee voters.
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When direct elections were first held under the 1979 Electoral Law in the 
wake of "the spring of Beijing", it appeared that official channels of political 
participation were opened to the Chinese dissidents involved in the democratic 
and human rights movements, particularly among those who had an admiration 
for Western democracy. Tertiary students in Shanghai first initiated cam- 
paigning, probably because they had better contacts with the West. Shanghai 
county and Xuhui district of the Shanghai municipality were designated as 
testing-points where pilot direct elections were to be held. A student of the 
Chinese department of Shanghai Teachers College in Shanghai county, Xu 
Chengyu, volunteered as a candidate for the county people's congress. He 
announced his platform, campaigned vigorously and was subsequently elected. 
Following Xu's example, many tertiary students in Shanghai presented them- 
selves as candidates or actively participated in the candidates' campaigning. 
There were more success stories, Xu Bongtai, a journalism student of Fudan 
University, and Sun Dewei, a chemistry student from the same university, 
were elected deputies to the Baoshan county people's congress. There were 
students from Shanghai Teachers University and Shanghai Science and Techn- 
ology University who were elected as deputies to county-level people's con- 
gresses61.

Students from Beijing University, Shandong Teachers University and Hunan 
Teachers College were also actively involved. Beijing University students took 
part in the elections of Haidian district, Beijing municipality which were held 
on December 11, 1980. Electoral activities on the Beijing University campus 
attracted most domestic and intemational attention because of Beijing Univer- 
sitv status among Chinese intellectuals and because of the outstanding per- 
formance of the students involved. They demonstrated an admirable grasp of 
political theory, and the issues discussed in the campaign platforms were the 
central questions for those concemed with democracy in China. They showed 
good organising ability too, to the extent that formal "campaign committees" 
were established. As the voters were also keenly interested in the activities 
and discussions, certain explosive topicswere toucheduponinthe openandfree 
electoral activities. One of the candidates, Wang Juntao, in a forum among 
the candidates stated his stand on the evaluation of Mao Zedong. Wang said: 
"Comrade Mao Zedong was a revolutionary influenced by Marxism, but he 
was not a Marxist"62. Another candidate, Fang Zhiyuan, who lost in the 
preliminary vote, gathered a group of students in the campaign period, they 
drafted a "Publication, Printing and Distribution Law of the PRC” and started 
to collect signatures in support of the draft63, This draft soon generated a 
warm response among the tertiary institutions in Hong Kong, where in early 
1981, a signature campaign was also organized to support the draft.

As can be expected, not all elections in China at this stage were as free 
and open as the one in Beijing University. Hongqi (Red Flag) in September 
1980 cited an example in Linhe county, Nei Monggol in which Yang Leshan 
was elected county major64. Yang. was not even an official candidate. Before 
the election, county officials strongly lobbied against him; and even after the
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election, these officials considered that it had not achieved the anticipated 
result, and they went to consult the organization department of the Nei Mong- 
gol Autonomous Regional Government to see if the election might be declared 
invalid. The authors of the article indicated that the incident reflected the 
shallow commitment to democracy among some cadres65; and what caused 
worry was that this probably was not an isolated incident and that there was 
considerable lobbying by party and state officials as well as interference in 
the elections.

Apart from the Linhe county incident, a young worker in Shanghai, Fu 
Shenqi, and the students of Hunan Teachers College also encountered inter- 
ference and suppression in their electoral activities. Fu was a factory worker 
in Shanghai, and he attempted to campaign in his factory by distributing pam- 
phlets. As Fu was an activist in the Chinese democratic movement and founder 
of the underground publication Minzhu Zhisheng (Voice of Democracy) in 
Shanghai, his electoral activities encountered severe suppression and de- 
famation by the party committee of his factory, the election leadership group 
and the electoral committee of his municipal district. He was not included in 
the official list of candidates; and though he received the second highest num- 
ber of votes in the election he finally lost in the by-election66.

