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ABSTRACT
China is distinct for its openness to the programs of Western democracy promotion. The
Chinese government has cooperated with a number of Western NGOs for the last thirty years to
improve rule of law, village election, administrative reform, and civil society in China. Also, it has
openly engaged in human rights dialogues with Western governments, allowed Chinese students
to be exposed to Western ideas while they live and study in Western democracies, and partially
allowed people to watch the West’s political broadcastings like Voice of America.
Why has the Chinese state deliberately opened the society to the influence of the Western
democracy promotion programs, despite its concern over the impacts of Western ideas and norms
on the legitimacy of Chinese Communist Party (CCP)’s authoritarianism? I argue that the Chinese
state intends to make use of Western democracy promotion to its advantage; the Western
democracy aids can be useful to promote China’s own governance reform programs while the
Western criticism can trigger Chinese people’s defensive nationalism.
This dissertation traces the process of how Chinese government’s strategic intention
translates into the policies of openness, based on first-hand interviews, extensive examination of
propaganda materials, official statements and research by Chinese academics.
I find that Chinese officials indeed positively assess the contributions of Western democracy
aid organizations to the progress of governance reform in China. However, the Chinese state aims
iii

to utilize the Western assistances for the purpose of strengthening regime legitimacy, not for the
democratization of China. I also find that the Chinese state neither tries to entirely prevent the
society from learning Western logic of criticisms on CCP’s non-democratic nature, nor is afraid of
the majority of Chinese population being exposed to the Western ideas on liberal democracy. In
fact, the Western criticisms tend to stimulate Chinese nationalism, which in turn strengthen the
popular support of the authoritarian regime in China.
These counterintuitive findings challenge the popular assumption that authoritarian regimes
would invariably resist Western democracy promotion. Prior studies have focused on explaining
the needs, methods, and success or failure cases of democracy promotion, which represent the
supply-side of democracy promotion. This dissertation contributes to the literature by exploring
the demand-side of democracy promotion, especially when authoritarian regime opens itself to the
influence of Western democracy promotion.
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Chapter 1: The Puzzle and its Importance

1.1. Introduction
This dissertation explores the general theme of how authoritarian regimes cope with the Western
democracy promotion programs targeting themselves. Experts and scholars on democracy
promotion observe that authoritarian regimes have tried to resist the Western endeavors to spread
democracy across the border of their countries and to prevent the general public from being
influenced by the West in that regard. Specifically, authoritarian regimes reject the Western offer
of democracy assistance programs in the areas of rule of law and governance reform. They
suppress domestic groups that attempt to reach out to Western supporters, and deny the Western
criticism on the non-democratic nature of their ruling systems. There is a popular assumption that
authoritarian regime would automatically lash back against the Western democracy promotion
programs and, indeed, it is not difficult to find evidence to support such an argument.1

However, we also observe the cases where authoritarian regime accept the Western offer of
democracy assistance programs and positively engage with Western governments to discuss
human right issues. For instance, unlike conventional wisdom, the Chinese government has been
opening to the influence of Western democracy promotion programs since the end of the Cold War.
Its Ministry of Civil Affairs has invited Western organizations to assist in developing China’s rule
of law, civil society, administrative as well as electoral systems. The Chinese government also
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Thomas Carothers, “The Backlash Against Democracy Promotion,” Foreign Affairs, April 2006.
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agreed with a number of Western governments including the U.S. to hold human rights dialogue
on a regular basis. These examples indicate the possibility that authoritarian regimes do not always
automatically resist and close off themselves from the Western influence. On the contrary, they
can take opening policies selectively, if not entirely, in response to the Western democracy
promotion programs.

The goal of this dissertation is to explain authoritarian regime’s opening policies vis-à-vis Western
democracy promotion programs. The dissertation seeks to explain the strategic intention of
authoritarian regime when it takes such opening policies. The fact that authoritarian regime can be
open is counterintuitive precisely because authoritarian regime, by nature, would not be genuinely
interested in transforming itself to the Western model of liberal democracy. A major task of this
dissertation is then to explain the causal logic of why authoritarian regime can perceive the
openness to the Western democracy promotion programs to be helpful in sustaining, rather than
undermining, their non-democratic rulings. This question is significant to address in our time when
democracies in many places look dysfunctional and less attractive while authoritarian regimes look
resilient and more stabilized than before.

While description of authoritarian openness is essential, the most important and challenging task
of this dissertation is to provide a causal explanation to account for the strategic calculation of
authoritarian regime when it chooses to positively and openly engage with Western endeavors to
promote democracy. I argue that authoritarian regime, as an all-time legitimacy seeker, can take
opening policies because it perceives such openness can strengthen the legitimacy of its grip on
power. Authoritarian regime can expect to benefit from Western democracy assistance programs
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to accelerate its governance reform, which is designed to reinforce popular support for the regime.
If authoritarian regime secures performance legitimacy with progress in economic development
and administrative modernization, then it can more directly and openly deal with the Western
criticisms on its non-democratic ruling. With confidence in popular support, authoritarian regime
can expect the Western criticism to stimulate the nationalist sentiment of the people, rather than to
inspire them to desire more democracy. To prove my argument, this dissertation investigates the
case of China, as the country shows the highest level of openness toward the Western democracy
promotion programs among the select group of most durable authoritarian regimes.

1.2. The Puzzle
Why does China open itself to the influence of Western democracy promotion policies despite the
Chinese Communist Party (CCP)’s concern about a possible legitimacy crisis shaped by external
forces? Since the end of the Cold War, Western countries, especially the United States, significantly
increased their budgets and resources to promote democracy abroad.2 Interestingly, from the mid1990s, the Chinese government also gradually accepted the Western democracy assistance
programs offered for China.

2

According to the Data from Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, Development Assistance
Committee, Creditor Reporting System (CRS) Aid Activities database (http://stats.oecd.org/qwids/), in 1991, the
official democracy spending in US overseas developmental assistance was approximately 1 billion dollars (in 2011
constant dollars) and in 2011, it was approximately 5.8 billion dollars.
3
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Figure 1. Total Number of Western Democracy Promotion Organizations in China.
Source: NGO directory complied by the China Development Brief, available at
http://chinadevelopmentbrief.cn/directory/3

First, as Figure 1 shows, the number of Western organizations that operate programs to promote
democracy on Chinese soil has significantly increased since the mid-1990s. Due to dubious
registration systems, it is hard to count exactly how many Western agencies have been operating
with the goal of democratizing China, but sources commonly indicate an increasing trend of such
Western organizations’ presence in China.4 For example, the American Bar Association (ABA)

3

Perhaps a total number of 32 organizations looks small, but it is significant that these organizations have operated
under the approval of the Chinese government, despite the fact that they explicitly list democracy promotion as one
of their goals and missions of the programs in China. If we include the programs that are secretly funded by Westerners
and Chinese diaspora to support democracy movements in China, the number may significantly increase. But for the
purpose of tracing the Chinese government’s openness, the Chinese government’s formal consent is a key condition
for the Western democracy promotion programs to be considered in this study. For the full list of the Western
organizations that have operated democracy-related programs in China and the detailed method of data collection, see
Appendix 1.
4
According to the analysis of China Development Brief (CDB), a journal that provides information on the
development work of foreign NGOs in China, it is difficult to say exactly how many foreign NGOs have been
4

opened its office in Beijing in 2002, legally registered in the Chinese administration, and has
operated to develop a rule of law regime in China. Since 1997, The Carter Center has provided
assistance in developing village elections at the request of the Chinese Ministry of Civil Affairs.
The Asia Foundation has also deeply engaged with local governments to improve their governance
capacities. The level of cooperation between the Chinese authorities and Western organizations to
promote democracy in China from the 1990s to early 2010s is unprecedented; it was almost unseen
in the era of Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping.

Second, in addition to the democracy aid programs that directly operate within China, the Chinese
government has taken a flexible approach to the normative pressure from outside to move China
towards democracy. As discussed in greater detail in Chapter 4, instead of trying to entirely censor
Western politicians’ criticisms of China’s non-democratic practices, such as the repression of
human rights lawyers or the lack of press freedom, the Chinese authorities allow Chinese citizens
to learn about Western criticism of China from various information sources including Western
media like CNN.5 Similarly, the Chinese government does not completely stop Chinese people
from accessing Western political broadcasting like Voice of America (VOA). Rather, Chinese
youth use the scripts of VOA programs to study English, and Chinese media cite VOA news as a
reliable source of foreign information. Even though Chinese authorities are well aware that
Westerners expect Chinese students to learn Western ideas and norms, while they live and study

operating in China because the number of unregistered foreign NGOs are quite large due to the absence of clear
regulations for the registration and management until 2015. Perhaps the most detailed data available on foreign NGOs
in China comes from CDB’s directory of foreign NGOs, which has listings on over 200 foreign NGOs in total.
5
Despite occasionally strengthened censorship over certain issue in a particular time, Chinese citizens usually
have access to foreign media through Internet. See Qiuqing Tai, “Western Media Exposure and Chinese Immigrants’
Political Perceptions,” Political Communication 33, no. 1 (January 2, 2016): 78–97.; Bethany Allen-Ebrahimian,
“How China Won the War Against Western Media,” Foreign Policy, accessed September 20, 2016,
https://foreignpolicy.com/2016/03/04/china-won-war-western-media-censorship-propaganda-communist-party/
5

in the West, the Chinese government does not try to control the scale of Chinese students going
abroad. This flexible attitude was hardly seen during Mao and Deng’s era. It is a stark contrast to
the utterly cautious attitude toward Western influence right after the democracy movement in
Tiananmen Square in 1989.

China’s openness to Western endeavors to move China towards a more democratic form of
government is puzzling for a number of reasons. The CCP’s monopoly of power has always been
vulnerable to the criticism of ‘dictatorship,’ from both inside and outside China. Therefore,
Chinese leaders have periodically launched political campaigns to ensure the loyalty of Chinese
citizens to the leadership of the CCP, trying to keep them from being influenced by the external
ideas of Western liberal democracy.6 In addition, many China experts agree that the CCP has zero
interest in transitioning to a Western democratic system of free election among competitive
political parties. 7 From this perspective, it is natural that the CCP views Western efforts to
democratize China as a real threat to its survival. Indeed, Chinese leaders have claimed that the
West has attempted to destabilize and delegitimize China’s political system in the name of
democracy promotion.8

One would therefore expect that China would vehemently resist Western democracy promotion

6

See Andrew Mertha, “‘Stressing Out’: Cadre Calibration and Affective Proximity to the CCP in Reform-Era
China,” forthcoming in The China Quarterly (2016); Thomas B. Gold, “‘Just in Time!’: China Battles Spiritual
Pollution on the Eve of 1984,” Asian Survey 24, no. 9 (September 1, 1984): 947–74
7
David Shambaugh, China’s Communist Party: Atrophy and Adaptation, 1st ed. (University of California Press,
2009), p.3.; Joseph Fewsmith, The Logic and Limits of Political Reform in China (Cambridge, England ; New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2013), p.69
8
Chinese have used the term “peaceful transformation (和平演变 hepingyanbian) to describe such conspiracy of
the West. That is, the Western governments use peaceful methods such as aids, political broadcasting, and educational
exchange in order to transform China’s political system into the Western liberal democracy. See Russell Ong,
“‘Peaceful Evolution’, ‘Regime Change’ and China’s Political Security,” Journal of Contemporary China 16, no. 53
(November 1, 2007): 717–27.
6

policies vis-à-vis China. The Chinese government should have declined any offer of assistance
from Western organizations that seemingly aim to promote democracy within China. It should
have denied Western criticisms of non-democratic practices within China and censored inflow of
any information from the outside that are critical of the non-democratic nature of Chinese system,
insuring that Chinese citizens do not learn about Western logic of such criticism. If the Chinese
government was seriously concerned about Chinese citizens being influenced by Western ideas
and norms on liberal democracy, it should have reduced the number of Chinese students going
abroad or at least attempted to take preventive measures like checking students’ political loyalty
to the CCP before and after their studies abroad.

In fact, these types of measures are examples of actions that other authoritarian governments have
taken to cope with Western influence on their domestic politics. North Korea is an extreme case of
a closed society. The North Korean government attempts to completely disconnect North Korean
citizens from external sources of information. It simply denies any Western condemnation of the
record of state’s human rights abuses and the existence of prison camps within North Korea.9 It is
needless to say that North Korea declines any Western offer of political or administrative assistance
to develop North Korea’s governance capacities.10 Unlike China, Russia under Putin’s rule recently
withdrew from education exchange with the United States.11 Both Russia and Iran also make it

9

“North Korea Denies Existence Of Prison Camps After Defector Recants Details Of Imprisonment,”
International Business Times, January 21, 2015, http://www.ibtimes.com/north-korea-denies-existence-prisoncamps-after-defector-recants-details-imprisonment-1790662; “North Korea Still in Denial Over Prison Camps - Korea
Real Time - WSJ,” accessed August 23, 2016, http://blogs.wsj.com/korearealtime/2014/10/08/north-korea-still-indenial-over-prison-camps/.
10
For the serious political and administrative constraints that NGOs operating in North Korea have confronted,
see L. Gordon Flake and Scott Snyder, eds., Paved with Good Intentions: The NGO Experience in North Korea
(Praeger, 2003).
11
See Kirit, Radia, “Russia Pulls Out of US Funded Student Exchange Program,” ABC News Blogs, accessed
October 12, 2014, http://abcnews.go.com/blogs/headlines/2014/09/russia-pulls-of-out-us-funded-student-exchangeprogram/. ABC News Blogs, accessed October 12, 2014, http://abcnews.go.com /blogs/headlines/2014/09/russia7

illegal for their citizens to listen to or view the VOA programs, which is evidence of both
governments trying to block the influence of Western ideas of liberal democracy on Russian and
Iranian people.12

For a more systemic cross-national analysis, we can select the five most durable authoritarian states
based upon the Polity 4 data as a sample: China, Cuba, North Korea, Saudi Arabia, and Vietnam.
We can add Russia and Iran as representative cases of authoritarian states that often conflict with
Western countries on various strategic issues.13 In addition, we can examine the amount of funds
the Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and Labor (DRL), a sub-agency of the US Department
of State, has allocated for these countries. While there are numerous Western governmental and
non-governmental agencies that engage in promoting democracy abroad, their programs and
budget data are often too ambiguous to make a clear distinction between democracy assistance and
developmental aid.14 The DRL, on the other hand, is the core agency of the US government which
clearly sets democracy promotion as the goal of its operations. Therefore, its funding allocation is
worth examining as a proxy indicator to measure the level of openness among authoritarian
regimes.

pulls-of-out-us-funded-student-exchange-program/
12
Kathy Lally, “Moscow Turns off Voice of America Radio,” The Washington Post, April 10, 2014,
http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/moscow-turns-off-voice-of-america-radio/2014/04/10/9c184fd8-8362-43fd9dc0-26a80f849a0e_story.html; Helle C.Dale “Why America Has Trouble Reaching Iran: VOA’s Persian News
Network in Dire Need of Reform,” The Heritage Foundation, accessed October 7, 2014,
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2012/03/why-america-has-trouble-reaching-iran-voas-persian-newsnetwork-in-dire-need-of-reform; On the Iranian official view of VOA as “the intelligence arms of America and the
CIA,” see “Iran Government Minister: Media Bans May Seem ‘laughable’ in 5 Years,” accessed September 6, 2016,
http://america.aljazeera.com/articles/2013/12/19/iranian-ministermediabansmayseemlaughablein5years.html.
13
According to the description of Regime Authority Characteristics and Transitions Datasets provided by Polity 4
project, which is available at http://www.systemicpeace.org/inscrdata.html , the variable DURABLE measures the
durability of the regime’s authority pattern for a given year, that is, the number of years since the last substantive
change in authority characteristics.
14
For the list of agencies that engage in democracy promotion, see Sarah Sunn Bush, The Taming of Democracy
Assistance: Why Democracy Promotion Does Not Confront Dictators (Cambridge ; New York: Cambridge University
Press, 2015), 241–243.
8

The DRL runs a variety of programs including to support, among other things, human rights,
freedom of the press and religious freedom.15 As these programs are subversive in nature in the
eyes of autocrats, authoritarian regimes do not receive US aids in these sectors and the DRL funds
are instead allocated to diaspora groups or advocacy organizations like the Human Rights Watch,
operating outside the target states. For this reason, the scale of these programs cannot serve as a
proxy indicator to gauge the level of authoritarian openness. However, there are four subsectors
that the USAID and other organizations in the field of democracy assistance typically sort projects
into: civil society, elections, good governance, and rule of law.16 The DRL’s budget data captures
these categories in the titles of “Democratic participation and civil society,” “Elections,” “Public
sector policy and administrative management,” and “Legal and judicial development.” The DRL’s
funding allocations for our selected group of authoritarian regimes in these categories are
summarized in Table 1.

15

See the mission statement of the DRL, available at its website http://www.state.gov/j/drl/
Steven E. Finkel et al., “The Effects of U.S. Foreign Assistance on Democracy Building, 1990–2003,” World
Politics 59, no. 3 (2007): 406–407.
16

9

Table 1. The Number of Projects in the Four Sub-sectors of Democracy Assistance Funded
by DRL Bureau of the US State Department from 1991-2016.
Civil Society

Elections

Good Governance

Rule of Law

Total

China

22

4

89

24

139

Cuba

8

0

20

0

28

North Korea

3

0

6

0

9

Saudi Arabia

3

0

1

1

5

Vietnam

2

0

2

2

6

Russia

1

1

5

0

7

Iran

0

0

16

0

16

Source: Foreign Aid Data of DRL, filtered and extracted from USAID data, available at
https://explorer.usaid.gov/query; Polity 4- Regime Authority Characteristics and Transitions Datasets.
(Details of coding process are provided in Appendix 2)

Table 2 clearly shows that China is an outstanding destination for projects supported by DRL
funding. Such a distinctly high number of activities funded by the DRL in China can be explained
in two ways. First, it may be the DRL’s intention to concentrate its support of democracy aid
programs on China given the country’s large size in territory and population, and the country’s
significance as one of the most influential authoritarian countries in the world. Then, with the same
criteria, we should expect to see a similar scale of DRL supports for the projects in Russia. But the
data shows the projects in China have received far greater supports from the DRL than those in
Russia.

Second, then, this may imply that the Chinese authorities have been accepting more democracy
aid programs than other countries. Closer examination of the specific agencies and activities in

10

these countries support the second explanation: in cases of North Korea and Cuba, for example,
DRL funds have been given to US-based NGOs like the National Endowment for Democracy
(NED). The NED then re-distributes the funds to South Korean NGOs that engage with North
Korean society or US-based NGOs that support Cuban exiles. However, in China’s case, DRL
funds are allocated to agencies like the ABA, the International Republican Institute (IRI), the
National Democratic Institute (NDI), the Asia Foundation and others. These organizations have
operated with the consent of the Chinese government for the last two decades. Naturally, there has
been higher demand for financial support from these groups in China, which resulted in the DRL’s
high allocation of funds for the projects in China. In this context, it is fair to say that the level of
openness in North Korea or Cuba is close to zero, whereas China’s openness toward the DRL
projects is distinctly high.

In short, China’s openness toward Western democracy promotion policies is counterintuitive given
China’s own past policies of closing-off and the still deeply-rooted suspicion over the true intent
behind the West’s efforts to democratize China. China’s openness is also distinct when compared
to other authoritarian states like Russia, Iran and North Korea. Despite the concern of regime
legitimacy, it is puzzling that the Chinese government chooses to open China to the influence of
Western democracy promotion rather than entirely close off.

A series of questions emerge from this puzzle. If it is not complete openness, then to what extent
is the Chinese government willing to open the country? First of all, what is the definition of
openness in this context? Is there a pattern of selective and partial openness? If so, what are the
criteria that the Chinese government uses to determine where and when to open or to close? What

11

is the purpose of such selective openness? In other words, what does the Chinese government
expect to achieve with selective openness toward Western democracy promotion polices?

1.3. The Supply-side Theory of Democracy Promotion: A Critique
The research subject of this dissertation, as introduced earlier, is China’s selective openness toward
the Western democracy promotion programs and policies. The main players of this subject are the
Chinese government and the Western agencies that engage with China with the aim of
democratization. With this in mind our focus in this investigation are the dynamics between the
West that wants to influence China and China that does not want to be influenced. This is the
subject that the theories of international relations will be useful for. At the same time, we can also
view this subject as a problem between the Chinese state and society: the Chinese communist party
wants to maintain Chinese people’s support for the legitimacy of its ruling, and does not want
Chinese people to be influenced by the Western idea of liberal democracy. Examining the statesociety relationship in China requires referring to theoretical insights from the field of comparative
politics.

In the field of international relations theory, democratic peace theory is relevant to the theme of
Western democracy promotion. Democratic peace theory has provided theoretical rationale for the
Western governments to set the spread of democracy as one of persistent goals of their foreign
policies.17 However, the focus of democratic peace theory has been the frequency of war between

17

See Jonathan Monten, “The Roots of the Bush Doctrine: Power, Nationalism, and Democracy Promotion in U.S.
Strategy,” International Security 29, no. 4 (2005): 112–56.;Michael Cox, G. John Ikenberry, and Takashi Inoguchi,
eds., American Democracy Promotion: Impulses, Strategies, and Impacts, 1 edition (Oxford; New York: Oxford
University Press, 2000).
12

democracies and to explain its causal process.18 The findings that democracies rarely choose to
fight war to solve the problem with one another provides moral as well as practical justifications
for the Western governments to spread democracy across the globe: democracy promotion is not
only a good end in itself, but also an effective means to enhance security environment. By
extension, the democratic peace theory has been useful to justify the Western countries’ foreign
policy of democracy promotion.19 But the theory is not interested in how non-democratic countries
would resist Western endeavors to promote democracy.

Beyond the general theory of democratic peace, there is a rich body of literature that specifically
deals with democracy promotion as the main focus of study. Thomas Carothers and Michael
Mcfaul are leading scholars who theorize democracy promotion policies. They have written on a
variety of topics such as how we define democracy promotion, what strategy we should take, and
defining the limits of democracy promotion.20 They have actively co-authored with other scholars
to examine the difference between the United States and Europe in terms of democracy promotion
strategies and various case studies of success and failure in different regions as well.21 The problem
18
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(Summer, 1983)): 205–235; David Leblang and Steve Chan, "Explaining Wars Fought by Established Democracies:
Do Institutional Constraints Matter?," Political Research Quarterly 56(2003): pp.385–400; Christian Davenport and
David Armstrong, "Democracy and the Violation of Human Rights: A Statistical Analysis from 1976 to 1996,"
American Journal of Political Science 48 (3) (2004)
19
See Lynn-Jones, Sean M. "Why the United States Should Spread Democracy." Discussion Paper 98-07, Center
for Science and International Affairs, Harvard University, March 1998.
20
Michael McFaul, “Democracy Promotion as a World Value” The Washington Quarterly, Vol. 28, No. 1 (Winter
2004-2005) pp. 147-163.; Michael McFaul, Democracy Promotion and American National Interests (Washington:
New American Foundation, September 2005).; Michael McFaul, Advancing Democracy Abroad: Why We Should and
How We Can (Lanham : Stanford, Calif. : Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2009); Thomas Carothers,
ed., Promoting the Rule of Law Abroad: In Search of Knowledge (Carnegie Endowment for Int’l Peace, 2010); Thomas
Carothers, Aiding Democracy Abroad: The Learning Curve (Washington, DC: Carnegie Endowment for Int’l Peace,
1999).
21
Thomas Carothers, “Democracy Assistance: Political vs. Developmental?,” Journal of Democracy 20, no. 1
(2009): 5–19; A. Magen, T. Risse, and M. McFaul, eds., Promoting Democracy and the Rule of Law: American and
European Strategies, 2009 edition (Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013).; Michael Mcfaul, Ronald
Asmus, Larry Diamond and Mark Leonard, “A Transatlantic Strategy to Promote Democratic Development in the
Broader Middle East,” The Washington Quarterly, Vol. 28, No. 2 (Spring 2005) pp. 7-21; Thomas Carothers, In the
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of this body of literature is that they assume authoritarian regime would automatically want to
resist Western endeavors to spread democracy and repress domestic groups that seek political
support from the West. Much analysis has concentrated on the question of how to implement
democracy promotion more effectively despite the impenetrability and repression of nondemocratic countries. Again, however, this narrow approach from the Western perspective misses
an important piece in the study of democracy promotion: the possibility of authoritarian regime’s
openness to and voluntary engagement with Westerners for democracy promotion.