Campaign activities began in September 1980 at the Ilunan Teachers Col- 
lege, where a number of students took part as candidates announcing their 
platforms. Such activities were interfered with by the college autorities; and 
later when the election leadership group of the college was dissatisfied with 
the official list of candidates, it drew up another official list. This aroused 
protests from the students which were ignored, and the students' activities 
were described as counter-revolutionary and illegal. Such abuse of power led 
to an.escalation of demonstrations, hunger strikes, boycotts of classes and 
visits to the authorities in Beijing by the students. Their activities received 
support from tertiary students all over the country, and they ultimately re- 
ceived a satisfactory answer from Cheng Zihua67.

These incidents provided evidence of some Chinese cadres'. shallow com- 
mitment to democracy and open violations of the Electoral Law. In the case 
of the Hunan Teachers College, the college authorities apparently had the sup- 
port of the provincial party committee. On the other hand, the voters' enthusi- 
asm was certainly encouraging. Apart from the tertiary students, the voters 
for Fu Shenqi and the deputies supporting Yang Leshan should strengthen one's 
confidence in the prospects for democracy in China. Certain Chinese leaders 
also behaved in a liberal manner. CCP Political Bureau member Wang Zhen, 
hardly regarded as a liberal today, was said to have praised the student can- 
didate from Shanghai Teachers College, Xu Chengyu, as a fighter for demo- 
cracy; and Wang also supported the practice of electoral campaigns in the 
long transitional stage from socialism to communism6o. Cheng Zihua too 
appeared to be sympathetic towards the students of Hunan Teachers College69.

On the other hand, some Chinese leaders and cadres obviously did not ap- 
preciate the functions of elections. Deng Liqun, then director of the Policy
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Research Bureau of the CCP Central Committee Secretariat analyzed the 
"concrete factors" contributing to the confidence crisis in an article in Gong- 
ren Ribao in March 1981^0. Deng identified the factors as sabotage bydomes- 
tic and international enemies, the legacy of the ten years of chaos for which 
Lin Biao and the Gang of Four were responsible, and the mistakes made in the 
work of the Chinese Communist rdgime. Deng's analysis did not identify any 
defects and inadequacies of thc existing system, and thus denied that they 
caused the prevailing bureaucratism and privileges among cadres. It appeared 
that Deng's line was an advocation of a simple return to the policies of the 
early years of the rdgime, and the current problems would be solved.

The Hongqi article quoted above admitted:

There are still some cadres who are accustomed to the old system of ap- 
pointment and life employment. They feel they can only be promoted and 
refuse to step down. They are not interested in elections, and they may 
even be against them, adopting various ways to boycott them. They have 
only their authority in mind and ignore the people. They put themselves 
above the people, and consider the strengthening of leadersliip as the anti- 
thesis of democracy, in fact, they deny that the people are the masters of 
the state7!.

Such attitudes, as can be expected, are quite widespread among cadres, who 
tend to support Deng Liqun's line of thinking and create obstacles to the im- 
plementation of the Electoral Law.

In early 1981, when direct elections at the county level had not been com- 
pleted, the Chinese leaders began to suppress the underground publications 
and the organizations involved. On January 10, 1981, a commentator's article 
in Jiefang Ribao ( Liberation Daily) of Shanghai labelled them as "illegal publi- 
cations" and "illegal organizations". Wen Wei Po in Hong Kong also reported 
on February 26, 1981 that a work report of the deputy governor of Guangdong, 
Liu Tianfu, indicated that "illegal organizations" and "illegal publications" 
had to be suppressed in accordance with the legislation concerned. It was said 
that in the following April, the CCP Central Committee issued a "Document 
No.9" ordering the strong suppression of the "illegal organizations" and "il- 
legal publications" that violated the law and opposed the "four cardinal prin- 
ciples". In the same month, a number of prominent figures in the Chinese 
democratic movement including Wang Xizhe and Siwu Luntan (Forum of April 
5)'s Xu Wenli and Yang Jing were arrested72. At the same time a series of 
harsh criticisms of the "scar literature" were published and Bai Hua was 
singled out for attack. Though Hu Yaobang, the general secretary of the CCP, 
appealed in May to stop such criticisms, later in August 1981 a meeting of the 
Propaganda Department of the CCP Central Committee decided to tighten the 
freedom for literature and to ban too severe criticisms of the Party73. All 
these decisions and measures were obviously a major blow to those engaged 
in free electoral campaigning and the moderates in the democratic movement 
who were basically in support of the Chinese Communist rdgime and who
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wanted to seek political participation through legal channels.
Through the conduct of the first direct elections at the county level, it may 