In this regard, constructivism of international relations theory provides some insights into the
perspective of authoritarian regime that autocrats would not want their countries to be influenced
by the Western democracy promotion as intended by the West. Nonetheless, the scholarship of
constructivism also has a similar problem of assuming authoritarian regimes’ automatic resistance
against Western democracy promotion this way. For example, Keck and Sikkink analyze how
domestically repressed group of dissidents in authoritarian countries find opportunity to connect
with their supporters outside, which in turn brings international pressure on the authoritarian
regimes to solve the problems like human rights abuse or environmental protection.22 Their finding
on the ‘boomerang effect’, which occurs across borders among a network of activists, inspired
Risse and his colleagues’ analysis on the casual process of how international human rights norm
are socialized into domestic politics of non-democratic states.23 In their studies, the methods of
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Press, 1993); Thomas Carothers, Confronting the Weakest Link: Aiding Political Parties in New Democracies
(Washington, D.C: Carnegie Endowment for Int’l Peace, 2006); Thomas Carothers and Marina Ottaway, eds.,
Uncharted Journey: Promoting Democracy in the Middle East (Washington, D.C: Carnegie Endowment for Int’l
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naming and shaming are identified as an effective way of changing non-democratic regimes’
behaviors to comply with international human rights standard. 24 The problem is that all these
studies only represent the supply-side of democracy promotion.25 Faced with Western democracy
promotion, certainly authoritarian regimes would try not to be named, shamed, socialized and
influenced by external forces. But from the perspective of supply-side of democracy promotion, it
is only assumed that authoritarian regime would typically close off themselves against the
influence of Western democracy promotion policies and take repressive measures against domestic
groups that try to connect with external supporters in the West.26

In contrast, in the field of comparative politics, recently there is a growing body of literature that
pays attention to the various subtypes of authoritarian regimes and their policies of openness in
the sphere of domestic politics. Authoritarian regimes are not automatically assumed to be always
closed and repressive. Rather, autocrats are actively seeking to learn from others experiences and
strive to transform themselves to meet with new challenges from constantly changing
environments.27 For example, authoritarian regimes learn to use democratic institutions to their
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advantages for the purpose of prolonging their reigns.28 Some of them even adopt competitive
election, a key institution that defines liberal democracy, as a way of justifying their rulings without
truly changing their illiberal domestic politics.29 These types of studies, which explore the strategic
motives behind authoritarian regimes’ adoption of democratic institutions and their liberalization
of domestic politics, provide some important insights into the state-society relationships in the
realm of domestic politics: authoritarian regimes do not merely rely on repressive measure to
maintain their rulings. Instead, they can be creative in adopting more liberal policies to draw
popular support from the society. However, this finding in the sphere of domestic politics of
authoritarian regimes does not provide direct explanation for authoritarian regime’s response to
the external pressure of democratization in the international space.

Despite still being less researched compared to the domestic causes of transitional politics, the
international dimension of democratization process has received increasing attention from the
scholars of both international relations and comparative politics. For example, Pevehouse
statistically analyzes the impacts of international organizations on the democratization process of
target states.30 Finkle and his colleagues similarly investigate how much contribution the U.S.
Agency for International Development (USAID)’s Democracy and Governance (DG) programs
have made for the democratization of target states. 31 Both studies find that there is a positive
correlation between international support and democratization process of target states. However,

28
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these studies’ statistical analysis of quantitative data such as budget scale and indicators of
democracy cannot properly capture the details of counter-strategies, such as specific policies and
motivations, which authoritarian regimes have taken to cope with international support of
democratization movement. The lack of attention on the demand-side of democracy promotion
result in the failure to explain the case of authoritarian regime’s voluntary choice to positively
engage with the Western endeavor to promote democracy targeting themselves.32

Similar problems are found in the field of China studies. Many China experts agree that the
Chinese leadership has felt threatened by the Western ideology of liberal democracy.33 But they do
not take it a step further to analyze what strategy China has utilized to directly cope with Western
democracy promotion. The chief narrative of previous China studies was that the Chinese leaders
carefully studied the causes of the Communist bloc’s collapse and the democratization wave in
Asia to draw lessons on how to avoid similar fate, and decided to reinforce patriotic education and
propaganda works while accelerating economic reform. 34 However, indirectly coping with the
global trend of democratization is one thing, and directly dealing with the Western countries’
intentional promotion of democracy specifically targeting China is quite another. 35 From the
perspective of Chinese authorities, the latter should be more aggressive and threatening, which
urgently requires more sophisticatedly developed counter-measures.
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There are some scholarly works that pay attention to the impact of international norms, values and
ideas on the interaction between China and the World from constructivist viewpoint.36 Kent traces
the process of how China initially denied the international condemnation of poor human rights
record in China and later partially complied with the external pressure while developing its own
counter-narrative to debate with the West on the universality of human rights concept.37 Similarly,
Johnston frames China as a social state who tries to learn and internalize international norms in
the process of socialization, especially when China interacts with other states to join international
security institutions.38 These studies shed light on China’s conscious efforts to strategically and
voluntarily change its own behavior to integrate further with international society.39 Nonetheless,
as noted earlier, coping with the West’s purposeful endeavors to change the domestic policies of
China is a different story. For this matter, the unit level of analysis should be shifted from interstate
relationships to the state-society relationship within China. That is, we should turn analytic lens
toward the Chinese state’s policies to prevent the society from being influenced by other state’s
efforts to win Chinese people’s hearts and minds.

Certainly there is a rich body of scholarly works on China’s liberalization of domestic policies

36

Most studies that explore China’s relations with other countries, or with the international community in general,
have derived insights from the perspectives of realism and institutional liberalism. For example, see Aaron L.
Friedberg, A Contest for Supremacy: China, America, and the Struggle for Mastery in Asia, 1 edition (New York: W.
W. Norton & Company, 2012); John J. Mearsheimer, “The Gathering Storm: China’s Challenge to US Power in Asia,”
The Chinese Journal of International Politics 3, no. 4 (December 21, 2010): 381–96; John Ikenberry, “The Rise of
China and the Future of the West,” Foreign Affairs, January 1, 2008.
37
Ann Kent, China, the United Nations, and Human Rights: The Limits of Compliance (Philadelphia: University
of Pennsylvania Press, 1999).
38
Alastair I. Johnston, Social States: China in International Institutions, 1980-2000, Princeton Studies in
International History and Politics (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 2008
39
Samuel S. Kim, China, the United Nations and World Order (Princeton University Press, 2015). ;Alastair Iain
Johnston, “Learning Versus Adaptation: Explaining Change in Chinese Arms Control Policy in the 1980s and 1990s,”
The China Journal, no. 35 (January 1, 1996): 27–61
18

since the 1980s. 40 The Chinese central government relieved tight control over press, even
permitting investigative journalism that would help reveal the practice of corruption and abuse of
state power by local officials.41 It also allows Chinese people to criticize the policies of Chinese
governments as long as they do not mean to organize protest against the ruling of the CCP.42 Since
the 1990s, the number of Chinese NGOs has dramatically increased, for which many scholars
argue that the Chinese government aims to make use of these NGOs as supplementary forces in
implementing public policies.43 These series of liberalization measures in terms of state’s control
over society were taken as a part of Chinese state’s strategy to deliver public goods more efficiently
and effectively, so as to enhance regime legitimacy with stronger popular support.44 However, the
scope of previous studies on China’s open policies has been limited in the sphere of domestic
politics. The Chinese government’s openness toward Western democracy promotion in the
international space is relatively understudied.

In short, previous studies on the Western democracy promotion in the field of international
relations theories, whether liberalism or constructivism, have a problem of over-simplified
assumption that authoritarian regimes would invariably want to close off themselves against the
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influence of Western democracy promotion while repressing domestic groups that seek support
from external forces. In the field of comparative politics, while existing literature explains
authoritarian regime’s liberalization policies and adoption of democratic institutions, its research
scope is largely limited in the sphere of domestic politics.

Table 2. Summary of Literature Review on Authoritarian Openness and Closeness.
Authoritarian Closing-off

Authoritarian Openness

Domestic

• Repressive Mechanism

• Adoption of Democratic Institutions

Dimension

• Coercion, Intimidation, Censorship

• Cooptation, Limited Liberalization

International

• Restriction on International Exchange
※ Puzzle: How and Why openness?

Dimension

• Condemn the West’s Normative Pressure

Table 2 shows that there is a gap in the intersection between the issue of authoritarian openness
and its international dimension. In the domestic dimension, when scholars define regime type of a
country as either closed autocracy or autocracy with limited openness, they often make distinction
based upon the level of state’s control over the society.45 In the international dimension, closed
autocracy generally means that state closes off society from the external influence by taking
restrictive measures over domestic groups which desire to connect with foreign actors for political
agenda. However, it is not fully explained why autocracy can also voluntarily and consciously
choose to open the society to the influence of Western democracy promotion policy. The gap has
not received serious attention yet because the scope of scholarship on democracy promotion has
45
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been greatly limited due to the narrow perspective overly focused on the supply-side of democracy
promotion. Turning the eyes on the opposite side, we can assume that authoritarian regimes,
positioned in the recipient-side of democracy promotion, also must have made comparable efforts
that match those of supply-side, in order not to be influenced by the West’s democracy promotion
policies. Even with this assumption, however, it remains puzzling that authoritarian regimes
respond with flexible openness toward the influence of Western democracy promotion instead of
rigid resistance. This is an important topic that deserves our serious attention.

1.4. Importance
Investigating authoritarian openness toward the Western democracy promotion is important
because it helps us view authoritarian regime as an active as well as creative player rather than
merely a reactive and passive target of the West’s foreign policy. Since democracy promotion is
morally taken for granted in the West, previous studies have overly focused on the development
of democracy promotion theory while losing sight of the opposing side of authoritarian regimes
and their development of counter-strategies to cope with Western democracy promotion in a
systemic manner.46 Studying authoritarian regime’s counterstrategy against Western democracy
promotion can provide new insights into the international dimension of democratization and
sustainability of authoritarian regime. Specifically, it challenges the ‘end of history’ type-thinking
that global democratization is a irreversible trend of history.47 Autocrats have strived to remain
stalwart against the global trend of democratization and their influence will not easily be dissuaded.
In this context, China’s distinct openness toward Western democracy promotion can serve as a
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critical case that reflects non-democratic regime’s innovative efforts to persist and prosper.

This dissertation is also significant because it pays special attention to the normative dimension of
Sino-West relationship, which has been relatively overlooked compared to materialistic and
institutional aspects in the field of international relations. As stated above, China has felt
threatened not only by the West’s military and economic power, but also by the Western ideology
of liberal democracy. This study focuses on the CCP’s threat perception in the ideological sphere,
where the Western countries’ endeavors to spread democracy abroad are interpreted as a Western
attempt to maximize its influence over other countries. Chinese leaders perceive that China is put
in defensive position against the West’s ideological offensive and this study on China’s response
to Western democracy promotion can reveal such a worldview of the Chinese leadership in the
contemporary era.

For the field of comparative politics, this dissertation seeks to shed new light on the state-society
relations of authoritarian regimes in the twenty-first century. It does not view ordinary citizens as
merely passive, reactive, and easily manipulatable subjects of the state, but treat them as capable
of critical thinking, reflective and imaginative players.48 In the era of globalization and information
technology, ordinary citizens of authoritarian countries have increasingly found many ways to go
around state censorship and obtain information from the outside. This places pressure on
authoritarian regimes to be seen credible and legitimate in the eyes of the public mass. The
challenge is that, while autocrats seek to maintain public support, the ordinary citizens are also
48
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increasingly capable of making critical judgment on the persuasiveness of state narratives that are
designed to justify the non-democratic systems. China is no exception. The country has strived to
integrate itself with the international community for the past three decades and recently has been
eager to develop an information economy. Therefore, the authoritarian regime in Beijing has good
reasons to worry about Chinese citizens’ obtaining more information from the outside and making
critical judgment on the regime legitimacy of their ruling party. In this context, the situation in
China deserves our special attention as a case study to explore the rising tension between state and
society of authoritarian country in the era of globalization and information revolution.

Studying China’s response to the Western democracy promotion bears important policy
implications too. China’s rise as military and economic power has been regarded as one of the
most important world events in the twenty-first century. But political scientists paid relatively less
attention to the phenomenon that China provides a role model for other non-democratic regimes
with its astonishing economic success and political stability.49 The problem is that many scholars
tend to oversimplify China’s political system or so-called ‘China model’ as a combination of
economic freedom and political oppression, which is highly misleading.50 The phenomenon that
China selectively opens itself to the foreign influence in the political sphere challenges such an
oversimplified image of the China model. If it turns out to be true that China exploits the Western
democracy promotion programs to its advantage to strengthen the CCP regime’s durability, rather
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than undermining its legitimacy, then the theorists and practitioners of democracy promotion in
the West will need to fundamentally re-evaluate the feasibility of achieving their goals of
promoting democracy in non-democratic countries.

1.5. Research Design and Method
The research questions addressed in this study can be summarized as follows: why has the Chinese
government selectively opened China to the influence of Western democracy promotion from the
early 1990s when the Western countries began to reinforce their efforts to promote democracy
abroad? What kind of open policies has the Chinese government taken and what were the strategic
motives?

Accordingly, this study has two research subjects to examine: (1) Chinese government’s policies
to cope with the Western democracy promotion and (2) its strategic motives. The logic of this
research also consists of two parts. First, there will be descriptive inference for the pattern of
China’s selective openness and related policies. 51 Second, I apply casual inference to link the
Chinese government’s strategic thinking with the behavior of selective openness. This framework
puts the Chinese government’s strategic motives as cause and its policies of selective openness as
an effect or outcome. Based upon this analytic framework, in Chapter 2 I identify more specific
independent and dependent variables, and establish a set of hypothesis that will guide empirical
research for the chapters that follow.
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Given the nature of the research subjects, it is apt to use qualitative research methods and
interpretive approach. Qualitative research methods are useful in being able to trace the casual
process of how certain motives formulate a particular pattern of behavior. In addition, strategic
motive is the subject that needs to be understood qualitatively as it is hard to quantitatively measure
for statistical analysis. 52 The descriptive analysis of China’s selective openness attitude also
requires understanding the details of relevant policies from a historical perspective. All these
necessities imply the need to collect data from first-hand documents and interviews with scholars,
practitioners, and governmental officials from both sides of the West and China. Of course, we
cannot take what has been written and said about China’s strategic motives at face value. In order
to decipher the true intention behind rhetoric, we need to interpret the meaning of the words by
putting them in the context of historical timing and political situations.53

This dissertation’s main body of empirical research takes the form of single-case study with
China.54 As discussed, China is distinctly open to the Western democracy promotion compared to
other authoritarian states. This makes China a deviant but important case to develop a theory of
authoritarian openness toward external force of democratization. 55 China deserves our focused
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analysis because it also meets the conditions of most-likely case study model.56 That is, given that
the Chinese leadership is concerned about the adversary impacts of Western democracy promotion
on China’s domestic politics, and that the Chinese leadership has long framed the West’s true intent
as malign one to weaken and destabilize China in the name of democracy promotion, one would
naturally expect China to close itself off from the influence of the Western democracy promotion.57
However, as discussed in greater details in the following chapters, China has not acted in that way.
The gap between the expectation of closing-off and the reality of openness makes China an
interesting case that deserves scholarly attention in search of explanation.

I need to clarify the scope of time-period that this dissertation aims to investigate. China’s opening
for economic reform had begun in the 1980s but the pattern of selective openness to the West in
the political area began after the early 1990s. As the Table 1 shows, the number of Western
democracy promotion programs operating in China under the approval of the Chinese government
was only 5 in 1988, but began to rise from 1993 with 7, and increased to 32 through the 1990s and
2000s. This period of political openness lasted until the early 2010s. Specifically, it has been since
Xi Jinping’s taking office in 2012 that China’s openness returned to the trend of closing-off in
certain areas.58 Therefore, this dissertation will primarily investigate the period of twenty years
from the early 1990s to early 2010s when China was distinctly open to the Western democracy
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promotion compared to its own past policies and to other authoritarian countries. If we can explain
the pattern of China’s openness in that period, we can also draw a set of hypothesis to explain the
recent trend of closing-off by reversing the logic of openness. While this study will mainly focus
on the period of openness, it will additionally examine the moment of change when China’s
policies turned from openness to closing-off around the time when Xi took office, as it will help
prove the causal mechanism of openness from the opposite angle as well.

In short, this dissertation focuses on investigating the twenty year period when China was distinctly
open to the Western democracy promotion policies in the form of single case study. By doing so,
I aim to show the causal mechanism for why and how authoritarian regime can take opening
policies toward the Western democracy promotion policies. In order to describe the details of
China’s opening policies and to trace the causal process between the pattern of openness and the
strategic motives behind such behavior, this dissertation takes qualitative research methods and
interpretive approach. Specifically, I will first describe China’s opening policies to the West in the
political area based upon the collection of data drawn from both English and Chinese sources of
information. Then I will attempt to interpret China’s strategic motives based upon discourse
analysis and the interviews that I conducted during the fieldworks in Beijing and in Washington
D.C.

1.6. Organization of the Dissertation
In this chapter, I present the puzzle and critique the narrow scope of extant literature on
authoritarian response to Western democracy promotion policies. Most analyses have focused on
explaining the motivations, methods, effects, and limits of Western democracy promotion policies
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from the supply-side perspective, which presumes that authoritarian regimes would invariably and
automatically want to resist such Western endeavors to move them towards a democracy. I argue
that we also need to pay attention to deviant case where authoritarian regimes take opening policies
to the Western democracy promotion programs and their motivations from the demand-side
perspective. I show how China’s openness is distinct compared to other authoritarian countries in
this regard. In the pages that follow, I organize the dissertation into three parts of theory (Chapter
2), case study (Chapter 3-5) and conclusion (Chapter 6).

In Chapter 2, I present my theory on authoritarian regime’s selective openness to the Western
democracy promotion programs, developed through deductive inference. I argue that authoritarian
regime attempts to make use of Western democracy promotion programs to its advantage in
reinforcing popular support and regime legitimacy. The theoretical model to explain this argument
are constructed from the three hypotheses, which are H1: if authoritarian regime launches
governance reform, it can selectively accept the Western democracy assistance programs, H2: if
authoritarian regime has confidence in popular support based upon performance legitimacy, it can
partially expose the society to the Western democracy transmission programs, H3: if the progress
of governance reform slows down and performance legitimacy seems to stumble, authoritarian
regime may shift from selective openness to partial closing-off. I draw out observable implications
from the theory to guide empirical investigations from Chapter 3 to Chapter 5.

In the second part of the dissertation, each of three chapters are designed to test the three
hypotheses one by one. Chapter 3 explores China’s counterstrategy to cope with the Western
democracy assistance programs inside China. It focuses on explaining the Chinese government’s
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strategic motives when it chooses to cooperate with the Western organizations that aim to promote
democracy in China. I show the pattern of China’s selective openness and investigate the cases of
Chinese government’s cooperation with a number of Western NGOs to develop rule of law, village
election, administrative reform, and civil society in China. I find that the Chinese state intends to
benefit from Western assistances to enhance its governance effectiveness, so as to strengthen
popular support of authoritarian regime in China.

Chapter 4 examines China’s counterstrategy against Western democracy transmission programs
from outside China. It focuses on explaining the Chinese government’s strategic motives when it
chooses to expose Chinese citizens to the external information that are critical to the authoritarian
regime in China, disseminated through the channels of Western democracy transmission programs.
I investigate the cases of Chinese government’s open dialogues with Western governments on
human rights issues, its policies toward Chinese students’ living and studying in Western
democracies, and its policies toward the Western political broadcasting such as Voice of America.
I find that the Chinese state expects to stimulate nationalism in reaction to Western criticism, and
thereby strengthening popular support for the authoritarian regime in China.
Chapter 5 traces the process of policy shift to partial closing-off since Xi Jinping’s rise to power
in 2012, in particular. I explain how the changes in the direction of governance reform result in the
passage of foreign NGO law, and how stumbling performance legitimacy has driven the Xi Jinping
administration to launch ideological campaign against Western ideas and norms. However, I also
find that Xi Jinping has not entirely closed off the influence of Western democracy promotion
programs but maintains a certain level of selective openness.
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Chapter 6 concludes the dissertation with a review of the argument and findings. It discusses the
generalizability of the argument with case studies of Japan’s openness to the Western political
thoughts in the late nineteenth century and the origins of similar approach among the Chinese
intellectuals in the late Qing dynasty, followed by contemporary Vietnam and Russia’s policies
toward the Western democracy promotion policies. Next it turns to the implications for theory and
practice. This dissertation joins the scholarly debate on authoritarian resilience, adding insights
into the authoritarian regime’s adaptability to the external forces that attempt to affect their
domestic politics. This dissertation, however, does not claim that the Western governments should
stop their endeavors to promote democracy targeting authoritarian regimes. Although it is
recommended that they lower expectation for regime transition, the current level of efforts should
be maintained as they still make positive contributions to encouraging democratic governance,
albeit within the confines of authoritarian regime.
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Chapter 2. The Argument: Strategy of Selective Openness

2.1. Introduction
In Chapter 1, I introduce the counter-intuitive nature of authoritarian regimes’ policy on openness
toward the influence of Western democracy promotion policies, which is not fully explained by
the extant scholarship. This chapter aims to develop a theoretical framework to explain the causal
logic of the authoritarian openness to the Western democracy promotion policies. Based upon
authoritarian regimes’ general characteristics and internal as well as external challenges facing
them since the end of the Cold War, I draw a set of hypotheses through deductive inference to
develop a theory of authoritarian openness toward Western democracy promotion.

The rest of this chapter proceeds as follows: First, I clarify the definition of democracy promotion,
so that we can subsequently define the concept of authoritarian openness toward the influence of
Western democracy promotion. I follow this with an examination of internal and external
challenges facing authoritarian regimes in the post-Cold War era and explain how these challenges
shape the pressure experienced by authoritarian regimes in relation to a policy of openness. Next,
I develop three hypotheses to explain what motivates an authoritarian regime to proactively choose
to open itself to the influence of Western democracy promotion. Subsequently, I draw a list of
observable implications from the set of hypotheses, which structures the main body of empirical
research that will follow in the next chapters. Lastly, I address the issue of how my theory can be
falsified during the theory-testing process.
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2.2. Defining of Democracy Promotion and Authoritarian Openness
In this section, I define the concepts of democracy promotion and authoritarian openness. I argue
that the Western democracy promotion policies can be largely categorized into two parts:
democracy assistance programs and democracy transmission programs. Once the specific
attributes of Western democracy promotion programs are outlined, I then describe what it
specifically means for an authoritarian regime to be open or closed off to the influence of Western
democracy promotion.
2.2.1 What is Democracy Promotion?
According to Carothers, a key expert on democracy promotion, democracy assistance is defined
as “aid specifically designed to foster a democratic opening in a nondemocratic country or to
further a democratic transition in a country that has experienced a democratic opening.1 For the
purpose of promoting democracy, international organizations, state governments, and civil
societies of democratic countries run various programs in cooperation with a host government or
civil society of target state to develop institutions and capacities that fit with the norms of
democratic society. If a host government does not allow democratic countries to run programs on
its territory, then democracy promoters may attempt to run covert operations to clandestinely
support the domestic groups who challenge autocrats in the hope of democratizing their countries.

A democracy assistance program is distinguished from philanthropic organizations’ humanitarian
supports or states’ overseas projects for developmental agenda. For example, various programs run
by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation are mostly characterized as apolitical because they focus

1

Thomas Carothers, Aiding Democracy Abroad: The Learning Curve. (Washington, DC: Carnegie Endowment
for International Peace, 1999) 6
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on addressing non-political issues like education, medical support, environment, and poverty of
underdeveloped countries. Similarly, most projects operated by international organizations like the
World Bank or the United Nations Development Program (UNDP), and the Official
Developmental Assistance (ODA) projects funded by the member states of the Organization for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) should not fall into the category of democracy
assistance because these programs primarily aim to assist underdeveloped countries in developing
economic infrastructures, not political ones.1

In contrast, this dissertation deals with the Western programs that specifically aim to make political
changes within target states by setting democracy promotion as the ultimate goal of their activities.
In this context, the USAID’s democracy and governance (DG) programs can serve as a guideline
to clarify the subject of our investigation. The USAID DG programs are structured into four
subsectors: rule of law, election, governance and civil society. Accordingly, I investigate the cases
of Western organizations like the American Bar Association, the International Republican Institute,
the National Democratic Institute, and the National Endowment for Democracy because these
types of organizations engage in democracy aids for the aforementioned four subsectors and
explicitly make statement that the goal of their activities is to promote democracy in target states.

But solely taking this approach is problematic for its narrow scope when defining democracy
promotion. The concept of democracy assistance does not properly capture the Western endeavors
to promote democracy from outside target states. For example, Western countries have aired

1

Generally speaking, the assistance programs operated by these organizations aim to promote political stability of
target countries and their democratic governance, as broadly defined. However, promoting democracy —narrowly
defined as the Western model of liberal democracy— is not a priority or explicitly stated as a goal of aid programs.
On the contrary, economic development is clearly set as a goal and priority for the programs.
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political broadcasting such as the Radio Free Europe and the British Broadcasting Company (BBC),
which have been pivotal to the collapse of the Communist bloc at the end of the Cold War.2 The
Voice of America (VOA) also played a critical role in providing information of the student protests
at Tiananmen Square in 1989 to Chinese people when all the domestic media was completely
muted on the incident.3 In addition, Western countries have invited students from non-democratic
countries through programs like the Fulbright scholarship or the Chevening UK government
scholarships. One of the purposes of such educational exchange programs is to provide young
students from non-democratic countries with opportunities to learn and internalize democratic
norms while living and studying in the Western countries. 4 Also, Western politicians and
governments often criticize non-democratic practices of authoritarian regimes such as abuse of
human rights and lack of press freedom. All these activities are part of the West’s conscious
endeavors to promote democracy across the globe.