be observed that a number of reformers in the Chinese leadership gradually 
appreciated the functions and significance of elections in this stage of China's 
development, and they were prepared to conduct honest elections within the 
confines of the "four cardinal principles", though they then encountered very 
considerable resistance. The demand for democracy and legalism mainly 
came from the intellectuals in urban areas, and they were undoubtedly a 
powerless minority. Progress towaxxls genuine socialist democracy and le- 
galism largely depended on the detei-mination of the reformers in the Chinese 
leadership who appeared to have been gradually gaining the upper hand since 
the Third Plenum of the Eleventh Central Committee in December 1978. Yet 
in view of the strong opposition from the conservative old guai-ds a.nd the 
military, it appears in the mid-1980s that the reformers have chosen to con- 
centrate on economic reforms and liberalization in the economic sector, while 
conceding to the consexwative opposition in the ideological and political spheres.

VI. THE ELECTORAL LAW AND DEVELOPMENT IN CHINA'S STATE 
BUILDING

In December 1981, the author was invited to lecture in Shanghai's Fudan Uni- 
versity and he also visited a number of tertiary institutions in Shanghai and 
neighbouring Hangzhou, Suzhou, during which a series of interviews were 
conducted with the institutions' student union officiais and student activists on 
the subject of elections. For the benefit of the inteiviewed, only a general 
summary of the findings is presented here .

The interviewees almost unanimously believed that the following three con- 
ditions would be essential to ensure that elections would be meaningful and not 
a mere formality. They were: (a) freedom of speech, i.e., the freedom to 
express various political views; (b) the abandonment of the existing system 
of keeping and controlling personal files by the administrative units concerned; 
and (c) the conduct of elections according to the Electoral Law so as to prevent 
corruption and abuse of power.

On electoral activities and campaigning, many tertiary students considered 
that individual candidates were excessively provocative in order to attract 
attention, e.g., some openly stated in their platforms that they opposed 
Marxism. Such provocations would only lead to interference. It was also 
observed that many candidates did not understand or chose to ignore the 
authority of the deputies of the county and lower level people's congresses, 
a lot of their campaign promises were beyond the prerogatives of the offices 
for which they were running, and were irrelevant to the more immediate 
interests of the constituents. Some interviewees criticized the private lives
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of certain dissident candidates, indicating that they affected the voters' con- 
fidence in the candidates and in elections.

On the whole, the interviewees showed considerable reservations regard- 
ing elections, focussing on the concem that elections at this stage might ad- 
versely affect China's political stability, and that the resources spent would 
have been better used. Their general expectations of the deputies of people's 
congresses at various levels were supervision of the work of party and state 
officials and the redress of grievances, in sum, those of an ombudsman. Many 
interviewees thought that participation in elections was looking for trouble, 
and becoming too involved in politics would affect their studies and job op- 
portunities. They also believed that campaign activities in the tertiary insti- 
tutions in Beijing and Shanghai were exaggerated overseas.

On the basis of scanty information, direct elections at the county level 
tended to enhance the influence of cadres with local roots and adversely af- 
fected the prestige of expatriates; the issue of "location" might well be ex- 
acerbated. In elections at the people's communes level, confrontation among 
clans often emerged when support for the candidates was based on clan ties. 
Another rather common phenomenon at the county level elections was that the 
People's Liberation Army veterans who became local cadres during the Cul- 
tural Revolution did not have much voters' support.

These problems and difficulties encountered in the elections mainly re- 
flected the obstacles posed by a backward political culture in the way of free, 
meaningful elections.