These type of activities, which unfold outside of target states, have a different logic of democracy
promotion, compared to democracy assistance programs. The democracy assistance programs aim
to provide direct assistances to target agents, whether governmental agencies or NGOs, in the hope
of changing the target agent’s behavior or policy by building their capacities to move more toward
democracy.5 On the other hand, the Western endeavors to promote democracy from outside target

2

See Arch Puddington, Broadcasting Freedom: The Cold War Triumph of Radio Free Europe and Radio Liberty
(University Press of Kentucky, 2000); Nicholas J. Cull, The Cold War and the United States Information Agency:
American Propaganda and Public Diplomacy, 1945-1989, 1 edition (Cambridge University Press, 2009); Stacey Cone,
“Presuming a Right to Deceive: Radio Free Europe, Radio Liberty, the CIA, and the News Media,” Journalism History
24, no. 4 (January 1, 1999): 148.
3
See Zhou He, Mass Media and Tiananmen Square (New York: Nova Science Publishers, Inc, 1996)
4
See Liping Bu, “Educational Exchange and Cultural Diplomacy in the Cold War,” Journal of American Studies
33, no. 03 (December 1999): 393–415.
5
The democracy assistance programs described here subsume the category of supports that are secretly provided
for dissident groups to help build their strength to challenge incumbent autocrat. For example, the National
Endowment for Democracy (NED) makes specific information available for public scrutiny about who it cooperates
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states, as described earlier, aim to change behavior of target agents indirectly through diffusing
democratic ideas and values from the outside. Political broadcasting, educational exchange, and
public criticisms can be seen as the ways to infuse democratic ideas into authoritarian countries. I
define this kind of approach as democracy transmission program.

In short, the Western democracy promotion policies consist of two types of programs: democracy
assistance and democracy transmission programs. The former aims to promote democracy by
directly assisting agents inside target states to change their behaviors and to develop capacities.
The latter aims to promote democracy by indirectly transmitting democratic ideas from outside to
target states with the goal of changing their minds and value systems.

Table 3. Two Subtypes of Democracy Promotion Programs.

Place of Operation
Logic of Influence

Specific Programs

Democracy Assistance Program

Democracy Transmission Program

Inside Target State

Outside Target State

Capacity Building:

Normative Suasion:

Change Behavior, Policy, Capacity

Change Mind, Opinion, Value system

- Rule of Law

- Political Broadcasting

- Civil Society

- Public Criticism of Non-democratic

- Election

Practices

- Governance

- Educational Exchange

Table 3 summarizes the two subtypes of democracy promotion programs that this study
investigates. The advantage of this framework is that it can cast the widest net to capture the variety

with and what aids it provides. But for some programs, NED only reveals the general category of supports without
details of aid programs. Although the details of such secret supports are not shared in public, as long as the aid
programs support local agencies in target states for democracy promotion, those programs should be categorized as
part of democracy assistance programs.
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of democracy promotion programs in a simple and clear way: one can sort out programs by looking
at where the programs are operated between inside and outside target states.

As far as the logic of influence is concerned, the framework embraces capacity-building and
normative suasion logics, but rejects the logic of regime change by force, as represented by the
case of Iraq in 2003, and the logic of external control, as shown in the cases of Japan or Germany
after the defeat in 1945. 6 The latter two logics are not considered in this study because such cases
are exceptional rather than the norm, and the main interest of this study is to explain the Western
democracy promotion and authoritarian regime’s response in normal times.7

2.2.2. What is Authoritarian Openness?
Having explained the analytic concepts of democracy promotion, we can now track whether an
authoritarian regime chooses to open or close itself to each program. Concerning democracy
assistance programs, if the central government of an authoritarian country permits Western
organizations to run programs within its territory to improve rule of law, election, civil society and
governance, we can regard the authoritarian regime’s policy as indicator of openness. Of course,
there are certain programs that authoritarian regime is not inclined to allow in, such as support of
opposition forces or dissident groups. Then authoritarian regime’s disapproval of such programs
should be regarded as indicator of closing-off.

6

On the logics of influence as reflected in the design of democracy promotion programs, see Amichai Magen and
Michael McFaul, “Chapter 1. Introduction: American and European Strategies to Promote Democracy- Shared values,
Common Challenges and Divergent Tools ?,” in Thomas Carothers, ed., Promoting the Rule of Law Abroad: In Search
of Knowledge (Carnegie Endowment for Int’l Peace, 2010).
7
As far as the logic of materialistic incentives is concerned, Western countries’ economic aids on the condition of
political reform can be factored into this framework as antecedent condition: an authoritarian regime’s response to the
conditional aid is, in the end, subsumed in its cost-benefit calculus as to whether it will accept or reject the Western
offer of democracy promotion programs on its soils.
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On the part of democracy transmission programs, we can investigate (1) to what extent the central
government of an authoritarian country is willing to expose ordinary citizens to the reach of
political broadcasting from the West, (2) whether there is a restriction or rigid process of selection
for the young students to go abroad for study, and (3) how much censorship is applied to the inflow
of information about Western politicians’ criticism on the non-democratic practices of the
authoritarian regime.

Table 4. Definition of Authoritarian Openness and Closing-off against Western Democracy
Promotion.
Authoritarian Openness

Authoritarian Closing-off

Democracy

Central government approves Western

Central government disapproves Western

Assistance

organizations to run democracy

organizations to run democracy

Program

assistance programs within its territory.

assistance programs within its territory.

Democracy

Central government exposes people to

Central government restricts people from

Transmission

the influence of democracy transmission

obtaining information provided by

Program

programs from outside in.

democracy transmission programs.

Defining authoritarian openness this way is useful to designate the subjects of our empirical
investigation and to perform descriptive analysis for the clear presentation of authoritarian
openness or closing-off as dependent variable. By examining what kind of democracy assistance
programs authoritarian regime chooses to approve or disapprove, in particular, we can track if there
is a pattern of authoritarian regime’s openness or closing-off. Concerning the inflow of critical
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information through democracy transmission programs, we can attempt to measure the extent to
which authoritarian regime is willing to open or close, through descriptive analysis of censorship,
educational policy and with statistical data for where applicable.

2.3. Model: Strategy of Selective Openness
In this section, I establish a set of hypothesis to explain why authoritarian regime can be motivated
to choose to open itself to the influence of Western democracy promotion. As a starting point of
deductive inference, I view authoritarian regime as a rational player.

According to Lichbach and Zuckerman, there are three principal competing theoretical schools in
comparative politics today, which are rational choice theories, culturalist approaches, and
structural analyses. Rationalists assume that actors act deliberately to maximize their advantage.
Culturalists emphasize the need to understand varied ways of life, systems of meaning, and values.
Structuralists are interested in political and social institutions. 8 Of these, I take a rationalist
approach to explore the motivation of authoritarian regime as it is more instrumental than the other
two approaches.

Structural approach assumes that authoritarian regime is somehow forced to open itself to the
external influence with no other choices available for structural reasons.9 Although this approach

8

For a full explanation of and comparison among the three approaches, see Mark Irving Lichbach and Alan S.
Zuckerman, Comparative Politics: Rationality, Culture, and Structure, 1St Edition edition (Cambridge, U.K. ; New
York, NY, USA: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 5–8.
9
For example, China’s legal reform is partly forced by the need to attract foreign direct investment. Similarly,
military dictators in South Korea from the 1960s to 80s were forced to maintain democratic institutions for the pressure
from the United States, as the key ally and aid provider. The former case is an example of economic variable affecting
political change, whereas the latter case shows how security alliance as external variable affects the domestic politics
from structural perspective.
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may explain initial moment of openness, it cannot explain authoritarian regime’s continued and
expanding openness, which requires authoritarian regime’s voluntary will and consciously-made
decision to maintain openness. On the other hand, cultural approach assumes that authoritarian
regime happens to open itself for cultural reasons, without clear purpose consciously set up
beforehand. Empirically, however, it is hard to find such cases that authoritarian regimes have
cultural connectivity with Western civilization, and thus have a natural tendency to open
themselves to the influence of Western democracy promotion. For these reasons, I reject to employ
the structural and cultural approaches to the subject of authoritarian regime’s openness

The rational-choice approach assumes that authoritarian regime voluntarily chooses to open itself
to the influence of Western democracy promotion because it perceives the benefits of doing so
exceeds the costs. Given that the ultimate goal of authoritarian regime is to sustain its political
system, we can assume that, when authoritarian regime decides to open itself, it should imply that
such policy is believed to help maintain the sustainability of the authoritarian regime rather than
undermine it.
2.3.1. The Settings
Before exploring what kinds of benefits authoritarian regime intend to pursue through opening to
the influence of Western democracy promotion, we need to first examine internal and external
challenges as the antecedent conditions that authoritarian regime is faced with in the twenty first
century. 10 Ideally, an authoritarian regime would want to deny any impacts from the Western

10

For a discussion of “antecedent conditions,” see Van Evera’s description of it as the “condition’s presence
precedes the casual process that it activates or magnified.” Stephen Van Evera, Guide to Methods for Students of
Political Science, 1 edition (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1997), 9.
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democracy promotion because, once spread within an authoritarian country, the democratic values
and liberal ideas can significantly erode political legitimacy of autocrat’s non-democratic nature
of ruling. 11 However, in reality, there are internal and external factors that make it hard for
authoritarian regimes to remain closed from the foreign influence in the political and ideological
spheres.

Internal Challenge Autocrats need to improve economic performances in order to maintain
political legitimacy of their non-democratic rulings. This need creates pressure for the autocrats to
engage in international trade and learn advanced technology from the West since the end of the
Cold War.12 Along with goods and knowledge imported from the West, however, a wider range
of information are flown in together from the West, which further stimulates people’s desire to
know more about the outside world. This way authoritarian regimes are faced with dictator’s
dilemma that the modernization theory predicts. 13 The need to maintain political legitimacy
requires economic openness, but the economic openness creates internal pressure for more political
openness, which ironically can damage the very political legitimacy that an authoritarian regime
intends to preserve in the first place.

11

I assume authoritarian rulers as a legitimate seeker who wants to preserve popular support at the grassroots level
as well as loyalty at the elite level. For an excellent literature review on the concept of political legitimacy, see Peter
Sandby-Thomas, Legitimating the Chinese Communist Party Since Tiananmen: A Critical Analysis of the Stability
Discourse (Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon ; New York: Routledge, 2010), 18–34.
12
For the discussion of political significance of foreign direct investment and its impact on the prospect of
democratization, see Mary Elizabeth Gallagher, “‘Reform and Openness’: Why China’s Economic Reforms Have
Delayed Democracy,” World Politics 54, no. 3 (2002): 338–72.
13
Modernization theory, as argued by Seymour Martin Lipset, predicts that democracy follows modernization.
Once economic level grows to a certain point, the increased populace of middle class will demand for more
liberalization, which is intensified along with the rise of overall educational level. Authoritarian leader need to pursue
economic development but it can ultimately lead to more political liberalization. On dictator’ Samuel P. Huntington,
Political Order in Changing Societies, 3rd edition (Yale University Press, 1969). p.177
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External Challenge Authoritarian rulers are also faced with external challenges stemming from
the globalization trend and the development of Information-communication technology (ICT). In
the era of globalization, the world is more connected, not only in the economic realm, but also in
terms of educational and cultural exchanges in the sphere of civil society. The information
revolution further accelerates the globalization trend. As a result, the information about political
themes such as human rights issues can be flown into authoritarian countries more easily than
before.14 Through the same channels of communication, potential dissidents within authoritarian
regimes can more easily link with Western supporters.15 The external factors such as globalization
and information revolution creates a dilemma for authoritarian regime to choose between
integration with the world and isolation from the world.16

Despite these internal and external challenges that compel authoritarian regimes to open
themselves to the foreign influence in the political arena, there is a variation in the level of
openness that authoritarian regimes take. For example, North Korea has made a choice to
disconnect itself from the world even more completely. In contrast, China has made a choice to
further integrate itself with the world.17 Therefore, in essence, faced with the same internal and

14

Relatedly, Keohane and Nye argue that in the information age, the influence of states depends increasingly on
their ability to remain credible, and non-state actors can now challenge this ability more easily because new
communication technologies give citizens better means to transmit critical information. Robert Keohane and Joseph
Nye, “Power and Interdependence in the Information Age,” Foreign Affairs, January 28, 2009.
15
See Shanthi Kalathil and Taylor C. Boas, Open Networks, Closed Regimes: The Impact of the Internet on
Authoritarian Rule (Washington, D.C: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2002); Margaret E. Keck and
Kathryn Sikkink, Activists Beyond Borders: Advocacy Networks in International Politics, 1 edition (Ithaca, N.Y:
Cornell University Press, 1998).
16
In his analysis on the impact of Internet on Chinese politics, Yang Guobin also states that such dilemma stems
from “the unenviable dual tasks” of promoting the information economy and controlling the political risks associated
with the technology. Guobin Yang, The Power of the Internet in China: Citizen Activism Online, Reprint edition (New
York: Columbia University Press, 2011), 53.
17
In his analysis as to whether China’s foreign policy orientation is status quo or revisionist, Alastair Iain Johnston
concludes, “ To the extent that one can identify an international community on major global issues, the PRC has
become more integrated into and more cooperative within international institutions than ever before.” Alastair Iain
Johnston, “Is China a Status Quo Power?,” International Security 27, no. 4 (April 1, 2003), 49.
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external challenges authoritarian regimes still can make a choice about the extent to which it will
open itself to the political influence from the outside. With this in mind then, when does
authoritarian regime voluntarily pursue open policy? What kind of benefits can authoritarian
regimes expect with open policy and how does an authoritarian ruler come to think that engaging
with Western democracy promotion, rather than denying it, can help keep them in power?

2.3.2 Governance Reform and Democracy Assistance Programs
As described earlier, democracy assistance programs are designed to develop the four sectors of
target states: rule of law, election, good governance and civil society. We can flip this proposition
and hypothesize that an authoritarian regime would be willing to accept democracy assistance
programs if the authoritarian regime itself wants to improve the four sectors in the first place.

In fact, authoritarian regimes always have incentives to develop such democratic attributes to
maintain regime legitimacy. Long before Francis Fukuyama’s declared ‘the end of history,’
authoritarian regimes have claimed they pursue their own version of ‘democratic system,’ no
matter what that means in reality. For example, even North Korea’s official name, the Democratic
People’s Republic of Korea, starts with the word ‘democratic.’ Nominally, North Korea’s
constitution emphasizes that people are to follow the law, conduct some form of election, and have
an administrative system to take care of people’s welfare. 18 Of course, these democratic
institutions in North Korea only function as a cover-up to disguise its reign of terror, as if the

18

On the institutional feature of North Korean politics, see Dae-Kyu Yoon, “The Constitution of North Korea: Its
Changes and Implications,” Fordham International Law Journal 27, Issue 4 (2003): pp. 1289-1305.;Christopher Haale,
'North Korea in Evolution: The Correlation Between the Legal Framework and the Changing Dynamic of Politics and
the Economy.' Korea Observer, Vol. 33 No. 3 (2002)
42

regime is supported by the people voluntarily.19 What is important for our discussion here is that
even North Korea does not completely abandon democratic institutions no matter how meaningless
they are in practice. The reason is clear: nominally democratic institutions constitute window
dressing that dictators can point to as evidence of their democratic credentials.20

The word ‘democracy’ can be interpreted in many ways by different authoritarian regimes. But
what is common for most authoritarian regimes is that they embrace, at least in theory, such
democratic attributes like rule of law, election, civil society and good governance. Of course, the
purpose of their doing so is not to fully adopt the Western style liberal democracy characterized
with competitive multi-party election and separation of power.21 As Gandhi argues in her analysis
on why dictators develop political institutions, authoritarian rulers attempt to encapsulate the
potential opposition and trade concessions for broadened political support.22 In addition to this
function of cooptation, Nathan argues that authoritarian regimes can establish ‘input institutions’
for political participation and appeal, which can further strengthen an autocrat’s legitimacy among
the public at large.23 Democratic institutions are also useful for autocrats to enhance the quality of
public policy by having feedbacks from the public. In this sense, adopting democratic institutions

19

For example, the process of Kim Jong-un’s rise in North Korea still pretends to follow some sort of legal
procedure with voting to elect him as the supreme leader. Tim Schwarz CNN, “Almost 100% Turnout for North
Korean Elections,” CNN, accessed September 26, 2016, http://www.cnn.com/2015/07/21/asia/north-koreaelection-result/index.html .;“North Korea Leader Kim Jong-Un Gets New ‘Top Post,’” Text, ABC News, (June 30,
2016), http://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-06-30/north-korea-leader-kim-jong-un-gets-new-top-post/7557452.
20
Jennifer Gandhi, “Introduction,” Political Institutions under Dictatorship, 1 edition (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2008), vii
21
On the discussion of how adopting the democratic procedure like universal election does not guarantee the
substance of democratic governance with popular participation in the politics, see Fareed Zakaria, “The Rise of
Illiberal Democracy,” Foreign Affairs, December 1997; Andreas Schedler, “The Menu of Manipulation,” Journal of
Democracy 13, no. 2 (2002): 36–50; Steven Levitsky and Lucan A. Way, Competitive Authoritarianism: Hybrid
Regimes After the Cold War (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010).
22
Gandhi, Political Institutions under Dictatorship, p.100, p.161
23
Andrew J. Nathan, “Authoritarian Resilience,” Journal of Democracy 14, no. 1 (2003): 6–17.
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to a certain degree is not really a bad idea for autocrats who want to enhance their longevity in the
long run.

In addition, as noted earlier, due to the internal and external challenges facing authoritarian regimes
in the twenty-first century, it becomes increasingly difficult for autocrats to maintain legitimacy
only by relying on the negative tools like intimidation, coercion and repression.24 That is, along
with economic development, people’s expectation for more liberalization also rises.25 Additionally,
an increased inflow of information from the outside exposes the non-democratic nature of
authoritarian regime to its people more vividly than ever before. Therefore, authoritarian regimes
need to pay more attention to meet the demands of people by delivering better public services. In
other words, authoritarian regimes should enhance their administrative systems in order to pursue
mores sustained support from the people. As Huntington argues, what matters for political stability
of a state is not regime type per se, but the state’s governance capacity.26 Not only democratic
government, but authoritarian regime is also in need of launching governance reform.

But again, the significant difference in the level of governance effectiveness, across authoritarian
regimes, implies that authoritarian regimes have pursued governance reform with different level
of seriousness.

24

North Korea might be an exception with its highly repressive tool of coercion, mixed with cooptation of elites.
See Daniel Byman, Jennifer Lind. "Pyongyang’s Survival Strategy: Tools of Authoritarian Control in North Korea."
International Security 35, no. 1 (Summer 2010): 44-74.
25
The structural approach to democratization process predicts that a higher level of economic development leads
to more highly educated public with more and freer information available. In other words, economic development can
shape force towards democratization movement and thereby poses challenges for the regime survival for autocrats.
On the explanation of this mechanism and its theoretical limits, see Samuel P. Huntington, The Third Wave:
Democratization in the Late 20th Century, unknown edition (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1993), 59–72.
26
Samuel Huntington famously argues, "The most important political distinction among countries concerns not
their form of government but their degree of government." Samuel P. Huntington, Political Order in Changing
Societies, The Henry L. Stimson Lectures Series edition (New Haven, Conn.; London: Yale University Press, 2006).
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The World Bank provides a useful data for a cross-national comparison of governance
effectiveness. Its Worldwide Governance Indicators (WGI) project has compiled the data to
measure the governance effectiveness of over 200 countries for the period of 1996 to 2015. The
data combines the views of a large number of enterprise, citizens and expert survey respondents in
both industrial and developing countries on the governance levels of their countries. The concept
of governance as defined for the WGI project consists of “the traditions and institutions by which
authority in a country is exercised, including the process by which governments are selected,
monitored and replaced; the capacity of the government to effectively formulate and implement
sound policies; and the respect of citizens and the state for the institutions that govern economic
and social interactions among them.” 27

Table 5. Government Effectiveness of Select Authoritarian States.

Country

Year

China

1996
2002
2008
2014
1996
2002
2008
2014
1996

Cuba

Iran

Governance Score
(-2.5 to +2.5)
- 0.25
- 0.05
+ 0.15
+ 0.34
- 0.89
- 0.45
- 0.36
- 0.06
-0.56

27

Percentile Rank
(0 to 100)
46.83
55.12
59.22
66.35
18.05
37.07
42.72
52.88
32.20

According to the description of the Worldwide Governance Indicators Project by the World Bank, the data
collection are based on over 30 individual data sources produced by a variety of survey institutes, think tanks, nongovernmental organizations, international organizations, and private sector firms. For more details on the methodology,
see Worldwide Governance Indicators, complied by The World Bank, available at http://info.worldbank.org/
governance/WGI/#home
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Table 5. (cont’d).
Country

North Korea

Russia

Saudi Arabia

Vietnam

Year
2002
2008
2014
1996
2002
2008
2014
1996
2002
2008
2014
1996
2002
2008
2014
1996
2002
2008
2014

Governance Score
(-2.5 to +2.5)
-0.52
-0.61
-0.41
- 1.91
- 1.92
-2.26
-1.65
- 0.52
- 0.34
- 0.34
- 0.08
- 0.26
- 0.31
- 0.07
+ 0.23
- 0.47
- 0.44
-0.20
-0.06

Percentile Rank
(0 to 100)
33.66
33.01
33.78
1.46
0.49
0.49
2.40
32.68
43.90
44.66
51.44
46.34
44.88
52.43
62.02
34.63
37.56
47.09
52.40

Source: World Bank

Table 5 shows the progress in governance effectiveness among the seven authoritarian states
selected for comparison. 28 According to the description of the WGI project, governance
effectiveness captures the quality of public services, the degree of its independence from political
pressures, the quality of policy formulation and implementation, and the credibility of the
government's commitment to such policies. In Table 4, governance score estimates the level of

28

The selection method for the seven countries is identical with the one used for the list of the most durable
authoritarian states in Table 1 of Chapter 1.
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governance measured on a scale from approximately – 2.5 to 2.5, where higher values correspond
to better governance. Percentile rank indicates rank of a country among all countries in the world,
0 corresponds to lowest rank and 100 to highest rank.

Table 4 shows not only the different level of governance effectiveness, but also the pace of
progress that each country has made between 1996 and 2014, where China made the most progress
and North Korea the least. This observation implies that there exists different level of governance
reform across authoritarian states. We can then assume the more efforts authoritarian regime
makes for governance reform in a systematic manner, the more authoritarian regime would be
motivated to benefit from the Western democracy assistance programs. As long as the Western
aids do not pose serious threats to the regime survival, authoritarian regime would be interested in
reaping the fruit of aids to enhance its sustainability, without running risk of losing power.29 From
this logic, we can draw the first hypothesis to explain authoritarian openness toward the democracy
assistance programs offered by the West:

Hypothesis 1. Authoritarian regime selectively accepts the Western democracy aids that can help
improve the governance capacities of authoritarian states while rejecting the ones that can support
the opposition forces against the authoritarian regimes
.
2.3.3 Performance Legitimacy and Democracy Transmission Programs
Democracy transmission programs aim to change the minds and opinions of its target audiences,

29

To distinguish the democracy aid programs that do not pose threats from the ones that pose threats to the regime
legitimacy of authoritarian states, I apply the typology of regime-compatible and non-regime-compatible aid programs,
as will be presented in Chapter 3.
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be it ordinary citizens or elites of non-democratic countries. Although the programs can take
various logics of influence ranging from persuasion to naming and shaming to condemnation, the
ultimate goal remains the same: to make target audience think democracy is better than nondemocracy, and democratization process is worth the effort. Reversing this proposition, we can
hypothesize that authoritarian openness becomes possible only when authoritarian regime
perceives, (1) either that Western democracy transmission programs would not have much impact
on the thinking of ordinary citizens at least, (2) or that it may even be helpful to make those who
are exposed to the Western democracy promotion programs conclude that the non-democratic
system of their countries is better than the Western model of liberal democracy. The prerequisite
of this hypothesis is that authoritarian regime must initially have a certain level of confidence in
the popular support of the regime.