While China was conducting its direct elections at the county level, a po- 
litico-economic crisis occurred in Poland. The Chinese mass media provided 
considerable coverage of the crisis, reflecting the Chinese leadership's con- 
cern?4. The April 1981 issue of The Seventies Monthly (Hong Kong) published 
a secret document released by the Information Office of the Propaganda De- 
partment of a provincial party committee released on November 25, 1980 on 
the Polish crisis as reference material for the study of the current interna- 
tional situation^S. The document summed up the roots of the Polish crisis as 
follows: (a) mistakes in economic policy; (b) corruption in the upper strata of 
the Party; and (c) dependence on the Soviet Union. On the corruption of the 
Party's upper strata, the document pointed out the "serious bureaucratism" 
of the Polish United Workers' Party, "the wall of distrust between the Party 
and society", and "the great disparities between the opportunities of different 
interest groups and different categories of party members to obtain power"76, 
The latter problems also existed in the political life of the CCP.

The last section of the document mentioned the reforms adopted by the 
Polish United Workers' Party uuder the pressure of the Polish people. The 
Polish reforms "noted" by the document shared certain similarities with some 
of the measures proposed in Liao Gailong's report. They included: (a) adjust- 
ment of the leadership, and replacement of incompetent cadres by a group of 
young, efficient and reform-minded cadres promoted to the leading posts of 
the central organs of the Party and the state; (b) preparations for reforms of
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the economic planning and management systems, adjusting correspondingly 
the structure of production and that of the national economy, expansion of the 
autonomy of enterprises, strengthening the authority of local government and 
reform of the central planning and economic organs; and (c) indications to 
develop socialist democracy, absorb various strata of the society to take part 
in the state's political leadership and economic management, recognize the 
trade unions as the independent, self-goveming organs of the working class, 
recognize the workers’ right to strike, and agree to the re-establishment of 
the Supreme Supervisory Council as the legislature's supervisory organ to 
supervise the work of the govemment and the administrative departments. It 
was also noted that the Polish United Workers' Party proposed in the Sixth 
Plenum of the Central Committee reforms of the Party's functions, adjust- 
ment of the relationship between the Party and the state's administrative 
organs, and the regulation that leaders should resign after serving two con- 
secutive terms77 _

In view of the conservatives' resistance to socialist democracy and legal- 
ism, it was interesting to observe what lessons were learnt from the Polish 
crisis. Despite the concessions of the reformers among the Chinese leaders 
in the ideological and political spheres, the electoral system in China in the 
near future would be influenced by the discussion on the goals of socialist 
construction and the implementation of the policy of elections for the leaders 
of the basic production units.

Liao Gailong in his report in October 1980 affirmed that "highly developed 
democracy in politics and widespread freedom themselves are also an import- 
ant part of the ultimate goal of socialist construction" and that "democracy is 
a means, but it is also an end in itself"78_ In response to the demand for the 
"fifth modernization", the Chinese leaders in recent years have defined their 
general task as "energetically promote the socialist material and spiritual 
civilization, continue to strengthen socialist democracy and the socialist 
legal system .. .”, and ”to achieve, step by step, the modernization of our 
industry, agriculture, national defence and science and technology and to 
make China a culturally advanced and highly democratic socialist country"79. 
It has become clear to the Chinese leadership, after the disastrous ten years 
of the Cultural Revolution, that democracy and legalism should be part of the 
"ultimate goal of socialist construction". At this stage, priority has been 
given to the rapid improvement of the people's living standards on which the 
legitimacy of the Chinese Communist rdgime is now based. The reformers 
in the leadership also concentrate on reforms and liberalization in the econ- 
omic sphere. Partly as a concession to the conservative forces, the linkage 
between democracy and the legal system on one hand, and economic devel- 
opment on the other has been neglected. Socialist modernization may be de- 
fined at least in the foreseeable future as "US$ 1000 per capita GNP at the 
end of the century", and the electoral system will produce ombudsmen with 
limited authority rather than deputies responsible to the people for the ad- 
ministration of the state.
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In the near future, the implementation of the Electoral Law will not create 
much impact on the Chinese Communist r£gime. In terms of mobilization, po- 
litical education and sozialization, integration, iegitimation and influence on 
public policy, elections will only have a limited contribution to make. Direct 
elections at the county level and below will provide better institutionalization 
of the articulation and aggregation of different interests. Together with the 
implementation of the Organic Law^O^ the local people's governments at 
various levels elected by the people's congresses of the corresponding level 
may be more effectively supervised; in fact the Organic Law stipulates that 
an important function of the standing committees of the people’s congresses 
at the county level and above, is the supervision of the work of the people's 
govemments, the people's courts and the people's procuratorates at the cor- 
responding levelSl. The conscientious deputies of the local people's congresses, 
through raising questions and the exercise of their legal prerogatives, may play 
a constructive role in the redress of grievances and help to curb corruption, 
privileges and abuse of power among cadres^2.