Performance legitimacy is one of the variables that authoritarian regimes show difference in
comparison. Authoritarian regime can rely on accomplishing concrete goals such as economic
growth, social stability, strengthening national power, and “good governance” in terms of
governance competence and accountability to retain its legitimacy.30 If performance legitimacy is
weak as a result of poor economic performance or low quality of administration, an authoritarian
regime has to rely on other sources of resilience. For example, according to the USAID’s report
on authoritarian regimes, performance legitimacy is identified as the chief factor that sustains
authoritarian regime in China, whereas Russia has to heavily rely on natural resources and Egypt
under Mubarak had to count on foreign friends, including the United States.31

30

Yuchao Zhu, “‘Performance Legitimacy’ and China’s Political Adaptation Strategy,” Journal of Chinese
Political Science 16, no. 2 (June 1, 2011): 123
31
Phyllis Dininio, Authoritarian Literature Review, USAID (June, 2010), available at
http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/pnaea938.pdf
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Once an authoritarian regime secures performance legitimacy, we can safely assume that it can
also have confidence in popular support of the regime, for which authoritarian regimes also show
variation when compared to each other. 32 The popular support based upon the government’s
performance in economy and governance dispels a dictator’s dilemma in the lack of trust in popular
support. Generally speaking, even if general populace appear to be supportive and cheering
dictators, the dictators lack accurate information on how much support they actually have because
the public mass may only pretend to support out of fear of repression.33 For example, in North
Korea, no matter how many people gather and applaud to show their support of Kim Jong-un, the
dictator of the country, there is no way for Kim to discern whether the popular support is genuine
or merely a pretense. If performance legitimacy is secured with fine economic growth and
improvement in governance capacity, however, authoritarian leaders are relatively in better
position to have confidence in popular support. In turn, they feel less vulnerable to foreign criticism
on their non-democratic political system.34

Based upon performance legitimacy and popular support, authoritarian regime can attempt to
infuse general mass with the logic of justification, through educational and propaganda system,
for the question of why their country needs to maintain its own form of political system, which is
different from the Western model of liberal democracy. In fact, it is common practice for any

32

For example, in his analysis on the state legitimacy of 72 countries, Gilley finds that the level of popular support
in China significantly outranks other authoritarian countries. See Bruce Gilley, “The Meaning and Measure of State
Legitimacy: Results for 72 Countries,” European Journal of Political Research 45, no. 3 (May 1, 2006): 499–525.
33
On a rational choice approach that argues all authoritarian leaders face dictator’s dilemma as repression breeds
fear, which in turn breeds misinformation, see Ronald Wintrobe, The Political Economy of Dictatorship, 1 edition
(Cambridge, UK; New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2000).
34
The general populace can be more tolerant of their authoritarian leaders as long as the governments do their jobs
right.
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authoritarian states to provide official narrative to justify the non-democratic nature of their rulings
one way or another. For example, the government of Afghanistan under Taliban relied on religious
rationale to justify its repressive policies. The North Korean government develops cult of
personality with a state narrative purposing the glory of North Korea can be achieved only through
the leadership of the Kim family. But only when authoritarian regime secures performance
legitimacy in economy and governance, its state narrative can have persuasive power in the eyes
of general public. Authoritarian regime with poor performance have good reasons to worry about
their narratives being not accepted by the public. In such case, authoritarian rulers should be
nervous about inflow of objective information from the outside.35 On the contrary, authoritarian
regime boasting good performance are less worried about general public being exposed to external
information, which can only verify the validity of state narratives on the achievements in economic
and administrative areas.

The official narrative about the legitimacy of authoritarian regime then serves as a counternarrative against the logic of Western criticism and promotion of democracy. Despite differences
in details, there is one consistent theme that any authoritarian regime would want to include in
their state-narratives in common: the meaning of ‘democracy’ in their country is different from
that of the Western style democracy, and an authoritarian form of governance is more suitable than
the Western system to achieve a self-defined goal of national developments. However, if the
credibility of state narrative is too low due to poor performance of government, which means the

35

There exist an accumulated volume of testimonies by North Korean defectors that some fraction of North
Korean citizens listen to radio broadcast from South Korea and watch the media contents secretly imported from
outside, through which they learn the government’s propaganda about its achievement and outside world is false. See
Stephan Haggard and Marcus Noland, Witness to Transformation: Refugee Insights into North Korea, 1 New edition
(Washington, DC: Peterson Institute for International Economics, 2011); Jieun Baek, North Korea’s Hidden Revolution:
How the Information Underground Is Transforming a Closed Society (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2016).
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public do not believe such narratives, then the Western narrative for democracy promotion will
sound more attractive and persuasive. Conversely, if government shows good performance in
economy and administration, its state narrative will be taken as persuasive among the people, and
the Western narrative would sound relatively less attractive. Even more, Western narrative may
serve to verify the authoritarian narrative that the Western countries use democracy promotion as
a political tool to instigate instability to the domestic politics of authoritarian countries.

In this context, performance legitimacy is a key variable which enables state narrative to generate
framing effect against the Western narrative of democracy promotion. Framing effect is an example
of cognitive bias, and the construction of cognitive frames is an essential component of state’s
propaganda system.36 It affects people to interpret the meaning of a particular event or occurrence
in different ways depending on how it is presented. Accordingly, when Western narratives that
criticize authoritarian regime and promote democracy are flown in through the channels of Western
democracy transmission programs, its target audience in authoritarian countries would process the
information through the cognitive frames constructed by the authoritarian regime. As a result of
this framing effect, the information from the West will not be interpreted as the Western democracy
promoters intend, but rather interpreted as envisioned by the authoritarian regime.

Specifically, people in authoritarian regimes are most likely to remain suspicious about the
intention of the West’s political broadcasting such as VOA, even if they are exposed to such
programs. Young students from authoritarian countries who live and study in Western countries
36

See Thomas E. Nelson, Zoe M. Oxley, and Rosalee A. Clawson, “Toward a Psychology of Framing Effects,”
Political Behavior 19, no. 3 (September 1997): 221–46; Kevin Arceneaux, “Cognitive Biases and the Strength of
Political Arguments,” American Journal of Political Science 56, no. 2 (April 1, 2012): 271–85.

51

may realize Western society is not as ideal as they thought, but as ignorant and biased about their
country as they used to learn from the school back home. As well, Western criticisms of
authoritarian regimes on human rights issues may be taken as an evidence of Westerners’ cultural
arrogance. In short, even when exposed to the information from the outside, ordinary citizens of
an authoritarian country are likely to perceive Western criticism and democracy promotion as a
Western conspiracy to instigate social division and, by doing so, weaken the national power of
their country, as is framed in the state narratives.

This way, through framing effects, authoritarian regime can garner more trust of the people for the
disseminated counter-narrative against Western narrative for democracy promotion. If an
authoritarian regime completely keeps society from getting information from the outside, people
may rather doubt the trustworthiness of the counter-narrative provided by the state.37 Conversely,
if authoritarian regime allows some portion of information to flow in, people themselves can find
evidence that confirms the validity of counter-narratives. Of course, in order for the framing effects
to work against the Western narratives, the prerequisite is that authoritarian regime must first
secure performance legitimacy and subsequently popular support. From this logic, we can draw
the second hypothesis to explain authoritarian openness toward the democracy transmission
programs enacted by the West:

Hypothesis 2. If authoritarian regime has strong performance legitimacy and confidence in

37

In regard to the effect of media on political trust in China, Chen and Shi found that the news media in China,
heavily influenced and controlled by the state’s propaganda system, have negative effects on political attitudes toward
political institutions, in general, and cause people to distrust their government in particular. See Chen Xueyi and
Tianjian Shi “Media Effects on Political Confidence and Trust in the People’s Republic of China in the PostTiananmen Period.” East Asia: An International Quarterly 19, no. 3 (2001): 84–118
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popular support, it can strategically choose to expose people to the influence of Western
democracy transmission programs, in an attempt to strengthen the credibility of its counternarrative through framing effects.

2.3.4 Metaphor of Vaccinating Effects and Causal Mechanism
In this dissertation, the level of authoritarian regime’s openness is a dependent variable.
Governance reform and performance legitimacy are treated as independent variables. The more
widely authoritarian state launches governance reform, the more widely it can open to the influence
of democracy assistance programs. The stronger performance legitimacy authoritarian state has,
the more widely it can open to the influence of democracy transmission programs. These two
separate hypotheses have one consistent logic in common: authoritarian regime attempts to
reinforce its durability by selectively opening itself to the influence of Western democracy
promotion.

To further validate this logic, reasoning by analogy using the “vaccination effect” is helpful.38 If
infiltration of foreign ideas can be analogous to ideational contagion or “disease,” as many
politicians often use such analogy in real life, we can assume that authoritarian regime would take
the same pathological approach to prescribe against a detrimental impact of Western ideas on its
legitimacy. Vaccination is a prescription methodology that autocrats may use throughout the
regime. Just as medically we administer antigenic material to stimulate the immune system to

38

Kenneth Waltz justifies his use of market analogy in analyzing the structural aspect of international politics. He
writes, “Reasoning by analogy is helpful where one can move from a domain for which theory is well developed to
one where it is not. Reasoning by analogy is permissible where different domains are structurally similar.” Kenneth
N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics, 1 edition (Long Grove, Ill.: Waveland Pr Inc, 2010).,89
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develop an adaptive immunity to a pathogen, the authoritarian state can attempt to “vaccinate” its
society from the “ideological diseases” of the West by deliberately and selectively injecting some
portions of Western democracy promotion programs into the society. The van-diagram, in Figure
2, visually presents this idea.

Figure 2. Western Intent and Authoritarian Regime’s Vaccinating Strategy.
In the vaccination analogy, first, democracy assistance programs play the role of supplement,
strengthening popular support of an authoritarian regime. As mentioned, an authoritarian regime
can expect to benefit from Western assistance if it launched governance reform. With help from
the West, authoritarian state can enhance its governance capacities to meet the society’s demands
for better provision of public service. Second, democracy transmission programs play a role of
stimulant that reinforces a strong sense of self-identity among the citizens of authoritarian country,
which in turn enhances the ‘other-ness’ of the Western society in their minds. By carefully exposing
people to the Western criticism of their country, the authoritarian state can provide people with
opportunities to confirm the validity of the state’s counter-narrative for themselves, which will
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further motivate them to voluntarily resist the Western coercion for political change.

Figure 3. Authoritarian Regime’s Vaccinating and Quarantine Strategy.

Figure 3 shows that, extending the analogy of vaccination, we can then compare authoritarian
closing-off with the prescription of quarantine. Facing the danger of the ‘ideational disease’ from
the West, an authoritarian regime can simply close itself off from contact with the West in the
political sphere and oppress any attempts by the people to connect with the outside world. North
Korea is a representative case of an authoritarian regime taking this “quarantine” strategy.
However, quarantine is inefficient for the high costs required to maintain such strategy. An
authoritarian state has to keep investing resources to monitor the society for the possibility of
sudden eruption of protests. It also has to constantly worry about people’s frustration for the closed
nature of their polity. These costs are bound to keep rising in the long run, owing to the internal
and external challenges that authoritarian regime is faced with, as examined previously.

On the contrary, vaccination is an efficient strategy as the authoritarian state aims to strengthen
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people’s voluntary support of the regime by utilizing external influence as supplement and
stimulant. The essence of the vaccinating effect is to strengthen the immune system which, in this
case, is the regime legitimacy. This way the analogy of vaccine strategy summarizes the main
argument of this dissertation: an authoritarian regime selectively opens itself to the influence of
Western democracy promotion because such strategy helps reinforce, rather than undermine, the
popular support of the regime legitimacy.

2.3.5 Cycle of Opening and Closing-off
The analogy of vaccinating is useful to make sense of the strategic motivation behind an
authoritarian regime’s openness toward Western democracy promotion, subsuming the two
hypotheses on democracy assistance as supplement and democracy transmission as stimulant. With
this in mind, one can raise the following two questions: if openness is more efficient than closingoff to sustain regime legitimacy, why does not every authoritarian regime invariably pursue
openness policy? How long can authoritarian regime maintain such openness policy, if not
permanently? The answer to the first question has already been discussed in the previous section.
The levels of two independent variables, governance reform and performance legitimacy,
determine the extent of authoritarian openness. But the second question requires further discussion.

In the short and medium term, authoritarian regime’s governance reform can make significant
progress. In the long run, however, the pace of governance reform may fall behind people’s rising
expectations. It is also possible that people’s expectation of governance reform may be lifted while
working with the Western supporters. When the governance reform hits the wall of political limits,
people may demand political reform for more participation and competition. Likewise, people
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exposed to the democracy transmission programs may remain suspicious about the Western intent
and get motivated to defend the regime legitimacy from Western criticism in the short and medium
term. But if performance legitimacy declines with economic slowdown and people’s frustrations
begin to accumulate, people can suddenly turn against their leader and demand more political
participation, as inspired by the Western democracy transmission programs. This situation is
similar to the case where a patient is injected with too much dosage of antigenic over a long time
period, and such treatment begins to destroy the immune system rather than strengthen it.

This implies that authoritarian openness is risky strategy in the long run, and authoritarian state
would return to closing-off once the potential cost of openness, which is the rising demand of
political reform, starts to exceed the benefits of strengthening regime legitimacy. The law of
diminished return applies to the case of authoritarian openness and the cycle of authoritarian
openness and closing-off emerges. 39 Periodically, authoritarian regime can repress people’s
demand for more political reform while closing off the influence of Western democracy promotion
policies. When governance reform resumes to accelerate and performance legitimacy is restored,
an authoritarian regime can consider to open to the Western democracy promotion again.

Hypothesis 3. If the benefits of authoritarian openness starts to diminish and the risk of
democratization movement increases as a result of open policy to the Western democracy
promotion, authoritarian regime returns to closing-off policy.

39

I derive the idea on the law of diminished return and its effects in creating a cycle of certain political
phenomenon from Gilpin’s analysis of world politics and hegemonic war. Robert Gilpin, War and Change in World
Politics, Revised ed. edition (Cambridge University Press, 1983).
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This hypothesis explains the moment of policy shift from openness to closing-off in terms of
authoritarian regime’s counter-strategy to the Western democracy promotion. In that sense, this
hypothesis rejects the notion of path-dependency with feedback effect. 40 The benefits of
authoritarian openness does not always feed the motivation to continue such policy. However, it
should be made clear here that this third hypothesis does not negate the logic of authoritarian
openness, which is the primary subject matter of this dissertation. Rather, by identifying the cycle
of openness and closing-off policies, this third hypothesis can indirectly function to support the
validity of the first and second hypotheses.41

2.4. Refining the Theory: From Static to Dynamic
The three hypotheses presented in the previous section are not without problems in the current
form. Specifically, I need to address the problem of mixed effects between the supplement and
stimulant hypotheses, and the problem of unclear definition for the term ‘policy shift to closingoff’ in the third hypothesis. By doing so, I attempt to further clarify the theoretical model and
enhance its ability to guide the empirical research in the chapters that will follow.

40

Similarly, David Shambaugh, in his analysis of predicting China’s future, also rejects the notion that
developments in China will be linear projections of the present (path dependency) or “muddling through,” for the
reason that sharp changes of course have occurred with some regularity throughout China’s history. David Shambaugh,
“Preface,” China’s Future, 1 edition (Cambridge, UK ; Malden, MA: Polity, 2016):xvii.
41
For this approach, I consciously use the logic of contraposition. In logic, the contrapositive of the statement has
its antecedent and consequent inverted and flipped (described as P→ Q to ~Q→~P) A conditional statement and its
contrapositive are logically equivalent. Based upon this logical move, the contraposition of the statement “When a
variable X exists or increases, China opens” should be “China closes, if X disappears or reduces.” Proving the latter
proposition indirectly lends support for the former proposition.
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Figure 4. Mutual Effects between Hypothesis 1 and 2.
The solid lines in Figure 4 summarizes the causal mechanism of H1 and H2. The dotted lines,
however, represent the mixed effects between the two sets of independent and dependent variables.
First, the independent variables themselves can have mutual impacts on the changes of each other’s
value. For example, when authoritarian regime launches governance reform, the ultimate goal is
to strengthen performance legitimacy. If the performance legitimacy increases as a result of
governance reform, it can give positive feedback to expand the governance reform in turn. Second,
independent variables can affect dependent variables in different ways other than assumed in H1
and H2. For example, when an authoritarian regime voluntarily chooses to engage in human rights
dialogue with Western governments and encourages students to go abroad for study, such policy
choices not only stem from the regime’s confidence in performance legitimacy and popular support,
but also stem from the motivation to facilitate governance reform. That is, authoritarian regime
can expect to deepen its own domestic reform programs by engaging in human rights dialogue and
learning from the West. Similarly, strengthened performance legitimacy can also embolden an
authoritarian regime to accept even more democracy assistance programs from the West.

Such mutual and mixed effects, however, does not essentially undermine the validity of the main
theoretical model primarily constructed from the two hypotheses, as expressed by the solid lines
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in Figure 4. In general, the objective of theorization is to simplify the complex reality by taking
out important variables and explaining their causal effects to the phenomena of our interest. In this
context, it is justifiable to focus on the main threads of causal mechanism, which are the hypotheses
1 and 2 in this case.42

Of course, this does not mean that it is also justifiable to ignore the mutual and mixed effects,
expressed with dotted lines in Figure 4, pretending that such effects do not exist for the sake of
theory development. Rather, recognizing the mutual and mixed effects is helpful to guide the
empirical investigation at the stage of theory-testing: it calls for investigators to not only focus on
the main thread of story but also pay attention to the mutual and mixed effects while conducting
case study. Taking one step further, we can compare whether the mutual and mixed effects may be
more influential than the main effects of the two primary independent variables on the changes of
their respective dependent variables. Such comparison can serve as a way to falsify the theory as
well, which makes the theory-testing more rigorous than otherwise.

H3 is logically drawn from the assumption that authoritarian regime already has taken a policy of
selective openness to supplement its governance reform programs and to stimulate the nationalist
regime support from the general public. H3 suggests a possibility that authoritarian regime,
previously opened, may return to closing-off policy over time, depending on the pace of progress
in governance reform and the maintenance of performance legitimacy. However, in the current
form, H3 does not explain how much of closing-off an authoritarian regime will return to. As
explained above, due to the internal and external pressures for more openness, once authoritarian

42

According to Van Evera, gaining parsimony with simplifying is one of criteria that define a good theory. Evera,
Guide to Methods for Students of Political Science, 19.
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regime opened itself to the influence of Western democracy promotion programs, it becomes even
more difficult to return to the policy of complete closing-off like the isolation of North Korea. This
point raises an interesting question of how the theory can explain the extent of closing-off and its
change.

Closing-Off ↔ Partial Closing-off ↔ Selective Openness ↔ Openness

To address this issue, I insert the concept of ‘partial closing-off’ in between selective openness and
closing-off as shown in Figure 5. The division among these four levels from closing-off to
openness is not clear-cut, thus not easy to measure quantitatively. Instead, one can only identify
the direction of relative change through comparison of an authoritarian regime’s current policy to
its own policy in the past. For example, if an authoritarian regime shifts from selective openness
toward the direction of closing-off but, at the same time, if it does not mean to entirely close off
all the previous openness for the Western democracy promotion programs, then the policy shift
should be defined as partial closing-off. Specifically, the policy shifts to reduce the space of
cooperation with Western democracy assistance programs and to intensify censorship against
Western criticism should be viewed as signs of partial closing-off, not outright turn to a complete
closing-off.43 Whether an authoritarian regime’s policy toward Western democracy promotion at a
given period of time is defined as selective openness or partial closing-off is determined by the
authoritarian regime’s previous policy orientation in comparison.

43

Unless authoritarian regime cancels all the Western democracy assistance programs operating on its territory,
completely censors the information about Western criticism, stops human rights dialogue and academic exchange, and
as long as authoritarian regime maintains a certain level of contacts with Western democracy promotion programs, its
policy orientation should be defined either as selective openness or partial closing-off.
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In summary, we should expect to observe the mutual and mixed causal effects between the two
causal processes of H1 and H2 at the stage of empirical investigation for theory-testing. The
evidence of mutual and mixed effects may serve to supplement the main thread of causal
mechanism that the theory primarily attempts to explain. Concerning H3, I clarify that
authoritarian regime can shift between selective openness and partial-closing off, and such policy
shift can be identified with the direction of policy change, not as a fixed set of policy packages.
This exercise of refining the theoretical model helps capture the dynamic aspect of authoritarian
regime’s policy change vis-à-vis Western democracy promotion programs, while rejecting to view
the policy choice of either selective openness or closing-off as static.

2.5. Operationalization
This section discusses how to test the set of hypotheses established through deductive reasoning.
First, I draw observable implications from the hypotheses to guide the empirical investigations of
China’s case later. In doing so, I am also able to address the issues of how to measure the indicators
of independent and dependent variables. I then discuss what evidence we need to look for to test
the theory and how to collect data.

2.5.1. Observable Implications
Regarding the “supplement” hypothesis of authoritarian openness to the Western democracy
assistance programs, the evidence should show that the more an authoritarian regime is serious
about governance reform, the more it wants to accept the Western aids. Governmental officials’
public statements that they are willing to cooperate with Westerners for governance reform will
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prove the intentional aspect of authoritarian openness. In addition, officials and scholars’ ex-post
assessments regarding the actual benefits of receiving Western aids strengthens the hypothesis of
ex-ante expectation of such benefits.44 At the same time, however, an authoritarian regime should
be selective in accepting the aid programs. Sorting out what programs it accepts and refuses will
help us infer the strategic calculation of authoritarian regime. Officials and scholars in authoritarian
countries may talk about moving toward democracy as their goal of reform. However, if we find
evidence that their definition of democracy is different from that of Western liberal democracy and
they have no interest in transitioning to the Western model, it will indirectly reflect an authoritarian
regime’s intention to make use of Western democracy aid programs for reinforcing its regime
legitimacy. If there is data to show the positive correlation between the progress of governance
reform and popular support of the authoritarian regime, it will lend further support for the validity
of this hypothesis.45

In the framework of “stimulant” hypothesis for authoritarian openness to Western democracy
transmission programs, the evidence should show that the more authoritarian regime enjoys
performance legitimacy, the more the authoritarian regime can take opening policy toward the
Western democracy promotion programs. The evidence also should show that authoritarian regime
disseminates through education and propaganda the state-developed narratives which emphasize
the regime’s mission to pursue national wealth and power, while framing the Western democracy

44

This is even more so if contents of ex-post assessments reveal prior expectations of certain benefits from
cooperating with Western organizations for democracy promotion.
45
The goal of this dissertation is to prove the causality between the opening policies of authoritarian regime and
its strategic motives. Strictly speaking, proving whether the opening policies actually generate the effects that
authoritarian regime expects is beyond the research scope of this dissertation. Even if the opening policies do not lead
to the progress of governance reform or higher popular support as expected by authoritarian regime, such result do
not negate the causal relationship between the strategic motives and the adoption of opening policies, which is
established prior to the effect of opening policies being generated.
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promotion as a conspiracy to destabilize the country. Then ordinary citizens should be left with
various opportunities to verify how Westerners criticize their governments themselves. For
example, authoritarian regime is expected to tolerate, with acquiescence, people listening to
political broadcasting from the West. There should be no procedure to monitor the political loyalty
of young students before and after going abroad for study. The authoritarian regime should not
entirely censor off Western criticism on its non-democratic practices. Then if we find the evidence
that ordinary citizens become more suspicious of the Western intent and more supportive of their
country’s political system, it proves the ex-post effect of authoritarian regime’s opening policy.

Concerning the third hypothesis on the authoritarian regime’s cycle between openness and closingoff, the evidence should show that authoritarian regime shifts policies from selective openness to
partial closing-off if the benefit of openness no longer exceeds the risk cost. If the pace of
governance reform appears to lag behind people’s rising expectation, authoritarian leaders will
start to emphasize more the harmful effects of Western democracy promotion than before.
Additionally, if the overall performance legitimacy appears to decline due to slow economic
growth coupled with growing inequality, authoritarian leaders will increasingly point out the
West’s ‘malign’ intent to cause chaos in the name of democracy promotion. As a result,
authoritarian regime’s previously open policy shifts toward closing-off policies through tightly
regulating the Western democracy aid programs inside China and strengthening the censorship
against democracy transmission programs from the outside.

The general assumption of this theory is that authoritarian regime faces internal and external
challenges to the regime legitimacy. If there is an evidence to show that authoritarian leadership
perceives such challenges and consciously makes a decision to take selective openness over
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complete closing-off as a counterstrategy to cope with the Western democracy promotion polices,
it will support the main argument of this dissertation. In this case, the causal logic that government
officials or scholars use to advocate the policy of selective openness should be something similar
to the logic of vaccination: complete closing-off is rather harmful to strengthening regime
legitimacy, whereas a certain level of openness is necessary to bring in ‘good stuff’ and ‘stimulus’
from the outside to fortify the inside.

Table 6 summarizes the observable implications that structure the main body of the case studies
with China in this dissertation.

Table 6. Hypotheses and Observable Implications.

Hypothesis

Observable Implications
1. Government officials cite the advantages of
accepting democracy assistance programs to

H1 (Democracy Assistance as Supplement)

enhance their governance capacities.

Authoritarian regime selectively accepts the
Western aids that help improve the governance 2. Government officials understand the risks
capacities

of

authoritarian

states

while that certain types of democracy assistance

rejecting the ones that can support the programs pose to the legitimacy of their ruling.
opposition forces against the authoritarian
regimes.

3. The list of democracy assistance programs is
clearly divided between the former category
accepted and the latter category rejected.
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Table 6. (cont'd.)
Hypothesis

Observable Implications
1.