The effective functioning of the Electoral Law has to wait for the cultivation 
of a more advanced participatory political culture, i.e., when the vast major- 
ity of Chinese people fully understand the rights and obligations bestowed on 
them by the Constitution and the Electoral Law and appreciate the direct, 
practical benefits of assuming such rights and obligations. The expansion of 
the autonomy of enterprises and the division of labour, to a larger extent, be- 
tween the party and state will establish a direct relationship between the elec- 
tion of the leaders of the basic production units and the immediate material 
interests of the people concerned, and this will enable the pcople to better 
appreciate the significance of elections. As a Hongqi article in December 1979 
pointed out:

In enterprises with enhanced autonomy, there will be a better integration 
of economic responsibility, economic efficiency and economic interests, 
this will create better conditions for the conduct of democratic elections83.

If the Chinese people can elect the leaders of the factories and people's 
communes to which they belong in open, free elections, and if such basic pro- 
duction units enjoy a large measure of autonomy and economic responsibility 
so that the performance of the leaders will directly affect the income of the 
factory and commune workers concemed, the people will certainly seriously 
participate to elect leaders who can promote production and increase their 
income. Such experience will contribute much to the cultivation of a more 
advanced participatory political culture, and encourage the rdgime as well 
as the people to take elections seriously.

The above experience and the appreciation of the significance of elections 
will enhance the legitimacy of the elected state organs, whose authority and 
legitimacy will increase vis-ä-vis those of the corresponding party organs.
As the legitimacy of the leadership of the basic production units rests upon 
the ability to improve the livelihood of the factory and commune workers
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under them, this perception will reinforce the conviction that the legitimacy 
of the Chinese Communist rdgime should be based on its ability and perform- 
ance to raise the people's living standards. This development is certainly a 
threat to the incompetent cadres, and will exacerbate their opposition to 
elections in general; in some ways, the old "red" versus "expert" issue will 
have to be reconsidered too.

Another important reform in the basic production units concerns their 
responsibility system. Liao Gailong's report proposed that the head or 
manager of a factory should no longer be responsible to the party committee; 
instead, through experimentation and implementation by stages, the manager 
should be made responsible to the management committee of a factory, the 
board of directors of a corporation, or the economic committee of an econ- 
omic cooperative84. This reform obviously strengthens the emphasis on 
expertise and provides a clearer division of labour between the party organs 
and the corresponding administrative production units.

Elections at the basic production units and reforms of their responsibility 
system will help to create an important foundation for a more advanced par- 
ticipatory political culture in China. However, political development is not 
static, the above experiences and reforms will enhance the voters' demand 
for political participation and generate greater pressure on the existing po- 
litical system. The experience of Eastern Europe in the past three decades 
shows that the voters' demands have not been satisfied by the various attempts 
to dencentralize and to institutionalize the articulation and aggregation of dif- 
ferent interests. When disappointed by the lack of choice in politics, the people 
turn to economic choices. Their material demands rapidly surpass the capacity 
of the Communist rdgimes, leading to economic crises85. On the other hand, 
the Chinese peasants as yet have very low expectations of democracy and the 
legal system; when the economic conditions have improved, the Chinese Com- 
munist rdgime may then feel inclined to suppress the demand for democracy 
and legalism from the intelleetuals in urban areas.