Government

importance

of

officials

emphasize

the

patriotic

education

and

propaganda works.
H2 (Democracy Transmission as Stimulant)

2. People have direct access, probably limited

If authoritarian regime has strong performance

but not entirely blocked, to foreign sources of

legitimacy and popular support, it can

information to learn about how Westerners

strategically expose people to the influence of

criticize their political systems.

Western democracy transmission programs as
a way to strengthen the effects of counter-

3. People verify the validity of national

narrative and regime legitimacy.

narrative while remaining skeptical on the
political messages disseminated from the
Western political broadcasting, educational
exchange, and criticism of their country.
1. Over time the authoritarian regime’s
performance in economy and governance
begin

to

fall

behind

people’s

rising

expectation.
H3 (Cycle of Openness and Closing-off)
If the benefits of authoritarian openness start to 2.

Authoritarian

diminish and the risk of democratization criticizes

Western

leadership
democracy

increasingly
promotion

movement increases as a result of open policy, programs by framing its intent as a conspiracy
authoritarian regime returns to closing-off to destabilize the country.
policy.
3. Authoritarian regime intensifies regulation
over democracy aid programs and the inflow
of information from the Western sources.
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Table 6. (cont'd.)
Hypothesis

Observable Implications
1. Authoritarian leaders perceive the internal
and external challenges to their regime
legitimacy.

General Proposition:
Authoritarian states choose to open societies to 2. Government officials and intellectuals cite
the influence of Western democracy promotion the advantages of opening to the Western
programs in an effort to “vaccinate" people democracy promotion policies as opposed to
from the harming effects of Western ideas on complete closing-off.
their legitimacy.
3. The logic of advocating open policy is
similar to that of vaccination treatment in
pathology.

2.5.2. Measuring Variables and Data Collection
For hypothesis 1, the level of governance reform can be measured with quantitative data such as
the World Governance Indicators (WGI) complied by the World Bank. As explained earlier, the
pace of improvement in governance effectiveness over time, as to be shown with WGI data in
Chapter 3, can serve as a proxy measure for the progress of state’s governance reforms. Also,
interpreting qualitative data such as officials’ remarks on a state’s governance reform reveals how
serious and willing an authoritarian regime is to undertake governance reform. The level of
authoritarian regime’s selective openness to the Western democracy assistance programs can be
measured with an accumulated number of such programs over time. From the open sources of
Western organizations that operate democracy assistance programs in authoritarian countries, we
can collect data on when they started and how many programs they have operated within
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authoritarian countries.

For hypothesis 2, the level of performance legitimacy can be measured with the statistical data on
a state’s economic performance like GDP per capita, and the public assessment of government’s
performance in economy and governance. The global survey programs like the World Value Survey
(WVS) and a regional-based survey like the Asian Barometer programs are useful sources to find
public perception of state’s performances and the different level of popular support in many
countries for comparison. The level of authoritarian regime’s selective openness to the Western
transmission programs can be measured by compiling data on the number of human rights
dialogues between authoritarian regime and Western governments, the number of students that live
and study in Western countries, and the number of audiences for the political broadcasting from
the West. We should anticipate some difficulty while collecting such data from the sources of
authoritarian countries. However, as will be shown in Chapter 4, I could collect the publicly
available data to investigate China’s case at least.

One can use the same methods and data to measure the variables of hypothesis 3 because the
hypothesis is simply designed to check the reversed logics of hypotheses 1 and 2. Authoritarian
regime’s declining performance in economy and governance can be measured with the trend of
economic slowdown and the rise of protests. For the regime’s perceptional changes on the benefits
and costs of opening policies to the Western democracy promotion, a collection of officials’
remarks and qualitative analysis of them will allow us to track the signs of changes. With the same
methods to measure the levels of authoritarian regime’s openness toward Western democracy
assistance and transmission programs, we can also measure the degree of shift-back toward
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closing-off. Specifically, we can keep track of changes in the number of democracy assistance
programs and of policy changes regarding the West’s political broadcasting, study-abroad
programs, and human rights dialogues.

Concerning the method of data collection, I refer to governmental documents, news articles and
policy reports available in public for descriptive analysis of China’s governance reform, patriotic
education, educational exchange, and censorship. It is a challenging task to trace the framing
effects of national narrative on ordinary citizens, especially when they are exposed to the Western
democracy transmission programs. With this in mind, I refer to the survey data and individual
memoirs available in public and online, and conduct in-depth interviews with Western-educated
returnees in China. Another challenge will be to discern strategic motives in the authoritarian
decision-making process. When the records of internal meetings at the top are not available to the
public, observations by officials and analysts with privileged access serve as reasonable proxies. I
will collect their written analysis, personal memoirs and conduct in-depth interviews with as many
of them as I can gain access to.

The case study of China draws on primary and secondary sources in Chinese and English. Between
2015 and 2016, I conducted eleven open-ended interviews in China and the United States,
including one Chinese and one US officials, seven Chinese experts and intellectuals, two young
Chinese who returned to China after studying in the United States, and six American practitioners
who engaged in democracy promotion programs in China. To protect their identities, I quote them
anonymously unless granted permission for attribution.
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2.6. Falsification
If I cannot find evidence to prove the observable implications or if I end up finding more evidence
that disapprove them, the hypotheses of authoritarian openness will be falsified. But I need to make
clear the definition of counterevidence in this study here. The counterevidence are the facts or
information which can directly disapprove the causality of the hypotheses. For example, if there
is evidence that authoritarian regime chooses to open itself to the Western democracy promotion
policies because it has genuine interests in transforming itself to the Western model of liberal
democracy, then such evidence will deny this study’s core argument that authoritarian openness is
designed to reinforce the regime legitimacy. For another example, if there is evidence that
authoritarian regime has no choice but to open itself for some irresistible reason- such as existential
security threat from outside or loss of central control-, then it also directly disapproves my
hypothesis of authoritarian regime’s intentionality. If these types of counter-evidence are dominant
over the supportive evidence, then my theory is falsified.

For the other type of evidence that do not directly disapprove but still challenge my hypothesis, it
will be viewed as in competitive relationships with supportive evidence in terms of explanatory
power. I assess the validity of such evidence as part of alternative explanation. For example, it is
possible that we will find evidence that show authoritarian regime just pretends to accept Western
democracy aids, not for the genuine interests in getting helps for governance reform, but to
improve its international image as a reformer. This evidence can challenge my hypothesis but does
not entirely deny its explanatory power as long as there are supportive evidence too. Then this is
not the matter of right or wrong among multiple number of competing explanations but the matter
of degree for which hypothesis provides the most explanatory power. To examine the extent of my
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theory’s explanatory power, I summarize a number of possible alternative explanations and assess
their validities in comparison with my theory in Chapter 6.

2.7. Conclusion
To summarize, I develop a theory of authoritarian openness through deductive inference.
Democracy promotion is largely composed of two types of programs: democracy assistance that
aims to operate inside target country and democracy transmission that aims to diffuse norms and
ideas from the outside into target country. Authoritarian regime can selectively choose to open
itself to the influence of the former programs if it launches governance reform, and to the latter
programs if it has confidence in performance legitimacy. The metaphor of vaccinating effect is
useful to explain the causal logic of these hypotheses: authoritarian regime intends to selectively
make use of Western democracy promotion programs as supplement and stimulant for the purpose
of reinforcing popular support of the regime legitimacy internally. However, this vaccinating
effects do not sustain forever and authoritarian regime can return to closing policy once it perceives
that the risk costs of democracy movement begin to outweigh the benefits of openness. This way
there emerges the cycle of authoritarian openness and closing-off in the long run.

The next three chapters are designed to test the three hypotheses that constitute my theory of
authoritarian openness through examination of case studies of China. First, in Chapter 3, I will
empirically examine the validity of the supplement hypothesis. Specifically, I will investigate how
China initiated governance reform from the early 1990s and why the Chinese government
perceives accepting the Western democracy aid programs could be helpful for its governance
reform.
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Chapter 3. China’s Counterstrategy against Western Democracy Assistance
Programs inside China

3.1. Introduction
An examination of China’s counterstrategy to cope with Western democracy assistance programs
is presented in this chapter.1 Faced with the increased Western activities to promote democracy
abroad from the early 1990s, the Chinese government made a conscious choice to selectively
accept Western offers of democracy aid programs rather than entirely refuse them. I hypothesize
that China’s strategic motive was, and continues to be, to take advantage of the Western assistance
to advance China’s governance reform programs, with the expectation that Chinese citizens would
support the CCP regime more than before as a result of improved governance effectiveness.

My theory sets China’s governance reform as a key independent variable and China’s open policies
as dependent variable. That is, the more the Chinese government expands the governance reform
programs, the more disposed it will be to take open policies toward the Western democracy
assistance programs. Following this logic, I present a brief history of China’s governance reform
since the early 1990s. Then I examine the pattern of China’s selective openness to show that the
Chinese government selectively accepts regime-compatible aids while rejecting the others. Next,

1

I characterize China’s selective openness to the Western democracy assistance programs as “counter-strategy”
rather than “strategy” because the Western democracy assistance programs theoretically and empirically precede
China’s selective openness: if the Western organizations had not had a will and resources to offer such programs to
China, the Chinese government would not take opening policies in response to the programs that did not exist in the
first place.
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I describe specific programs operated by Western organizations in China and explain their
contributions, as well as limits in moving China towards a democracy. The chapter concludes with
an assessment on whether or not the open policies have actually generated the effects that the
Chinese authorities expected.

3.2. Governance Reform in China
Reflecting the collapse of the Soviet Union and the causes of the Tiananmen Square protest in
1989, the CCP realized that it cannot just rely on the methods of coercion and repression to stay in
power but needs to gain popular support.2 Accordingly, along with economic reform, the CCP
further expanded political reforms with focus on establishing inner-party democracy,
institutionalizing collective leadership, and strengthening the role of the National People’s
Congress.3 However, this kind of political reform at the central level was not sufficient to draw
broader popular support from the mass, especially at the local levels. In order to meet the demands
of increasingly pluralistic society, the CCP needed to launch a broader range of governance reforms,
apart from the political reform at the central level.4 The CCP began to develop various institutions
to reflect the opinions of the public mass, while encouraging local governments to more effectively
respond to people’s demands for better delivery of public goods. The Chinese leaders have been

2

David Shambaugh, China’s Communist Party: Atrophy and Adaptation, 1st ed. (University of California Press,
2009), 7.
3
On an overview of China’s political reform programs and the details of inner-party democracy in particular, see
Yu,
Keping
俞可平,
Jingweiminyi:
zhongguo
de
minzhu
zhili
yu
zhengzhi
gaige
敬畏民意:中国的民主治理与政治改革 [Respecting Public Opinion: China’s Democratic Governance and Political
Reform] (Beijing: Zhongyang Bianyi Chubanshe, 2013), 117-119
4
For example, as far as rule of law is concerned in particular, although much of the impetus for legal reforms in
China has come from the center, the demand for rule of law has increasingly come from citizens, domestic businesses,
academics, and members of the judiciary. See Randall Peerenboom, “Chapter 3. A Government of Laws: Democracy,
Rule of Law, and Administrative Law Reform in China,” in Suisheng Zhao ed., Debating Political Reform in China:
Rule of Law vs. Democratization, annotated edition edition (Armonk, N.Y: Routledge, 2006), 73.
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determined to transform the mentality of bureaucrats from that of gatekeepers to service providers.5

The pursuit of a more efficient government that incorporates bottom-up demands from the society
resulted in the transfer of more responsibilities to local governments. However, the CCP’s strategy
of opening up peripheral parts of the political system has bred a principal-agent problem between
the center and local authorities.6 As local revenue sources declined with the 1994 tax reform, local
cadres resorted to increasing extra-budgetary funds to develop their local economies by running
up debts and pressing local population for more taxes. 7 Simultaneously, local cadres abused
increased power to pursue their own wealth. In this regard, Minxin Pei criticizes that discretionary
power enjoyed by the local bureaucrats, with little supervision, led to widespread corruption and
predatory practices of local governments. 8 As a result, the CCP’s governance reform program
encountered the dual challenges of failing efficiency and declining legitimacy: the state failed to
effectively deliver public services to the society and, subsequently, the society’s frustration with
the state compounded. Of course, it is not in the interest of the central authorities to have local
agents abuse their power, but the problem is how to monitor their behaviors.9

To solve the principal-agent problem, the CCP leadership launched various administrative reforms
under the notion of “good governance.” First, the CCP tried to establish the rule of law regime.

5

Dali Yang, Remaking the Chinese Leviathan: Market Transition and the Politics of Governance in China, 1
edition (Stanford (Calif.): Stanford University Press, 2006), 185.
6
See Jae Ho Chung, Centrifugal Empire: Central-Local Relations in China (New York: Columbia University
Press, 2016); Jing Vivian Zhan, “Decentralizing China: Analysis of Central Strategies in China’s Fiscal Reforms,”
Journal of Contemporary China 18, no. 60 (June 1, 2009): 445–62.
7
Joseph Fewsmith, The Logic and Limits of Political Reform in China (Cambridge, England ; New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2013), 74,105.
8
Minxin Pei, China’s Trapped Transition: The Limits of Developmental Autocracy (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 2008).
9
Fewsmith, The Logic and Limits of Political Reform in China, 7.
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The work report of the 15th Party Congress in 1997 stressed “governing the country through law,”
and the Chinese leaders made numerous remarks to emphasize that the CCP should protect the
legal rights of Chinese citizens from the abuse of state power, especially at the local level.10 Second,
the CCP introduced elections at the village levels to fill the institutional gaps created by the retreat
of state power since Deng’s reform and open policy.11 Through elections, villagers are expected to
influence the implementation of public policy and to restrain the abuse of power by local cadres.12
Third, the CCP tried to institutionalize consultation process for policy planning and budget
execution. For example, public hearings were introduced in some provinces and local people were
institutionally given chances to raise their concerns on various issues of local affairs such as land
requisitions, road pavement and environmental preservation 13 The CCP also intended to boost
government transparency through consultation meetings and approval systems.14 Fourth, the CCP
fostered Chinese NGOs onto which it can offload some of the burden of service provision. The
Chinese NGOs were expected to perform their roles in line with the government’s wishes as
society’s ‘helping hands’ for the state.15 In short, the CCP has shown its willingness to implement

10

Ibid., 69. In fact, the Chinese government began to devote impressive resources to construct legal system from
the early 1980s. The initial motivation in the 1980s was to provide legal framework for economic development. The
legal reform in the 1980s focused on revising the economic laws like Contract Law, Company Law and Securities
Law to foster more market-based transactions of economic activities. It was not until 1990s that the Chinese
government began to emphasize the function of law in regulating the state and its agents in public area, and the concept
“rule of law” was more frequently used as the goal of legal reform in China. For the overview of China’s legal reform
history since 1978, see Jacques deLisle and Avery Goldstein, eds., China’s Challenges (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 2014), 158–160; William A. Joseph, ed., Politics in China: An Introduction, Second Edition, 2
edition (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2014), 233–237.
11
Zheng, Yongnian 郑永年, Zhongguo Moshi: Jingyan yu Kunju 中国模式: 经验与困局[The China Model:
Experience and Challenges] (Zhejiang renmin Chubanseh, 2010), 187.
12
Fewsmith, The Logic and Limits of Political Reform China, 33. The CCP’s intention is to prevent the explosion
of social unrests by allowing Chinese villagers to restrain the behavior of local agents through election as their political
tool of influence.
13
Ibid., 146.
14
Public showings of cadres and villagers’ discussing with them at these events have led to the evolution of
deliberate democracy. See Baogang He, “Chapter 11. How can deliberative institutions be sustainable in China?,” in
Zheng Yongnian and Joseph Fewsmith, eds., China’s Opening Society: The Non-State Sector and Governance, 1
edition (Routledge, 2008). pp.185-195
15
More specifically, from Chinese perspective, the political functions of Chinese NGOs can be summarized into
three: (1) supplement the government’s loopholes and share the responsibility of social management with the
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governance reform by developing more responsive mechanism in the state-society relationship.

It is not a coincidence that these four areas of China’s governance reform overlap the subsectors
of democracy assistance as defined by the USAID. It is not China’s unique feature either. In her
analysis on the political institutions in non-democratic regimes, Jennifer Gandhi finds, in fact,
many non-democratic rulers have adopted democratic institutions such as legislature and elections,
not only for their images of reformers or for distribution of patronage, but also for the practical
utility of providing an arena where policy compromises can emerge.16 China’s governance reform
programs also aim to pursue practical benefits of reflecting feedbacks and diverse opinions from
the society in the process of policy-making and implementation. To this end, the CCP has been
willing to adopt the notions of rule of law, electoral system, good governance and civil society, all
of which are what the West generally emphasizes as the characteristics of democratic society.
Despite the use of similar rhetoric, however, the CCP does not intend to transition China to the
Western style democracy. Chinese leaders have made clear that the Chinese style democracy
rejects the notions of competitive multiparty system, national elections, and separation of power.17
In the end, the ultimate goal of China’s governance reform is to enhance the regime legitimacy of
the CCP by allowing limited popular participation in the political arena, but without losing its grip
of power.

government, (2) guarantee citizens’ political rights and support the government’s policies for democratic development,
(3) support the reform of political system. Wei, Huan 卫欢, Zhongguo fenzhengfu zuzhi falv wenti yanjiu 中国非政府
组织法律问题研究 [Studies on the problems of organizational law for Chinese NGOs] (Xinanjiaotong Daxue
Chubanshe, 2014), 40-50
16
Jennifer Gandhi, Political Institutions under Dictatorship, Reprint edition (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 2010), 161.
17
For example, Wu Bangguo, the former chairman of the standing committee of the National People’s Congress
in China from 2003 to 2013, delivered an annual address each year at the National People's Congress sessions in
March, where he has noted that China will not adopt multiparty democracy, separation of powers, or a federal system.
See Michael Bristow, “Chinese Leader Rules out Democracy,” BBC News, March 10, 2011, sec. Asia-Pacific,
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-pacific-12697997.
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Regardless of the political goal, the CCP’s efforts to make the authoritarian system fairer and more
effective appear to be genuine and receive positive assessments from inside and outside China.
The challenge is that the idea of reflecting more voices from the bottom-up direction was not what
the Chinese leadership had been accustomed to, given that the Chinese political history was
marked by highly centralized rule of absolutist emperors and that the dominant political philosophy
of Confucianism emphasized rule by virtues and virtuous men, not rule of law.18 In the Chinese
history, governmental officials were selected from the top, not elected by the people.19 This implies
that although Chinese might understand the modern concept of popular elections in theory, they
did not have many experiences of administering such elections in practice. The Chinese leadership
also lacked the experience of employing deliberative institutions like public hearings and
management of NGOs. In short, the CCP has both a conceptual understanding of rule of law,
election, good governance and civil society and a strong will to implement the governance reforms
in these areas. But the lack of experiences caused confusion and inefficiency at the stage of
enactment of governance reforms.

3.3. Pattern of Selective Openness
The hypothesis laid out in this chapter assesses how the authoritarian regime in China selectively
accepts Western democracy assistance programs if the aid programs can help implement China’s

18

In this regard, Donald Clarke argues that the top-down view of law as an instrument of government, with citizens
seen as the objects of legal regulation, remain influential in China today. See Donald Clarke, The Chinese Legal System,
(July 4, 2005) unpublished, available at https://www.law.berkeley.edu/php-programs/courses/fileDL.php?
fID=5756 accessed as of June 26, 2016
19
Zheng, Yongnian 郑永年, Zhongguo Moshi: Jingyan yu Kunju 中国模式: 经验与困局[The China Model:
Experience and Challenges], 96
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governance reforms. Before delving into the detailed case studies to trace the process of China’s
acceptance of Western assistance, however, it is necessary to confirm the overall pattern of China’s
selective openness.

First, based upon the filtering program provided by the Chinese Developmental Brief (CDB), I
have compiled the information of thirty one Western agencies which engage in democracy
assistance in China.20 Then I check each organization’s website and available documents from
there to collect information on specific projects that these Western agencies have operated in China.
I find that in many cases one organization has run multiple projects across different categories in
different times. 21 I try to figure out what the primary and secondary projects are for each
organization by examining their reports on budget execution and project duration. This way I am
able to give different weights on the categories of projects when compiling data on the projects of
democracy assistance in China.

Table 7. Summary of Categories of Democracy Assistance.
USAID Subsector

Category of Democracy Assistance

Regime Compatibility

Elections

Elections

Incompatible

Legislative Assistance

Compatible

Political Parties

Incompatible

Women’s Political Participation

Compatible

20

The Western agencies that CDB investigate range from NGOs, both national and international, to governmental
organizations to international organizations. They are generally formal organizations with staff and offices that are
registered in developed countries and have programs and/or offices in China as well as other countries. Shawn Shieh
and Signe Knuston, Special Report: The Roles and Challenges of International NGOs in China’s Development,
published by CDB on October 16, 2012, available at http://chinadevelopmentbrief.cn/ publications/special-report-theroles-and-challenges-of-international-ngos-in-chinas-development/ accessed as of June 27, 2015
21
For example, the International Republican Institute (IRI), an American NGO affiliated with the Republican
Party, worked with Chinese officials for many years to develop village election in China, but its focus has recently
shifted to women’s political participation.
78

Table 7. (cont'd.)
Rule of Law

Civil Society

Governance

Constitutions

Compatible

Human Rights

Incompatible

Legal Systems

Compatible

Civil Education

Compatible

Civil Society (Residual Category)

Compatible

Dissidents and Intellectuals

Incompatible

Media

Incompatible

Research

Incompatible

Trade Unions

Incompatible

Women’s Groups

Compatible

Youth Groups

Incompatible

Good Governance

Compatible

Local Governance

Compatible

Concerning the method of categorization, I refer to the list developed by Sarah Bush in her analysis
on the global trend of democracy assistance.22 Table 7 shows the summary of classification that
Bush develops to subdivide projects within the four-well established sectors of the USAID.23 The
categories are further divided between regime compatible and regime incompatible programs.
Regime compatible democracy assistance programs are defined as the programs that are unlikely
to threaten the imminent political survival of the incumbent regime in target state. 24 The five
categories of ‘elections,’ ‘human rights,’ ‘media,’ ‘political parties,’ and ‘research’ are regime
incompatible because Western assistance in these categories attempt to foster open competition
and encourage the free exchange of political information.25 Democracy assistance also can threaten

22

Sarah Bush, The Taming of Democracy Assistance: Why Democracy Promotion Does Not Confront Dictators
(Cambridge ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 57–64.
23
Bush also claims that this categorical typology corresponds to the way that most practitioners and donor officials
conceive of democracy assistance projects, typically seen as falling into discrete groupings. Ibid., 56–57.
24
Ibid., 60.
25
Of the five categories, the most ambiguously coded one is ‘research,’ which supports studies about democracy
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incumbents in target countries by fostering replacements through the mobilization of independent
groups that may challenge the regime. The categories that support such groups are: ‘dissidents,’
‘unions,’ and ‘youth.’ Based upon the classification, I sort out the entire projects operated by the
thirty one Western democracy assistance organizations in China.

Legal System
Civil Soceity
Civic Education
Good Governance
Human Rights
Women's representation
Research
Youth
Local Governance
Women's groups
Elections
Trade Unions
Legislative Assistance
Political Parties
Media
Dissidents
Constitution

Regime-Incompatible
Regime-compatible

0

5

10
15
Percentage of Category

20

Figure 5. Democracy Assistance in China, 1983~ 2015, by Category.
Source: author’s coding, available at Appendix 1

Figure 5 indicates that there are no programs operating in China in the categories of ‘constitution,’
‘dissidents,’ ‘media,’ and ‘political parties.’ Except for constitution, the three categories of
dissidents, media, and political parties are regime-incompatible programs. It should not be

at think-tanks and universities. For example, polling citizens about their political attitudes and making that information
public can discourage compliance with the regime. Ibid., 61.
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surprising that the Chinese government would not accommodate foreign agencies that support
dissident groups, that advocate the freedom of media from state control, and that breed multi-party
systems on the soils of China because such activities pose direct challenges on the legitimacy of
CCP’s grip of power. Outside China, there are numerous Western organizations and Chinese
diaspora groups that support dissidents and media freedom in China, such as the International
Federation of Journalists, the Human Rights Watch, the Chinese Human Rights Defenders and the
Chinese Alliance for Democracy. The fact that they have been operating outside China, while
clandestinely supporting opposition forces in China, indirectly suggests that the Chinese
government would have rejected the offer of supports from these organizations, if any.

As for the part of what China accepts, Figure 5 shows that the election sector (elections, legislative
assistance, women’s political participation) takes 6.7 percent of the democracy assistance
programs, rule of law (legal systems, human rights) with 26 percent, civil society (civil education,
civil society, research, youth, trade unions, women’s groups) with 52 percent, and governance
(good governance, local governance) with 15.3 percent. Interestingly, among the entire programs,
29 percent are regime-incompatible categories, which are ‘elections,’ ‘human rights,’ ‘research,’
‘youth group,’ and ‘trade unions.’ Although it looks counter-initiative in this first-cut analysis that
the Chinese government accepts these regime-incompatible programs, it may not be the case in
reality once we investigate the actual operations of the programs in the specific Chinese context.
For example, Sarah Bush classifies the youth category as regime-incompatible because usually
youth have played an important protest role in many societies. 26 Although some Western
organizations purport to foster the critical and independent thinking of the youth in China in their

26

Bush acknowledges that youth programs can also be fairly apolitical, such as helping a youth group that focuses
on athletics. Thus, youth programs are somewhat on the borderline between regime compatible and not. Ibid., 62.
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mission statements, however, closer examination of their activities reveals that their education
programs are fairly apolitical.27 As such, to make sense of China’s selective openness toward the
Western democracy assistance programs, it is necessary to conduct detailed case studies.

3.4. Practice of Selective Openness
In the previous section, we find that there exists a pattern of selective openness: the Chinese
government rejects most of regime-incompatible programs while accepting all the regimecompatible programs offered by the Western democracy assistance organizations. This section
examines the representative cases of Western democracy assistances for China in the sectors of
rule of law, election, good governance and civil society, followed by discussion of their
contributions as well as limits. The focus of investigation is to infer the Chinese government’s
strategic motivations from the details of the Western democracy aid programs in China. First, we
need to examine the mechanism of how the Chinese government exerts controls over the activities
of these Western organizations when it chooses to cooperate with them.

3.4.1. Control Mechanism
In April, 2016, the Chinese government passed the Foreign NGO Management law
(中华人民共和国境外非政府组织境内活动管理法).

The law requires foreign NGOs to establish a

partnership with Chinese organization, to register with the Public Security Bureau, to report

27

For example, the Badi Foundation is a non-governmental organization, in its own words, placing a special
emphasis on building the capacity of women and youth living in China’s rural areas. The Foundation has worked with
a wide variety of government agencies, NGOs and academic institutions to enhance education of the Chinese youth.
One of the foundation’s primary programs in China is the Junior Youth Empowerment Program, but the aim of this
program is described in general terms, such as to enhance the youth power of expression and the development of their
moral capacities, not specifically designed to raise their political awareness. http://www.badi-foundation.org/en/
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finance sources and the programs they plan to operate in China. Passage of the law sent chilling
signals to foreign NGOs that have been operating in China as it demonstrates the Chinese
government’s strong will to use legislation to tighten its control over the operations of foreign
NGOs on Chinese soil.28 Despite the controversies surrounding the true intent and the coverage of
the new law, which will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 5, the fact that this is the very
first legal document that regulates foreign NGOs reveals the paradoxical fact: the foreign NGOs
in China have operated in a grey area for the last 30 years without a clear legal basis for their
activities.29

From the late 1980s, the Chinese government began to gradually develop laws and regulations
governing domestic NGOs.30 In contrast, regulations for foreign NGOs have developed much more
slowly and sporadically. Aside from the Foreign Chamber of Commerce regulations, the only other
regulations that pertain to foreign NGOs are the revised 2004 foundation management regulations
and the 2010 Yunnan provincial regulations.31 The Chinese authorities have said that a separate
legal framework is under development to specifically address the registration of foreign NGOs,
but until 2016 the legal process has largely remained ambiguous. Under the uncertainty of legal
environments, not only foreign NGOs but also local authorities were left confused about how to

28

Simon Denyer, “China Passes Tough Law to Bring Foreign NGOs under Security Supervision,” Washington
Post, accessed September 27, 2016, https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/china-passes-tough-law-to-bringforeign-ngos-under-security-supervision/2016/04/28/080e5706-56fc-427b-a834-0cf3926620b4_story.html.
29
According to a report published by European Council on Foreign Relations, it is common for foreign NGOs to
operate within Chinese territory “without any kind of formal legal existence,” before the promulgation of “Foreign
NGO law” in 2016. See Special Issue- China: Waging “Lawfare” on NGOs (November, 2015), available at
http://www.ecfr.eu/page/-/CA_1511_NGO_Final.pdf, accessed as of June 27, 2016
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For an overview of various laws and regulations on domestic NGOs in China, see Deyong Yin, “China’s Attitude
Toward Foreign NGOs,” Washington University Global Studies Law Review, Vol.8, Issue 3 (January, 2009).523
31
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deal with foreign NGOs that want to operate within their jurisdictions.32 Due to the lack of directive
from the center, some provinces loosely applied the domestic regulations to international groups.
In many cases, the registration of foreign NGOs were determined by the judgement of local
authorities. This implies that the actual treatment of foreign NGOs depended on the whims of
responsible cadres.33

Amid the confusion, ambiguity, and inconsistency in the institutional settings for foreign NGOs to
operate in China, there has emerged a customary way of registering with local authorities.
Similarly with domestic NGOs in China, foreign NGOs had to go through the process of dual
registration. First, foreign NGOs must receive approval from the appropriate “professional leading
department” in their sector who is willing to be responsible for supervising foreign NGOs’
operations.34 Next, they must register with the Ministry of Civil Affairs or another department
above the county level. For example, a health related-foreign NGO can obtain the sponsorship of
certain quasi-governmental bodies like the China Association of Science and Technology, and
register with health department of the local government in the area where it wants to operate.
Although most foreign NGOs find this requirement somewhat burdensome, this process also can
be seen as beneficial as many groups seek out official connections as a survival strategy.35

Once foreign NGOs obtain a proper legal status through this procedure, it is equal to obtaining a
“general” permit to work in a variety of related areas beyond the particular sector with which they
32

Renee Yuen-Jan Hsia and Lynn T. White, “Working amid Corporatism and Confusion: Foreign NGOs in China,”
Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly 31, no. 3 (September 1, 2002): 330.
33
For example, the regulation that an NGO’s staff must have “expertise appropriate to its activities” gives
government officials broad powers of interpretation. Ibid.339
34
Shieh and Knuston, Special Report: The Roles and Challenges of International NGOs in China’s Development,
p.15
35
Hsia and White, “Working amid Corporatism and Confusion,” 339.
84

initially registered.36 For example, foreign NGOs can first apply for registration in a sector with a
more narrow focus, one they are confident will be readily accepted such as health and poverty, and
then expand the scope of actual activities to the broader areas like education, welfare, and legal
assistance. Alternatively, they can skip over this procedure simply by obtaining official status as
an “enterprise” with the Bureau of Industry and Commerce, as Save the Children UK did in Yunnan
Province in 1995.37 These methods of circumventing the grey area between formal and informal
procedure were available because the final decision was made at local authorities’ discretion
without clear set of regulations promulgated from the top until 2016. As long as foreign NGOs
manage to persuade local officials with the benefits of their programs, they can find a way to
operate in China.

It has been such a legally and institutionally uncertain environment in which the Western
democracy assistance organizations have operated in China for the last twenty years. Ironically,
the legal uncertainty provided autonomous space for the Western organizations to try various
programs. As long as they convince Chinese officials that their programs fit with China’s
governance reform programs and do not challenge the CCP’s legitimacy, the Western democracy
assistance organizations can operate with little interference from the Chinese authorities. At the
same time, however, the legal uncertainty also could work as control mechanism in favor of the
Chinese government. Whenever local authorities perceive that the activities of Western
organizations may be harmful to the interests of the state, they can interfere with the programs
without prior notice. Precisely because the legal status of foreign NGOs were not clearly defined
in the Chinese legal system, the Chinese government could even more easily halt or prohibit the
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programs if it wanted.38 Under the uncertainty that work in both directions for the benefit of civil
autonomy and state-control, the Western organizations could be active to promote democracy in
China, but also should be cautious not to be seen politically engaging in too sensitive issues.

3.4.2. Rule of Law
The United States and China first agreed to cooperate for the rule of law in China in 1998. During
the president Clinton’s visit to China, the two governments announced their intention to cooperate
in six legal areas: judicial and lawyer training, legal protection of human rights, administrative law,
legal aid for the poor, commercial law and arbitration, and law enforcement.39 As a result, a number
of Western organizations like the American Bar Association (ABA), the International Republican
Institute (IRI), Ford Foundation, Asia Foundation, and the Canadian International Development
Agency launched programs to support China’s legal reform since the late 1990s.40

Of these, the ABA and the Asia Foundation deserve our close examination for their long term
commitments and broad range of programs to support China’s legal reform. Based upon the
agreement between America and China in 1998, the ABA’s Rule of Law Initiative launched various
programs in China through local partnerships and collaboration with Chinese judiciary, bar
associations, universities and Chinese NGOs. 41 Unlike other Western organizations that run
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multiple programs across different sectors, the ABA concentrates on enhancing China’s legal
system and opened its branch office in Beijing in 2002.42 The Asia Foundation, among the Western
NGOs that have engaged in promoting democracy in China, has the longest history of cooperating
with Chinese government since 1979. This implies that the Asia Foundation’s support of China’s
legal reform must have proceeded in an unusually close coordination with the Chinese authorities.

The ABA’s programs in China are largely divided into five thematic areas: legal profession reform,
criminal law reform and anti-human trafficking, women’s rights, environmental governance, and
access to justice and human rights.43 As far as the method of support is concerned, the ABA has
focused on providing Chinese officials, legal scholars, judges, lawyers and law students with
education opportunities. For example, in June 2000, the ABA and the Chinese Ministry of Justice
held the seminar titled “Comparative Study of US-China Legal Aid Institutions,” in Beijing, where
70 participants gathered, including Anthony Kennedy, the Associate Justice of the US Supreme
Court, and President Clinton who delivered an opening remark. 44 In 2014, ABA hosted an
international roundtable on domestic violence legislation for Chinese policymakers involved in
crafting the Draft Anti-domestic violence Law in China.45
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In addition to organizing seminars, roundtable, and workshop, the ABA has promoted educational
exchange between law schools of China and the United States. The ABA is in charge of reviewing
the plan of exchange program submitted by the US schools. Once the ABA approves, the US law
schools can decide the number of students and credits to be exchanged with the Chinese
counterparts.46 The ABA also organized numerous rounds of study tour for Chinese legal experts
to the United States. During the tours, Chinese participants are afforded an opportunity to observe
America’s court system and discuss China’s legal system with American legal experts.47

Although the Asia Foundation offers similar programs to train Chinese legal professionals, what
distinguishes the foundation from the ABA is its focus on educating the public about their legal
rights. The Chinese Ministry of Justice established legal aid centers across Chinese provinces to
help ordinary citizens learn how to use law. In 1999, the Asia Foundation started the project titled
“Improving Grassroots Legal Aid Capabilities,” in support of the legal aid centers in Guizhou,
Shanxi, Yunnan and Inner-Mongolia. In October 2012, the Asia Foundation also implemented
another four-year project titled, “The Justice Under the Rule of Law in Society (JURIS),” which
aims to decrease barriers and provide access to justice by making citizens more aware of their legal
rights. For these projects, the foundation has been working with Chinese law schools and legal aid
centers in several cities and provinces across China. Chinese scholars consider the Asia
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Foundation’s support of legal aid centers at the local level as a great success: it not only improved
the legal aid center’s quality of service, drawing the local cadres’ attentions to the importance of
the aid centers in establishing rule of law regime in China, but also contributed to developing legal
consciousness of the ordinary citizens. 48

The pattern of cooperation’s between the Western NGOs and the Chinese counterparts, as observed
from the cases of ABA and the Asia Foundation, can be summarized as knowledge-development
at the central level and implementation of legal reform at the local level. When the National
People’s Congress’ Legal Affairs Committee is tasked with conducting research preparatory to
draft a new law or revise an existing law, a senior official may have a connection with Western
legal experts or foreign institute. Then the official reaches out to Western experts to ask if they
would be willing to answer questions or help with research.49 For example, the Asia Foundation
organized a study tour for the judges of the Chinese Supreme People’s Court to the United States
and South Korea when they were revising China’s State-Compensation Law.50 Once setting up the
relationship at the central level, it is equal for Western NGOs to obtain a network that can expand
to localities as seen in the case of the Asia Foundation’s work with legal aid centers in the provinces.

This level of cooperation became possible only because the Chinese government initially proposed
such legal reform. Chinese leaders set the establishment of rule of law regime in China as one of
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primary goals for China’s governance reform. But they soon realized the need to learn advanced
knowledge from the West’s legal system.51 Therefore, it should not come as a surprise that the CCP
welcomed the Western offers of legal education at the central level and practical supports at the
local level. Many China watchers in the West have criticized that the legal reform in China aims
to make the state’s governance more efficacious, not more democratic.52 Even so, the irony is that
the Chinese leadership was willing to restrain state power and genuinely interested in protecting
citizens’ rights because doing so can help reinforce the legitimacy of CCP’s ruling.53 As such, for
the specific measures taken for the legal reform such as modernizing administrative system, raising
legal consciousness among ordinary citizens, and improving qualities of legal professionals,
Western NGOs on the ground tend to give positive assessments. They view that the results of legal
reform are of direct and immediate value to the disadvantaged Chinese public.54

Despite the cooperation over the last two decades, however, the Western NGOs could not expand
their programs as they desired, because of the control mechanism imposed by the Chinese state.
The constraints on the Western NGOs stem from China’s own dilemma in effecting legal reform:
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the CCP is willing to strengthen the judiciary, but not strong enough to challenge the party’s
authority.55 In a similar vein, the Western NGOs were welcome to support China’s legal reform,
but only so far, so as not to touch upon the sensitive issue areas. For example, public security law
would fall into the category of being too sensitive to involve foreigners.56 There is no record that
Western NGOs were invited to discuss reforming China’s press law either. If state agents like
police officers are involved in the litigations by ordinary citizens, Western NGOs are advised not
to get involved in such “political” or “important” cases.57 Although the CCP was determined to
reduce its role in the judiciary, legal institutions still remain vulnerable to the interference of the
party-state. The highest positions of the court system at every level in China are mostly filled with
party members and they would not seek Western assistance in defending litigants against state
actors.58

Human rights is one such sensitive issue areas between the Western NGOs and the Chinese
government. The Western NGOs like the ABA, The Asia Foundation and The Ford Foundation
explicitly declare in their mission statements that addressing human rights is one of their goals
when supporting legal reforms in China.59 However, a closer examination reveals that what these
Western NGOs address are actually economic and legal dimensions of human rights, not
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political.60 For example, the ABA has paid special attention to the welfare of rural migrant workers
in urban areas and their legal rights.61 The Asia Foundation particularly cared about the women’s
rights. Since 1999, the foundation created various programs to raise awareness of labor rights and
safety rights of female workers. In 2011, the Asia Foundation started “Chinese female workers and
fair society” project to provide legal aid.62 The Chinese authorities appreciate the Western support
for these disadvantaged groups in Chinese society as long as the Western organizations do not
organize group activities to challenge the state authority. Providing legal aid for individual rural
migrant worker or female worker is in line with the goal of China’s legal reform to protect citizens’
legal rights.

The real litmus test for the Western support of human rights in China should be about protecting
the legal rights of political activists and human rights lawyers in China. For this sensitive issue,
the Western NGOs within China have mostly kept silence. For example, the ABA has been
internationally criticized for the lack of efforts to address China’s human rights issues in the
political context. Specifically, the ABA has been notably quiet on the human rights of political
prisoners like Liu Xiaobo and ethnic minorities like Tibetans and Uighurs. 63 Concerning the
massive arrests of Chinese human rights lawyers since Xi Jinping took office, the ABA again
60
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remained muted when lawyers’ groups worldwide mobilized to make forceful statements against
the Chinese government. Faced with the accusation that the organization fails to stand against the
oppressive government in China, the ABA rationalized that the direct criticism of the Chinese
government might provoke retaliation in the form of closing down the Beijing office.64

From the perspective of Chinese government, Western NGOs are still suspicious entities. In 2005,
at a meeting with local cadres, Hu Jintao called for caution when dealing with foreign NGOs. He
stated, “Some foreign NGOs did not enter China purely for the purpose of enhancing public
interests (of Chinese people). On the surface, they try to look colorless in political ideology but
they must have political inclination (toward Western liberal democracy).”65 Because many Western
NGOs including the Asia Foundation has a record of participating in the Western government’s
anti-Communist foreign policy during the Cold War, one Chinese scholar argues, they still must
play a role of “hidden partner” for Western governments.66

Despite such deep-rooted suspicion, however, the Chinese government has actively reached out to
the Western NGOs to seek their assistances in legal reform. As long as Western NGOs do not
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intentionally attempt to jeopardize China’s plan to implement “legal reform without
democratization,” the Chinese government can benefit from the Western assistance in making
government function more effectively, and somehow more fairly than before in the eyes of ordinary
Chinese citizens.67 Examining the pattern of the ABA and the Asia Foundation’s contributions and
limits in supporting China’s legal reform reveals the Chinese government’s selective openness
strategy and its regulatory power to prevent the Western NGOs from disregarding its central
authority.

3.4.3. Election
The Chinese government introduced free election at the village level in an effort to solve the crisis
in village authority after disbanding of collective-oriented People’s Communes in the 1980s.68 The
National People’s Congress (NPC) promulgated the Provisional Organic Law of Villagers’
Committees in 1987, setting out general principles for direct elections to village committees and
defining their tasks and responsibilities. Village committees usually consist of five to seven
members including one chair and two vice chairs. They are elected for three years with no limit on
the number of terms for re-election. Village committees oversee all the administrative matters of a
village, including budget execution, public utilities, safety, health issues and local business
management. There is no single election day for all the village committees in China. Instead,
during a province’s designated election year, the counties and townships within the province
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together decide the election days for the villages within their jurisdictions. In 1998, the NPC made
the Organic Law permanent and balloting is now held every three year in over 600,000 villages in
all 31 provinces, with nearly 600 million voters taking part.69

The permanent law was seen by many Westerners as a political and legal consolidation of the
village election process. Accordingly, Western scholars and practitioners interested in the
possibility of China’s democratization started to pay close attention to these developments in China,
even keeping funds and resources at the ready to be devoted to supporting China’s experiment with
direct election. Interestingly, the Chinese government was equally eager to reach out to Western
NGOs for assistance. The Chinese Ministry of Civil Affairs (MCA) formally extended invitations
to several Western NGOs to observe village election in China. As a result, the International
Republican Institute (IRI) sponsored a four-member delegation to observe local village elections
in Fujian province over a two week period from May 15 - 31, 1994. This IRI delegation was the
first international team of observers ever invited to observe local elections in China.70

During the trip in 1994, the IRI delegation team observed three elections, attended two
representative assembly meetings, and organized seminars with officials from the village, county,
and national governments. The IRI delegates evaluated the electoral process, identified a number
of strengths and weakness in the system, and provided concrete proposals for Chinese government
officials to consolidate in future elections. For example, they suggested that voters be provided
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with practical opportunities to exercise their right to secret ballot and all candidates should be
treated equally whether they are Party or non-Party members. In 1997, the IRI delegation team
made a second trip to the same counties in Fujian province. According to its post-election report,
the team could verify significant improvements in the mandatory use of secret ballots, secret voting
booths, abolishment of proxy voting, and standardized training of election workers. The IRI
delegation team concluded that their specific recommendations from the previous trip in 1994 were
seriously taken and implemented by the Chinese local officials. As such, the IRI’s overall
assessment of the progress made between 1994 and 1997 was positive. 71 The IRI teams were
invited two more times to observe elections in the same two counties in 2000 and 2003, which
provided them with a unique opportunity to observe four consecutive rounds of village elections
in a single Chinese province and to keep track of gradual progress of electoral system over time.72

The Carter center also cooperated with the MCA to improve village elections in China. In July
1997, the former US President Carter visited China to discuss with President Jiang Zemin on SinoUS cooperation to support village elections.73 With endorsement from the highest leadership in
China, the Carter Center initiated the China Village Elections project. Since then, the Carter Center
has observed numerous village elections, provided training to local government officials on
electoral procedures, and helped them conduct a nation-wide survey on villager’s self-governance
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over a decade.74 The Carter Center also sponsored numerous visits by Chinese officials to the
United States in turn. During the trips, Chinese officials directly observed American elections.
Overall, the pattern of the Carter Center’s support of village election is similar with that of the IRI;
the delegation team observes village elections, discusses the observation with Chinese counterparts
at various levels, makes recommendations for improvement, and writes post-observation reports
to share with Chinese people, which are also available in public.

In addition to merely observing and commenting, however, the Carter Center took a step further
to get more deeply involved in the change of institutional settings for the village election. The
Carter Center made proposals to China’s legislative institutions to improve the laws and
regulations relevant to village election.75 For example, in 2000, the Carter Center and the MCA
held a conference on the procedural law of village election, where the Carter Center suggested
revisions to the law. The Carter Center also proposed to establish independent “Election
Committees” at the county level to better effect the Organic Law. The Carter Center argued that
only a permanent, relatively independent and extra-governmental agency can sufficiently handle
the problems from the arbitration of elections. 76 In addition, the Carter Center suggested the
building of a nationwide data collection system so that the system can be used to standardize
village election procedure. The data system was expected to allow the MCA to assess the electoral
process in villages throughout the country in a rapid and transparent manner.77 This project started
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to develop in August 1998, and the statistical data of village elections in 162 counties of Fujian
and Jilin provinces in 2000 and 2001 were first collected.78

As such, the Western NGOs have made important and positive impacts on the process of village
elections in China. The Chinese officials as well as scholars highly recognize the four key
contributions of Western NGOs. First, the Western NGOs disseminated the norms and general
principals of democratic elections, such as secret balloting and campaigning, among the local
cadres who virtually had no experiences of managing electoral system. 79 Chinese officials
seriously took the feedback from the Western NGOs and, indeed, diligently carried out
recommended measures to make village elections more transparent and impartial. Second, as noted,
the Western NGOs engaged in revising The Electoral Law of Village Committee and The Organic
Law of Village Committee at the central level. Third, they supported training of the Chinese
officials in charge of village electoral institutions. Western NGOs organized several rounds of
study tours to observe the US elections themselves.80 In this regard, Qingshan Tan argues that the
Western assistance stimulated domestic discussion and has deepened Chinese own study on village
election. 81 Fourth, and perhaps most importantly, the regular experiences of voting appear to
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reinforce villagers’ belief in democratic values.82 Several Chinese articles commonly gave credits
to the Western NGO’s for their contribution to raising villagers’ awareness on their rights and
political participations.83

Although these contributions show that Western NGOs were deeply engaged in consolidating the
procedural dimension of democratic election, thereby altering people’s access to power, they could
not influence the exercise of power after the election.84 Even if elected through democratic election,
the heads of village committee are still under the shadow of more influential head of Party branch
in most locations. Also, the autonomy of village leadership still looks significantly constrained by
its county or township government.85 Therefore, it is fair to say that village committee’s primary
function still remains to carry out directives from state authorities more efficiently by bridging the
gap between the Party organs and villagers.86 Indeed, the Organic Law (Arts, 4, 6) states that village
committee members should not only manage village affairs, but also should fulfill tasks assigned
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by higher levels.87 The democratic procedure of election does not guarantee democratic exercise
of power. Western NGOs could help with the former, but not the latter.

Similarly, the Western NGOs could help consolidate village electoral system nationwide
horizontally, but could not help expand it vertically. One time in January 1999, the Foreign Affairs
Committee of the NPC invited the Carter Center’s delegation team to observe direct elections for
township People’s Congress deputies as well as indirect elections for township government official
in Chongqing municipality.88 This event was significant because, unlike village committee, which
is defined as autonomous units of self-government by the Chinese constitution, townships are the
building block of the formal Chinese government structure. During the trip, the Carter Center’s
delegation team found similar problems they found earlier with village election, such as lack of
secret ballot, careless manner in counting votes, and loose procedures of voter identification. 89 It
was the first time that foreign agency was ever invited to observe township elections, but there was
no second invitation. There was no record of Western NGOs making concrete suggestions to move
the free and direct electoral system up to the hierarchy above village level.