The Chinese leaders, however, have also demonstrated considerable inter- 
est in the development experience of Eastem Europe and even the views of 
Eurocommunism. In November 1980, the secretary-general of the Spanish 
Communist Party, Santiago Carrillo, in a speech at the Beijing University, 
expounded his advocation for a multi-party system following a democratic way 
to socialism86. This certainly violated the "four cardinal principles" and would 
not be acceptable to the Chinese leadership.

Initially, the Chinese leaders in the late 1970s appeared to have found the 
Yugoslavian model attractive. Though one-party rule is practised in Yugo- 
slavia, there is a large measure of autonomy for the constituent republics, 
the local governments and the economic enterprises. There is very little 
liberalization in the political sphere, but in the other areas, the individual 
and the collective enjoy a large degree of freedom. The Yugoslav League of 
Communists consider that the Party's totalitarian rule will hamper the initia- 
tive of the people and engender bureaucratism and subjectivism; therefore the
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Party chooses to exercise its leadership only in the ideological and political 
spheres. There is still much to be desired in Yugoslavian politics and econ- 
omics, but admittedly, relative to other Eastern European states, bureau- 
cratism is less serious in Yugoslavia and the people live a freer life87. in 
recent years, however, the Chinese leaders have shown a greater interest in 
the Hungarian model.

The Chinese leadership's attempts to have a larger extent of division of 
labour between the state and party organs and to expand the autonomy of 
enterprises reveal some parallels with the experience in Eastem Europe.
At least the willingness to leam has to be applauded, though efforts should 
also be made to avoid blindly attacking the electoral system in the West88.

VII. CONCLUSION

Today, the legitimacy of the Chinese Communist rdgime is based on progress 
made towards modernization and the improvement of the people's livelihood. 
The Chinese leaders basically have two options to achieve the Four Modern- 
izations and "to make China a culturally advanced and highly democratic 
socialist country". They may concentrate on economic development, and 
strive for democracy and legalism later; or they may attempt to achieve 
both ends together. Obviously the Chinese leaders have placed top priority 
on improving the national economy and reforming the economic stmcture 
while upholding the "four cardinal principles". All reforms cannot exceed the 
confines of the "four cardinal principles" whose core is the leadership of the 
Party. In a relatively backward country like China, the transition from a pre- 
dominantly agricultural economy to an advanced industrial economy presided 
over by the CCP may simply transfer power from cadres of the party ap- 
paratus to technical bureaucrats. In this way, industrialization and economic 
development may not bring democracy, but further consolidate the totalitarian 
rule of the Party. The Soviet Union is a case in point.

To achieve socialist modernization in China at this stage means to reform 
the economic system and to mobilize the people's initiative. To do this, the 
rdgirne has to decentralize, to a considerable extent, its decision-making 
power and administrative responsibility to non-Party organs, and to provide 
more institutional opportunities for the articulation and aggregation of differ- 
ent interests within the community. The Electoral Law and the measures 
analysed above constitute an attempt to move along this direction.

The implementation of the Electoral Law and the achievements made re- 
vealed the significance attached to it by the reformers in the Chinese leader- 
ship, as well as the formidable resistance from a backward political culture 
and opposition from established interests and conservative forces. The ef- 
fective functioning of the electoral system in China will have to rely on the
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cultivation of a more advanced participatory political culture, and this in tum 
will be closely related to reforms of the economic system.

Through the expansion of the autonomy of the enterprises and the election 
of the leaders of the basis production units, a system, hopefully, may evolve 
that will enable the workers to exercise genuine control over the means of 
production, the production process and the management of the production 
unit. This may constitute the foundation to democratize the party and state 
organs. In this way, democracy will exist not only in the political system but 
also in the economic system and will indeed be superior to the bourgeois de- 
mocracy in the capitalist world. It is unlikely that this will be achieved in the 
foreseeable future, but it is certainly a direction for the "Chinese way of 
modernization".
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