The Western NGOs’ contribution and limits mirror the CCP’s dual motivations to introduce and
control the village election in China.90 Zweig and Feng in their analysis drawn from a 1999 survey
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found that elections fueled local elite turnover, which motivates local cadres to incorporate the
villagers’ viewpoints and demands more seriously than before. As a result, they conclude the
democratic election does lead to good governance in villages in China, which in turn boosts the
regime legitimacy.91 In this way, as long as the electoral system can address the rural problems, the
Chinese government has little incentives to move the election to the higher level than village.
Rather, it has more reasons to control such movement. From CCP’s viewpoint, the introduction of
nationwide election is equal to allowing the growth of opposition forces formally. While it should
not be surprising that the CCP opposes such idea, there is no consensus even among Chinese
intellectuals as to whether nationwide election would be beneficial for China. For example, Pan
Wei, an influential scholar of Peking University, remarked, “the CCP will split if the Party adopts
elections; and China will disintegrate if the country adopts elections.”92 Although Wen Jiabao, the
previous Premier of China, said elections would “gradually” move up the hierarchy, he did not
indicate they would ever take place at the central level, where ultimate decision-making power is
held.93

In the end, as long as the Chinese government can constrain Western NGOs from expanding
election upward and from influencing the post-election politics, it can only benefit from Western
aids. The impact of Western programs in rural areas would still be marginal in challenging the
fundamentals of Chinese political system at the central level. If there is a sign of such impact, the
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Chinese government can simply stop inviting Western NGOs for cooperation.94 Knowing this limit
well, the Western NGOs themselves tend to focus on providing technical assistance for the
institutionalization of electoral system, while avoiding to recommend the need of competitive
multiparty election at the national level.95

In September 2003, the former US president Jimmy Carter remarked at Peking University, “The
Carter Center has never presumed to step beyond the bounds of our role, acting strictly as observers,
making comments only when specifically requested to do so. It is not up to us to interfere in basic
governmental decisions of your sovereign nation.”96 Whether the Western assistance for village
elections in China was meaningful to democratize China or not is a subject of scholarly debate.97
What becomes clear here is that the Chinese government invited Western NGOs not for the
democratization of China, but because it perceives that Western assistance can be useful for the
CCP’s efforts to boost regime legitimacy through development of village elections.
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3.4.4 Good Governance
From the early-1990s, the Chinese government has launched a series of administrative reforms in
an effort to improve the governance capacities at all levels. The focus of reform was to deliver
better administrative services to the public and to gradually expand the room for the ordinary
citizens to participate in the decision-making process of public policy.98 For example, in March
2000, the National People’s Congress (NPC) passed the Law on Legislation to allow law drafters
to gather public input on proposed legislation. To introduce transparency and accountability into
the governance framework, in May 2008, the Chinese government issued national Open
Government Information (OGI) regulations that offer a legal basis for a nationwide government
information disclosure system. In October 2010, the Central Committee approved the guiding
principles of the “12th Five-year Plan (2011-2015)”, with an emphasis on public participation with
adopting new institutions like legislative hearings. Through these reforms, Chinese citizens could
be better informed of public policies and have more opportunities to directly convey their concerns
to local governments over the issues such as land requisition, road pavement, and environmental
preservation.99 To support these proposals to achieve “good governance”, the National Democratic
Institute (NDI), the Asia Foundation and the Ford Foundation operate various programs in China.

Of the many programs that the NDI run in China, it has invested considerable energy to assist the
Chinese efforts to integrate the practice of legislative hearing in particular. 100 The NDI has
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sponsored numerous conferences to assess the effectiveness of hearings in impacting the creation
of legislation and a cost analysis of holding hearings. For example, in 2000, the NDI co-organized
three national seminars with the Center for the Study of People’s Congress and Foreign
Legislatures at Peking University on governance reform and citizen participation in the legislative
process, with emphasis on promoting public hearings. At the third seminar, the NDI assisted
Chinese participants in drafting general procedural guidelines for conducting legislative hearings.
In 2003, the NDI and the China Center for Comparative Politics and Economics (CCCPE)
organized a seminar on the rules governing legislative hearings and experiences in various
localities. In 2004, the NDI continued a similar program in Lanzhou to address specific issues on
the cost analysis and the effectiveness of local legislative hearings. It also worked with the MCA
to develop a training program for elected local urban community officials on increasing citizen
participation. Through these series of meetings and seminars, the NDI aimed to provide the
Chinese participants with learning opportunities on the practice of public hearing.

In addition to organizing events among Chinese people, the NDI promoted international exchange
as well. The NDI invited several international experts on public hearing from Western countries.
In 2004, the NDI co-hosted a regional seminar with the CCCPE, entitled “Dissemination and
Improvement of Local Legislative Hearings” in Gansu province, where 50 Chinese representatives,
composed of officials and scholars from Ningxia, Qinghai, Shanxi provinces, the Inner Mongolia
and Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Regions.101 For this event, the NDI invited Alexander Longolius,
former Speaker of the Berlin Parliament, and Jackie Dingfelder, a member of the Oregon
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Legislative Assembly. The two Western experts presented the benefits and costs of public hearing,
and its practices in Germany and the United States respectively. During the discussion session with
the international experts, the Chinese participants asked questions on detailed procedure of public
hearings and discuss its applicability in the administrative settings of China. On the second day of
the program, participants observed Gansu province’s first public legislative hearing. The two
international experts commented that the hearing was well-organized and noticed the media was
allowed an impressive degree of access. They also pointed out the problem that there were a high
number of “interest group” representatives present at the hearing. They advised the Gansu
Legislative Affairs Commission reconsider the selection of people being heard in order to represent
the wider concerns of more typical citizens.102

While the NDI focused on supporting the Chinese efforts to integrate the practice of public hearing
into China’s administrative system, the Asia Foundation has run many programs to foster
government transparency and accountability by supporting the development of Open Government
Information (OGI) system in China. 103 At the national level, the Asia Foundation assisted in
developing OGI performance evaluation system, official income and asset reporting system, and
guiding cases on OGI.104 The Asia Foundation not only encouraged internal discussion among
Chinese participants on the costs-benefit analysis of OGI through organizing seminars and
workshops, as NDI does, but also has provided funding for the international trip of Chinese
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participants to observe the practice of OGI system in other countries. For example, in 2011, the
Asia Foundation supported an international study-tour to the United States, for which the Chinese
participants were drawn from Peking University, Hunan Provincial and Legislative Affairs Office,
and Administrative Law Research Association. 105 During the trip, the Chinese participants
observed the OGI policies and practices in the United States and had chances to discuss the topics
with American officials.

The Ford Foundation also highly recognized the significance of OGI regulations in replacing
China’s closed system with a more open government at all levels. What distinguishes the Ford
Foundation from the NDI or the Asia Foundation is that it provides financial support to the Chinese
NGOs, instead of directly dealing with Chinese officials or experts.106 For example, funded by the
Ford Foundation, the Center for Public Participation Studies and Support at Peking University
observed whether government agencies comply with the OGI regulations and published “The
China Government Transparency Watch Report 2009.” The report shows that more than half of
provincial-level governments that year fell short of meeting the government’s standards for
information openness.107 The Ford Foundation also supported Chinese NGOs to develop accessible
and easily manageable village government websites so that village communities benefit from
information available from improved government’s transparency and accountability.
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In sum, to support China’s development of “good governance,” the Western NGOs have sponsored
seminar and conferences, promoted international exchange by inviting foreign experts or
organizing study tour to Western democracies, and supported the roles of Chinese NGOs in
monitoring the government’s progress in the reform.

The Chinese participants in the programs supported by the Western NGOs tend to agree that the
practices of public hearings and the OGI regulations should be disseminated and improved in
China.108 For example, during the event organized by the NDI in Lanzhou, the executive director
of the CCCPE commented that public hearings reduce local government protectionism and
increase legislative capacity by incorporating the expertise of talented citizens outside the
administrative system. At the same time, the Chinese participants could develop critical viewpoints
during the events organized by the Western NGOs. During the same event in Lanzhou, another
Chinse participant commented that, because most legislators in China are neither elected nor
accountable to the public, they have little incentives to eagerly administer public hearings. Still,
he asserted, hearings are a good way to collect useful information to develop more effective public
policy and implement it in a more efficient manner.109

The Western assistance programs and the Chinese participants’ perceptional changes in support of
“good governance” in China appear to perfectly fit with the Chinese government’s intention. The
Chinese government’s initiatives to achieve “good governance” in China itself stem from its
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pursuit of the global trend of policy changes. Not only China, but most countries in the world have
commonly tried to improve administrative efficiency, to wage war on wasteful spending, to
standardize administrative procedure aimed at making them fair and open, and to limit
administrative power to prevent corruption and reduce bureaucratic hurdles.110 Although the CCP
often uses the rhetoric of developing a unique political system with Chinese characteristics, in fact,
the institutions that the CCP aim to develop with administrative reform, such as open hearing and
OGI regulations, are not unique to China. Rather, these reform programs have marked similarities
and parallels in Western countries.111 Because the norm of administrative reform itself has been
diffused from the outside, it is not surprising that the Chinese leaders have been eager to ‘learn
from the West,’ and welcomed the Western offers to educate Chinese practitioners on the best
practices of public hearings and OGI regulations.112

Nevertheless, this does not mean that there are no limits in the range of activities that Western
NGOs could employ in China. As examined earlier, the Western NGOs’ programs mostly stopped
at playing supportive roles with provision of education opportunities for Chinese officials and
experts. They are not free to engage more deeply in the reform process, for example, by making
concrete proposals to improve the policies at the central level. They are not invited to directly
monitor or evaluate the reform policies on behalf of the Chinese government either. 113 Most
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importantly, Fewsmith pointed out the problem that the majority of those who participate in the
hearings and participatory budgeting come from the presidium of the people’s congress, which is
too close to the local governments to be truly independent, or from the elite groups of economic
and social sectors outside the party system.114 In this context, the administrative reform tends to
strengthen intra-elite legitimacy, while hijacking the intended democratic process of open
governance and preventing the pluralism of society from being adequately reflected in the policymaking process. 115 Indeed, the Chinese counterparts that the NDI and Asia Foundation have
interacted with mainly consist of elite groups of scholars and bureaucrats from local states. The
educational programs, like seminars and workshops, targeting these elite groups have significant
limits in facilitating truly bottom-up participation of ordinary Chinese citizens in the politics of
China.

It remains unclear to what extent the Chinese government exerts control over Western NGOs from
implementing activities to raise public awareness regarding China’s administrative reforms. What
becomes clear from our investigation here is that the Western NGOs have been invited to assist the
Chinese government in enhancing the expertise and governance capacity of the Chinese states at
the local level. Overall, the ultimate goal of China, in adopting the practices of public hearing and
the OGI regulation, is not to make China more democratic but to further legitimize authoritarian,
if less abusive, power of the CCP.116 Certainly Western organizations would not knowingly serve
China’s attempt to strengthen authoritarian legitimacy, but it is fair to say that they inadvertently
help the Chinese government implement the policies designed for such purpose.
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3.4.5. Civil Society
The number of NGOs in China has grown dramatically from less than 100 in 1990 to more than
500,000 in 2015.117 Since the early 1990s, the Chinese leaders have given priority to social reforms,
in areas such as welfare, medical care, education and public transportation. 118 The Chinese
government has fostered NGOs to offload some of its burden of service provision. Chinese NGOs
are expected to perform a role of “helping hands” in line with the government’s wishes, rather than
autonomous organizations. Nevertheless, the explosive increase in the number of Chinese NGOs
over the last 25 years has created an ample room for the Chinese civil society to grow and pursue
more autonomy from the state. 119 Western organizations also launched various programs to
empower these Chinese NGOs. The Western projects aim to support the capacity and effects of the
NGOs in an effort to develop a politically active civil society in China.120

The Ford foundation is one of the leading providers of assistance for the civil society in China.121
The foundation started engaging with China by directly funding for academic exchange between
institutions in China and their counterparts in the US in 1979. In 1998, it opened a branch office
in Beijing with the endorsement from China’s state council. The Ford foundation makes it explicit
that one of the goals of its activities in China is “to strengthen China’s civil society in an effort to
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promote more democratic and accountable governance.” 122 The foundation has distributed over
$275 million in grants to Chinese NGOs so that the grantees can play a more effective role in social
development and create a regulatory framework in China.123 For example, a nearly $200,000 grant
was given to the China Development Research Foundation to support its pilot studies on land
system reforms to protect and improve control over land-based natural resources of rural
communities and households. 124 In addition to funding for China’s nonprofit sector, the Ford
foundation provides professional development to social entrepreneurs and produce a manual of
good practices to guide partnerships between government and the nonprofit sector in China.

European countries also have been particularly interested in strengthening the civil society in
China. Like American foreign policy, democracy promotion emerged as a significant foreign
policy of Western European governments from the early to mid-1990s onwards too. 125 The
European Union (EU) has established in 1994 the European Initiative for Democracy and Human
Rights (EIDHR), a specific financial tool to promote democracy and human rights abroad.126 It is
noteworthy that the European approach of democracy promotion is quite different from American
way. Richard Youngs argues that the profile of EU democracy assistance funding suggests a
bottom-up approach, oriented overwhelmingly to civil society support, compared to the US efforts
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characterized with more top-down and politicized assistance.127 Europe’s material and ideational
resources put into democracy promotion focus on capacity-building and more cooperative
strategies of influence rather than to use coercive tools and negative conditionality as advocated
by many American politicians. As such, the EU and Western European countries have taken a
developmental approach to assist China in making substantial socioeconomic progress, even if
there are shortcomings on the democracy front for the time being.128

The EU delegation to China, which plays a role of EU’s embassy in Beijing, has contributed funds
to various projects to empower Chinese NGOs.129 For example, it has provided 535,360 euro for
the program titled “China NGO connect: building communications capacity among the Chinese
civil society,” with the objective of supporting local communities and Chinese NGOs to increase
their impact on poverty reduction and sustainable development in China.130 It also supported “EUChina Civil Society Dialogue Project,” which aim to support the consolidation of a structured
ongoing dialogue between European and Chinese civil societies, with the funding of one million
euro.131

Among the individual countries of Europe, Germany has been particularly eager to engage with
China. In 1979, upon the establishment of official relations with the Chinese People's Association
127

Richard Youngs, “European Union Democracy Promotion Policies: Ten Years On,” European Foreign Affairs
Review 6, no. 3 (September 1, 2001): 363.
128
Thomas Carothers, “Democracy Assistance: Political vs. Developmental?,” Journal of Democracy, Vol.20,
Issue 1 (January 2009), p.8
129
For an overview of the EU delegation to China, see http://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/china/index_en.htm
130
The program was implemented by the organization called Inter-news Europe Association from April 2010 to
September 2012. The program’s main target groups were Chinese NGOs. Local authorities were involved but as
indirect target groups. For more information, see its report, available at http://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/china/
documents/projects/4_china_ngo_connect__building_communications_capacity_among_the_chinese_civil_society.
pdf, accessed June 7,2016
131
For more information, see “EU-China Civil Society Dialogue | Devex,” accessed October 1, 2016,
https://www.devex.com/funding/tenders/57673/57673.
112

for Friendship with Foreign Countries, the Hanns Seidel Foundation became the first German
political foundation working in China. Since then, the foundation has supported development of
China’s educational sector in cooperation with the State Education Commission.132 Heinrich Böll
Foundation is another political foundations from Germany, associated with the German Green
Party. It has operated in China to promote green energy and address environmental issues by
supporting China’s environmental NGOs through its branch office in Beijing.133

If we investigate specific issue areas of non-political and developmental agenda such as education,
poverty, and disease, we find that the scale of the West’s financial and technical assistances for
the Chinese NGOs committed to these concerns are even larger and wider than those introduced
thus far. The Western zeal to support Chinese NGOs is theoretically derived from structuralist
approach of democratization, strongly influenced by modernization theory. It is the notion that
there exists a positive relationship between a society’s level of economic development and its
likelihood to be a democracy. The structuralist approach assumes that the development of socioeconomic conditions profoundly shifts people’s attitudes and values in a democratic direction by
generating urbanization, better education, and freer information.134 From this perspective, a vibrant
civil society is seen as the key ingredient for developing countries to become democracies.135 In
this context, the Western supporters of Chinese NGOs expect to, if not consciously aim to, move
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China toward democracy by developing the capacities of Chinese NGOs, foundations and
charitable groups.136

Knowing the Western motivation well, the Chinese government has been cautious of Western
assistances provided for Chinese NGOs. After all, one of the key lessons that China drew from the
collapse of communist regimes in Eastern Europe was that autonomous civil societies can organize
powerful opposition forces to challenge the central authority of the state.137 The Color Revolution
in Central Asia in the mid-2000s reinforced the Chinese suspicion on the foreign intervention
through the support of civil society.138 In this sense, the government’s trust of civil organizations,
whether domestic or international, is still very low.139

If the trust of civil organizations is minimal, why then does the Chinese government still accept
Western aid for the development of nonprofit sector in China? The answer, as noted earlier, is that
the government still expects the Chinese NGOs to play a positive role in assisting the government
and they see Western organizations as being able to support such initiative without directly
challenging the authority of the CCP. Chinese leaders are aware that Chinese NGOs generally lack
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professional staffs and have to improve capacities in resource mobilization, organization,
management, coordination, crisis response, and especially the capacity to provide services in their
respective fields.140 The Chinese authorities are genuinely interested in learning from the West to
strengthen the professionalism of the Chinese NGOs, which motivates certain level of openness
toward Western assistance in fostering Chinese civil society.141 Therefore, the cooperation between
the Western organizations and the Chinese NGOs has been focused on practical issues of
developing organizations, project design, public relations and general working practices.142 The
Western organizations like the Ford Foundation have been welcomed in China because their
programs were prudently restricted to technically sound but non-controversial areas.143

Although these Western organizations openly state that democracy promotion is one of the goals
when supporting Chinese NGOs in their mission statements, which are available at their websites
or brochures, they do not explicitly emphasize this point when explaining the objectives of specific
programs. Instead, they use the general terms like promotion of “social justice” or “more inclusive,
equitable society” as their purpose of activities in China.144 While they can directly provide funds
and assistances to the Chinese NGOs, the Western organizations have not been invited to make
concrete proposals for the revision of institutional barriers against Chinese NGOs, such as
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requirement for dual registrations and prohibition of establishing regional branches.145 Above all,
the Western organizations are not allowed to provide supports for a particular group of Chinese
civil organizations that can form opposition forces against the CCP authority, such as labor union,
human rights lawyers, and potential dissidents.146

Needless to say, the approval system limits the scope of Western organizations’ support of Chinese
NGOs. The Chinese government can simply choose not to grant approvals for the Western
organizations if they show any slight signs of engaging in politically sensitive activities. Another
way for the Chinese government to control the Western assistance of the Chinese NGOs is to
mandate the Western organizations to collaborate with the Chinese Association for NGO
Cooperation (CANGO) in order to reach out to specific Chinese NGOs. CANGO is officially an
NGO, but it is a kind of control organ channeling all the foreign money, contacts, and project into
a semi-state institution. 147 This way the Chinese state attempts to fully monitor the Western
assistance of the Chinese NGOs and to ensure that the areas of cooperation are restricted to the
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ones that the Chinese state specifically wants to enhance.

It remains to be seen to what extent the Western aid of Chinese NGOs have contributed to China’s
political reform or democratization in the long run. What becomes clear from this survey is that
the Chinese government has selectively accepted Western aid for Chinese NGOs, not to
democratize China’s political system, but to make use of the benefits from the Western aid for the
purpose of reinforcing the CCP’s regime legitimacy in the end.148

3.5. Supportive Effects of Western Democracy Aids for the Legitimation of Chinese
Communist Party

In the previous sections, we find that the Chinese state’s own preference for governance reform
did lead to the policy of selective openness for the Western democracy assistance programs, as
predicted by hypothesis 1. Given that the ultimate aim of the governance reform is to reinforce the
legitimacy of CCP’s ruling, it is plausible to assume that the Chinese state also expects the Western
assistances to eventually contribute to achieving such a goal. If China’s openness is the product of
conscious choice, does it really generate such effects of reinforcing the popular support of the CCP?

Before trying to answer the question, I should acknowledge at the outset the methodological limits
in measuring of the causal effects. That is, it is difficult to accurately measure a systematic change
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in the values of governance effectiveness and popular support, when Western democracy aid
increases or decreases. 149 There is a problem of equifinality: for the same outcome of China’s
governance efficacy and popular support, there are multiple causes other than Western aid, such as
China’s own policy choices, economic development, international relations, and cultural value
systems. It is hard to discern the independent effects of Western democracy assistance programs
from these myriad factors affecting the CCP’s legitimacy. This analytic challenge is further
complicated by the dual structure of the hypothesis that the effects of Western democracy aids on
the popular support of CCP should travel through the improvement of governance effectiveness as
intervening variable.

Any attempt to quantitatively measure the causal effects of Western democracy aids on China’s
governance effectiveness first, and subsequently on the popular support, would require an entirely
new research endeavor. Such work is outside the scope of this chapter’s investigation because the
goal of this chapter is to decipher the Chinese government’s strategic intention behind the policy
of selective openness, not to measure the causal effects of the policy.

Still, the correlation, if not causation, among the Western democracy assistance programs,
governance effectiveness, and popular support is worth examining to test my theory. The previous
sections find that the Western democracy assistance programs have steadily expanded within China
for the last twenty five years. If China’s governance effectiveness and popular support are found
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to have increased in the same period, then this positive correlation can explain the sustainability
of Chinese government’s interest in cooperating with the Western democracy assistance programs.
The positive correlation can indirectly lend support for the notion that the Chinese government
accepts the Western democracy aid with the expectation of enhancing CCP’s regime legitimacy. If
the correlation turns out to be negative, then the Chinese officials should have been disappointed,
if not alarmed, and immediately lost interest in continuing the cooperation. The negative
correlation would challenge my theory that the CCP expects the legitimating effects from the
Western democracy assistance programs in China.150

3.5.1. Progress of Governance Effectiveness
The World Bank annually surveys individual country’s governance effectiveness. The survey
captures perceptions of the quality of public services, the quality of the civil service and the degree
of its independence from political pressures, the quality of policy formulation and implementation,
and the credibility of the government's commitment to such policies.151 The result of China’s case
is shown in Figure 5, together with Russia and the United States for comparison.
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Figure 6. Percentile Rank of China in Government Effectiveness and Rule of Law.
Source: Worldwide Governance Indicators, complied by the World Bank 152

Figure 6 demonstrates that China indeed has made gradual progress from the mid-1990s in
governance effectiveness. It is noteworthy that the progress was made most substantially for the
ten years from 1996 to 2006, the period of which overlaps with the timing of Western organizations’
entry into China to launch assistance programs. China shows a slight decline in governance
effectiveness before and after 2012, which is the year that Xi Jinping took office. It is related with
Xi Jinping’s anti-corruption campaign and massive crackdown on advocacy groups at the
beginning years of his tenure. However, as will be discussed later in Chapter 5, Xi Jinping renewed
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emphasis on the importance of administrative and legal reforms through 2013 and 2014, which
boosted the level of governance effectiveness as reflected in its 2015 score.

Overall, China’s progress in governance effectiveness is distinct compared to those of Russia and
the United States. Although Russia’s governance capacities also made a substantial progress from
1996 to 2015, it experienced more fluctuation, a sign of unstable progress, compared to China’s
steadier and larger progress. In case of the United States, the governance effectiveness has slightly
declined from 1996 to 2015. It would be unfair to criticize the US failure to make progress in this
regard, because the starting point of governance effectiveness was already high and thus America
had less room to make progress than China did. This comparison between the U.S. and China
precisely illustrates the point that China had much more room for progress in governance
effectiveness, and the improvement could be seen more clearly to the general public in China than
those in the United States.

From this finding, combined with the previous section’s finding that the Chinese officials and
scholars consistently assess positive about the contributions of Western democracy assistance
programs for the progress of governance reform in China, one can draw a minimal conclusion, but
with a high level of confidence, that the Western democracy aid and development of China’s
governance capacities have a positive correlation. Whether Western aid is treated as an exogenous
factor or as endogenous to unobservable motives that may influence the development of
governance capacities, it is highly likely that such aid has a substantive effect on the progress of
governance effectiveness in China.
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3.5.2. Strengthened Performance Legitimacy
Does improved governance effectiveness lead to the rise of popular support, which is the ultimate
goal of the CCP’s governance reform? The Asian Barometer Survey provides useful data to check
the correlation. In the survey, there is a question of “how well do you think the government
responds to what people want?” We can take the respondents’ percentage of agreement to this
question as a proxy measure for the public perception of governance effectiveness. Then, we can
plot this value against the regime support. According to Chu and his colleagues’ analysis, the
relationship between the perception of government responsiveness and regime support is positive
with a correlation coefficient of 0.53, indicating that a higher perception of government
responsiveness is associated with higher regime support in general.153

Figure 7. Government Responsiveness and Regime Support in East Asia.
Source: Asian Barometer Survey, Wave 3: 2014-2016, Adapted from Yunhan Chu, 2016 154
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Figure 6 reveals that the Chinese citizens perceive more responsiveness from their government
and express higher support than Taiwan, Japan and South Korea, all of which are liberal
democracies in East Asia. This result can be explained by the Chinese tendency to associate
government’s responsiveness with the dramatic improvements in living conditions and
administrative modernization, the level of which Taiwan, Japan and South Korea have already
achieved a long while ago. For most Chinese citizens, the current Chinese regime is already
democratic in many ways that matter to them compared to that of the past.155 Again, a minimal
conclusion one can draw from this survey, but with a high level of certainty, is that China’s
governance reform has positive correlation with popular support.156

Table 8. Comparative Perception of Democratic Governance between China and the United
States.
Importance of living in democratically governed Chinese
country with 1 being not at all important and 10 being Respondents
extremely important
8.43

US
Respondents

How democratically is your country being governed Chinese
with 1 being not at all democratic and 10 being Respondents
completely democratic?
6.43

US
Respondents

8.41

6.46

Source: World Values Survey, Wave 6: 2010-2014 157
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The World Values Survey data reaffirms this correlation. Table 8 demonstrates that the Chinese
and American citizens place almost identical value on living in a democratic country, and they also
believe their countries are democratically governed at equal levels. Probably the Chinese and
American respondents have different understanding of democracy for the first question. No matter
how their standards of democratic governance differ from each other, however, the fact that they
show similar level of assessment of the democratic governance in their respective country implies
that the Chinese government enjoys the similar levels of popular support and regime legitimacy as
the US government does.

3.6. Counterarguments
Critics might contend that the Chinese state is not interested in learning from cooperation with the
Western organizations; it just pretends in order to pursue other benefits of economic aid and
international image. The case studies in this chapter show that the Western organizations have
provided financial support for China’s governance reform as well. They have funded international
conferences and study tours to foreign countries for Chinese experts and officials. The funding
must be a very attractive element for the Chinese officials, especially at the provincial level where
local governments are often in desperate need of more budget to implement the central directives
for governance reform. 158 In addition, the Chinese state could expect to enhance China’s
international image while pretending to cooperate with Western organizations for political
agenda.159 These alternative explanations lend support the counterargument that China’s selective
openness is merely an adaptation strategy to cope with the external forces of change, without
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serious intents to learn the new ideas and practices for democratic governance.160

There is circumstantial evidence, however, that prove the Chinese state’s strong will to learn from
Western practices of democratic governance. If Chinese officials merely sought for financial
supports, the local governments should have been the primary actors that enthusiastically called
for selective openness and cooperation with the Western organizations. As the case studies show,
however, it was the top-down process with the central state taking initiatives. Jiang Zemin agreed
with the US president Bill Clinton to cooperate for China’s legal reform, and it was the MCA of
the central government that first invited the Carter Center to observe village elections in China.
Such policy initiatives from the central level indicate that the strategic decision of engaging the
West was made for a higher goal of learning, rather than opportunistically seeking money from the
West. It is true that the Western politicians and scholars reacted positively for China’s opening
attitudes, which certainly helped improve China’s international image. 161 However, China’s
selective openness has continued to expand through the 1990s and 2000s, regardless of the
fluctuation of China’s relationship with the West over various strategic issues and tarnished
international image on occasion.

Above all, the Chinese officials have directly said that their primary motivations to cooperate with
Western counterparts was to deepen their own study of the best practices and techniques for
China’s democratic governance.162 Dr. Wang Zhenyao, the former Vice Minister of Civil Affairs,
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commented that learning from the Western practices of democratic governance was a priority when
he oversaw the exchanges between the MCA and the Western organizations. He made clear that
funding opportunities or China’s international image were not his concern.163 Wu Weming, the
senior program officer of the Chinese Development Brief, the Chinese NGO that researches and
advises on the operations of both domestic and foreign NGOs in China, also agrees to Wang’s
point that the desire to learn from the West was the main driver for China’s selective openness to
the Western democracy assistance programs.164 The case studies in this chapter also present many
similar remarks by Chinese officials that emphasize learning as a major motivation. Probably we
should not take such comments at face value, rightly questioning to what extent these comments
are merely political rhetoric. However, combined with circumstantial evidence stated here, the
Chinese officials’ testimonies should lead us to conclude, with a fairly high level of certainty, that
learning the new ideas and practices from the West was the main goal, while funding or
international image were secondary considerations or accidental benefits.

The second criticism might contend that, although the case studies support the validity of
hypothesis 1, they also show that the hypotheses 1 and 2 developed in Chapter 2 are not really
exclusive. The Chinese state ultimately aims to reinforce its performance legitimacy through
governance reform and, therefore, it also expects the Western democracy assistance programs to
contribute to reinforcing legitimacy of the system. Indeed, this chapter finds that there exist the
positive correlations among the acceptance of Western democracy aid programs, progress in
governance effectiveness and increase of popular support for the government in China. However,
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this finding seems to show that states are pursuing multiple purposes of (1) governance reform,
and (2) legitimation of the system, in the same strategy of selective openness. Therefore, critics
might point out that hypothesis 1 and 2 do not work independently, and thus the distinction of the
two hypotheses looks arbitrary.

On this criticism, I argue that the theoretical model developed in Chapter 2 still helps us figure out
which is the most important causal mechanism when multiple causal processes seem to coexist.
Specifically, the case studies in this chapter show that the Chinese state’s preference for
governance reform is the most straightforward explanation for its choice of selective openness
policy. Its pursuit of strengthening regime legitimacy is supplementary explanation, logically
placed later. More importantly, given that the governance reform itself was launched for the goal
of reinforcing performance legitimacy, we can also take a view that the Chinese state was not
pursuing multiple goals, but instead consistently pursuing a single goal of strengthening legitimacy.
It is logically cohesive that the Chinese state adopts selective openness policy for the purpose of
accelerating governance reform, which in turn serves for the goal of strengthening regime
legitimacy.

After all, the key independent variables of hypothesis 1 and 2, which are the presence of
governance reform and performance legitimacy respectively, are closely intertwined. Thus the two
hypotheses also look intertwined. They do not seem to work independently to shape China’s
selective openness policy. However, the two hypotheses are still constructed upon two distinctly
different causal logics. This chapter verifies the logic of supplementary argument in the area of
Western democracy assistance programs: the Western assistance serves to supplement the Chinese
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state’s endeavors to implement governance reform. But there is no evidence found in the case
studies that the Western democracy assistance programs were directly stimulating Chinese
nationalism and antagonism against the West, as predicted by hypothesis 2. Therefore, we can
safely conclude that hypothesis 1 still exclusively explains the cases of Western democracy
assistance programs in China, and we need to test the validity of hypotheses 1 and 2, separately.

3.7. Conclusion
This chapter traces the process of how China launched governance reform, received and took
advantage of Western aid to administer governance reform, and the resultant improvements in
governance effectiveness with strengthened popular support. While acknowledging a problem in
the long stretch of causal path between Western aid and its actual impacts on the CCP’s improved
regime legitimacy, I argue that the causality between the CCP’s motives to utilize Western
democracy aid to its advantage and its opening policies, which is the main subject of this chapter,
remains valid.165 Although the idea that China accepts Western democracy assistance with focus
on technical issues is not new, the claim that the CCP’s strategic intention is to make use of Western
aid to reinforce its authoritarian legitimacy is novel.

Surely the Western organizations examined in this chapter are not naïve to believe their programs
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will move China toward more of a democracy in the foreseeable future.166 Even if they wanted to
expand their programs further, however, their activities would have been constrained by the control
mechanism of the Chinese administration. Consequently, they commonly have taken a pragmatic
approach to avoid frictions with the Chinese authorities over sensitive issues. They have just
focused on doing what they can do to make China more democratic within the boundaries set by
the Chinese state. If the Western supporters of democracy promotion want to directly work on
spreading democratic ideas and values within China, they should unfold such activities from
outside China. Then, the Chinese government would need to develop a counter-strategy to cope
with the impacts from such activities to infuse democratic ideas and values from outside into China,
too. This is the subject of next chapter.
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Phone Interview, Yawei Liu, Director of China Program at The Carter Center, April 19, 2016
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Chapter 4: China’s Counterstrategy against Western Democracy
Transmission Programs outside China

4.1. Introduction
Western countries have tried to infuse authoritarian regimes with democratic values and ideas
through various channels like political broadcasting, diplomatic pressure and educational
exchange. Faced with the West’s persistent policies to open Chinese hearts and minds to the idea
of democracy, however, the Chinese state rather gradually opened the society to these channels of
influence from the West than entirely block them out. I hypothesize that the Chinese government
consciously chooses to open rather than close off these channels, with the belief that the Chinese
citizens would become more motivated to support the CCP regime as a result of exposure to the
influence of the Western democracy transmission programs.

My analytic framework sets performance legitimacy as a key independent variable and China’s
opening policies dependent variable. That is, once Chinese leaders perceive that they have secured
performance legitimacy, they are willing to take more opening policies toward the Western
democracy transmission programs. The causal mechanism that connect the two variables can be
summarized as follows: based upon the confidence in performance legitimacy and popular support,
the Chinese state can expect that the Western criticism of China’s non-democratic system
stimulates the Chinese people’s defensive nationalism rather than undermine it. The Western
endeavors to promote democracy are perceived as a Western conspiracy to weaken China’s
national power by destabilizing domestic politics in the name of democracy promotion, as framed
in the Chinese state-developed narratives.
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Following this logic, this chapter begins by outlining the components of performance legitimacy
in China and how the performance legitimacy is strengthened through a patriotic education
campaign, and consumed for state-narratives on the concept of “Chinse style democracy.” I then
describe China’s opening policies and explicate the strategic motives. This chapter concludes with
an assessment on whether the opening policies have actually generated the framing effects
expected by the Chinese leaders.

4.2. Understanding the Performance Legitimacy in China
This section first examines how and why performance legitimacy has been strong in China. How
the Chinese government implemented the patriotic education campaign in an effort to strengthen
regime legitimacy as a whole is then outlined. The CCP’s impressive performance in economic
growth and governance reform in combination with Chinese nationalism strengthened through
patriotic education are also discussed, along with how these factors have amplified the persuasive
power of the official counter-narratives against the Western model of liberal democracy.

4.2.1. Sources of Performance Legitimacy
Although the authoritarian regime in China appears to lack legitimacy by the criterion of the
Western liberal democracy, in fact the CCP has enjoyed a remarkably high level of popular support.
1

Gilley’s 2006 cross-national analysis of state legitimacy found that China ranked 13th out of 72

1

In her research on the state-society relations in China, Wright found remarkable support for the CCP-led political
system in countless national public opinion polls. Teresa Wright, Accepting Authoritarianism: State-Society Relations
in China’s Reform Era, 1 edition (Stanford, Calif: Stanford University Press, 2010).13. Beyond the domestic survey
conducted by the Chinese researchers and media, which outside observers often raise doubt on the reliability of the
source, many investigations conducted by foreign researchers have found the same phenomenon for years, as will be
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states in legitimacy score, clearly surpassing all the other authoritarian states, including Russia and
Iran. More importantly, China ranked even higher than many well-established democracies like
Britain, Switzerland and Japan.2 Chinese people’s support of the CCP-led political system has been
consistently documented in the Asian Barometer Survey. Its recent cross-national survey,
conducted between 2014 and 2016, reveals that China’s regime support is higher with 69.1% of
Chinese respondent favorably assessing their government than those of Taiwan with 51.1%, Hong
Kong with 42.2%, Japan with 34.1% and South Korea with 27.3%.3

Figure 8. Economic Evaluation and Regime Support in East Asia.
Source: Asian Barometer Survey, Wave 3, 2014~2016 4

shown throughout this chapter.
2
Bruce Gilley, “The Meaning and Measure of State Legitimacy: Results for 72 Countries,” European Journal of
Political Research 45, no. 3 (May 1, 2006): 499–525. China ranks 13th with legitimacy score of 6.58, complied by
Gilley. For comparison, Russia ranks 72th with 2.27, Britain 18th with 6.28, Switzerland 24th with 5.68, and Japan
27th with 5.62.
3
As for the Asian Barometer Survey, it is a cross-national survey focused on democratization in East Asia, led by
East Asian scholars. The Center for East Asia Democratic Studies, National Taiwan University has managed the four
waves of survey since 2001 over 14 countries in East Asia. For more information, see http://www.asianbarometer. org
/survey/survey-timetable (accessed August 13th, 2016)
4
Adapted from Yun-han Chu, Hsin-hsin Pan, and Wen-chin Wu, “Regime Legitimacy in East Asia: Why NonDemocratic States Fate Better than Democracies,” Global Asia Vol.10, No.3 (2015),102
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There is no doubt that China’s high economic growth has contributed to Chinese people’s
sustaining support of the CCP’s dictatorship. Figure 7 points to a generally linear relationship
between people’s economic evaluation and their regime support. China’s position indicates that
Chinese people tend to assess their economic conditions more positively than those in other
countries. Given the record of China’s economic growth over the last three decades, one can safely
assume that China’s popular support of the regime legitimacy has been more or less consistent
since the reform and open policy of the 1980s.5

China’s performance legitimacy is not solely limited in the economic sector.6 As noted in Chapter
3, the Chinese government’s performance in providing public service and maintaining stability has
been another major source of popular support. Yun-han Chu’s study on the source of popular
support in China found that many aspects of the quality of governance has been the most important
factor shaping people’s trust in regime institutions, especially among the vast majority of rural
population. 7 The continuous improvement in China’s governance effectiveness since the
governance reform in the early 1990s indicates that Chinese people’s support of the CCP has been
persistent in this regard.

In short, by delivering economic growth and good governance, authoritarian regime in China could
have successfully maintained the high level of performance legitimacy among Chinese people.
Despite failing to meet the criteria “of the people,” and “by the people,” the Chinese political

5

This is empirically confirmed in the first wave (2001-2003), second wave (2005-2008), and third wave (20102012) of the Asian Barometer survey.
6
Jinghan Zeng, “The Debate on Regime Legitimacy in China: Bridging the Wide Gulf between Western and
Chinese Scholarship,” Journal of Contemporary China 23, no. 88 (July 4, 2014): 622
7
Yun-han Chu, “Sources of Regime Legitimacy and the Debate over the Chinese Model,” China Review 13, no. 1
(2013),22.
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system under one-party rule has succeeded in delivering a “for the people” government.8

4.2.2 Patriotic Education Campaign
Performance legitimacy is a necessary condition but not sufficient for the Chinese leaders to ensure
regime legitimacy reproduction in the long run.9 Precisely because performance legitimacy relies
on the government’s achievements in economic growth and good governance, the analysts in China
express serious concern on the fragility brought on by economic downturn, for which the Chinese
government does not have full control, and the gap between governance capacities and people’s
rising expectation. 10 Therefore, Chinese leaders have emphasized the need to strengthen the
spiritual aspect of Chinese people’s unconditional loyalty for the party and the country. 11 The
problem is that the influence of the orthodox communist ideology waned drastically in Chinese
political life since the end of the Cultural Revolution. When the Chinese leaders realized that they
urgently needed to revitalize political campaign to regain Chinese youth’s loyalty to the party, after
the protest at Tiananmen Square in 1989, they found they had few alternatives but to cultivate the

8

In this sense, Chinese scholar Zhang Weiwei argues that the Chinese polity put more emphasis on the concept of
people’s welfare (民生 minsheng)whereas the Western political philosophy stress people’s political rights (民权
minquan). Zhang Weiwei 张维为, Zhongguo Zhenhan: Yige wenmingxing guojia de jueqi
中国震撼：一个“文明型国家”的崛起[China shocks: one ‘civilization-country’s rise] (Shanghai: Shanghai Renmin
Chubanshe, 2010): 126-129
9
I distinguish the concept of regime legitimacy from performance legitimacy here, as the former is widely drawn
from national myths and ideological orthodoxy in addition to the regime’s actual performances in economy,
governance, foreign policy, and so forth. By definition, the concept of regime legitimacy subsumes performance
legitimacy. On the discussion of conceptualizing regime legitimacy in the context of Chinese politics, see Peter
Sandby-Thomas, Legitimating the Chinese Communist Party Since Tiananmen: A Critical Analysis of the Stability
Discourse (Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon ; New York: Routledge, 2010), 21.
10
Jinghan Zeng in his analysis on the comparison of Western and Chinese scholarships on regime legitimacy finds
that most China watchers outside China emphasized performance legitimacy but paid almost no attention to ideology.
On the contrary, the analysts within China still consider ideology to be crucial and express serious concern about
performance legitimacy. Zeng, “The Debate on Regime Legitimacy in China,” 634.
11
In this context, Holbig argues that political ideology has still played an indispensable role in the quest to
legitimize authoritarian rule in contemporary China even after the end of the Cold War. Heike Holbig, “Ideology after
the End of Ideology. China and the Quest for Autocratic Legitimation,” Democratization 20, no. 1 (January 1, 2013):
61–81.
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national pride and patriotism to hold the country together.12

In 1991, the Central Propaganda Department of the CCP published "Notice about Conducting
Education of Patriotism and Revolutionary Tradition by Exploiting Extensively Cultural Relics."13
The patriotic education campaign renewed emphasis on the importance of history and traditional
culture in curriculum. 14 The historical memory of the Western invasion of China through the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was especially underscored. The historical memory is
promoted not only for the formation of strong national identity but also as a driving force against
the Western influence.15 For example, on 3 May 1990, Jiang Zemin spoke to 3,000 students in the
People's Great Hall, stressing that the Opium War was the beginning of China's humiliation by the
Western powers, claiming that hostile forces in Western countries today continue trying to subvert
socialist China.16 The CCP premised its call for political stability and unity on a renaissance of the
traditional Confucius culture and values. 17 Since the campaign launched in the early 1990s,
developments of patriotism, collectivism, and preservation of national cultural traditions remain
the first and foremost goal of China’s educational system.18

12

Guangqiu Xu, “Anti- Western Nationalism in China, 1989–99,” World Affairs 163, no. 4 (2001): 155.
Subsequently in 1993, the State Educational Committee also delivered a notice, "Outline of Educational Reform
and Development in China," to promote patriotic education for students.
14
“Zai xin de tiaojian xia jicheng he fayang aiguozhuyi chuantong” 在新的条件下集成和发扬爱国主义传统。
十一届三中全会以来有关重要文献摘编 [Continue to promote the traditions of patriotism in new historical era.
Extracts from important documents since the 3rd Plenum of the 11th Party Congress] (Beijing: Hongqi chubanshe,
1990).
15
Zheng Wang, “National Humiliation, History Education, and the Politics of Historical Memory: Patriotic
Education Campaign in China,” International Studies Quarterly 52, no. 4 (December 1, 2008): 783–806.
16
Jiang Zemin 江泽民，”Aiguozhuyi he woguo zhishifenzhi de shiming –zai shoudu qingnian jinian wusi
baogaohui shang de jianghua.” 爱国主义和我国知识分子的使命—在首都青年纪念五四报告会上的讲话
[Patriotism and the duties of our country’s intellectuals-Remarks during the Capital Youth’s commemoration of 5.4
movement] Renmin Ribao 人民日报(People’s Daily) May 4, 1990
17
The patriotic education campaign also sought to cultivate Confucian virtues such as corporate loyalty,
hierarchical order and social harmony. On the revival of Confucianism and its political impact, see Shuxian Liu,
“Contemporary New Confucianism: Background, Varieties, and Significance” in Fred Dallmayr and Zhao Tingyang
(ed.), Contemporary Chinese Political Thought (University Press of Kentucky, 2012)
18
Zhou Nanzhao Zhu Muju, “Educational Reform and Curriculum Change in China: A Comparative Case Study,”
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The patriotic education campaign has been quite effective in reinforcing the support of the CCP
leadership among the young Chinese.19 At the beginning, the campaign made little headway in
penetrating the belief systems of young people, as Chinese students, despite an outward appearance
of compliance, tended to view the campaign as the state’s attempt to indoctrinate their minds in
the wake of the 1989 protest.20 However, the nationalism among young Chinese began to clearly
emerge in response to the series of international events, such as the West’s tough stance toward
China’s admission to the World Trade Organization, the Western opposition to China’s hosting
2000 the Olympic Games, and the US arms sales to Taiwan through the period of mid-1990s. The
nationalist movement peaked when hundreds of protesters took to the streets in major cities to
protest NATO’s bombing of China’s embassy in Belgrade, Yugoslavia, which killed three and
wounded twenty Chinese in May 1999.21 The high popularity of the book China can say no also
reflects the rise of anti-Western nationalism in China.22

While it is true that the nationalist wave in China is partly a spontaneous reaction to external
stimulus, Suisheng Zhao argues that the Chinese nationalism in the 1990s was initially constructed

International Bureau for Education (April, 2007): p.23 available at http://www.ibe.unesco.org/fileadmin/
user_upload/COPs/Pages_documents/Comparative_Research/EduReformChina.pdf (Accessed August 14, 2016)
19
See Suisheng Zhao, “A State-Led Nationalism: The Patriotic Education Campaign in Post-Tiananmen China,”
Communist and Post-Communist Studies 31, no. 3 (September 1998): 287–302.; Lijun Yang and Yongnian Zheng,
“Fen Qings (Angry Youth) in Contemporary China,” Journal of Contemporary China 21, no. 76 (July 1, 2012): 637–
53.
20
Chan Chepo argues that, while the CCP regime has been able to win outward compliance from students and
youth in a number of areas, it has made little headway in penetrating the belief systems of young people. See Chan
Chepo, “The Political Pragmatism of Chinese University Students: Ten Years after the 1989 Movement", Journal of
Contemporary China, Vol. 8, No. 22, November 1999, pp. 381- 403.
21
For the incident’s impacts of provoking Chinese anger, see Peter Hays Gries, “Tears of Rage: Chinese Nationalist
Reactions to the Belgrade Embassy Bombing,” The China Journal 46 (July 1, 2001): 25–43.
22
宋强(Song Qiang)、张藏藏(Zhang Cangcang)，中国可以说不[China can say no]（中华工商联合出版社
[zhonghuagongshanglianhe publications]，1996）
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and enacted from the top by the Communist state. 23 The patriotic education campaign was
engineered to appeal to nationalism to ensure loyalty in a population that could be otherwise
subject to many domestic discontents shaped by fluctuating economic conditions or by slow
progress in administrative reform.24 In other words, the CCP has pursued maintaining people’s
support by internalizing political loyalty through patriotic education, in addition to exploiting
performance legitimacy.25 This mechanism of reproducing regime legitimacy plays a significant
role in developing and propagating the state’s counter-narrative against the Western model of
liberal democracy.

4.2.3. Counter-narrative against Western Liberal Democracy
What distinguishes the Chinese understanding of democracy most clearly from the Western
perspective is that Chinese people view democracy as a problem-solving instrument rather than as
a good in itself.26 Even the majority of liberal intellectuals and democracy activists in China tend
to regard democracy as an effective means to the end of national development.27 While the West
emphasizes the procedural formality of democracy with its representative government system,

23

Suisheng Zhao, A Nation-State by Construction: Dynamics of Modern Chinese Nationalism, 1 edition (Stanford,
Calif: Stanford University Press, 2004).
24
Worsening economic conditions like growing gap in income inequality, rampant corruption and inefficient
administration caused students’ demand for political reform and aspiration for democracy during the 1989 Tiananmen
Square protest. On the social origins of the student protest in 1989 at Tiananmen, see Richard Baum, Burying Mao,
Updated edition with a New epilogue edition (Princeton, N.J.; Chichester: Princeton University Press, 1996), 189–
205.
25
Regarding the issue of timing, patriotic education campaign in China was launched in 1991 at a time of very
low performance-based legitimacy in China. This means that the CCP intended to count on popular support based
upon nationalism, when the state performance was weak. At the same time, however, the CCP could expect that the
effects of patriotic education would be amplified once the state performance turns strong, as it happened through the
rest of the 1990s and 2000s. In this context, the effects of patriotic education and performance legitimacy are not
entirely exclusive to each other.
26
Suisheng Zhao, Debating Political Reform in China: Rule of Law vs. Democratization, annotated edition edition
(Armonk, N.Y: Routledge, 2006), 42.
27
On the detailed description of the nationalism of liberal intellectuals, see Zhao, "Chapter 4. The Challenge of
Chinese liberal nationalism," A Nation-State by Construction, pp.121-160.
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China’s political system emphasizes the substantive benefits of democracy’s “delegate government
system.” 28 Despite different definitions, Andrew Nathan argues, many Chinese leaders have
acknowledged the functional benefits of democracy in regulating conflict, making government
more legitimate, improving the quality of governance, and thus encouraging stability.29 In this
context, the CCP has developed a theory of Chinese style democracy with the goal of maintaining
political stability and strengthening national power.30

Given the priority on political stability and modernization, it should not be surprising that the
Western liberal democracy does not look ideal in the eyes of Chinese leaders and intellectuals.
Liang Qiqiao, one of the most influential thinkers in the early years of modern China, once had an
aspiration for the Western liberal democracy. But after travelling to America, he found the constant
electioneering of presidency and many other offices as chaotic and disorderly.31 Pan Wei, professor
of Peking University, observes that demagogues often emerge as politicians through political
agitations on TV shows in the West today, which makes contrast to the Chinese tradition of
selecting politicians through examinations and the ladder of civil affairs,.32 In addition, the West’s
overemphasis on procedural formality often complicates implementation of public policies,
damaging the administrative efficiency.33 From the Chinese perspective, the Western model of
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Wang Shaoguang 王绍光, “Zhongguoren gengzhong minzhu shizhi er fei xingshi”
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Debating Political Reform in China, 251.
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liberal democracy entails a danger of amplifying social divisions and conflicts. It can lead to
political instability and social unrest more easily than the current political system in China. To
many Chinese, chaos was a more present danger than tyranny.34

Therefore, the Chinese leaders and intellectuals remain skeptical on the idea of introducing the
Western system of liberal democracy in China. Even the reform-minded group, who favorably
assess the strength of the Western model, tend to think that adopting free election is too early to
consider given the backwardness of Chinese culture and experience: people must be trained as
citizens first, otherwise the freedom would only lead to disorder.35 In a similar context, Yu Keping
argues that it would be extremely dangerous to implement general elections before firmly
establishing functional decentralization.36 Interestingly, with China’s rapid economic growth in the
2000s, the notion that China is not ready for popular election gave way to the idea that the Western
model of liberal democracy is not fundamentally suitable for China. For example, Baohui Zhang
argues that whereas the supremacy of law could emerge out of political fragmentation through
medieval era in the West, the Chinese political history is marked by highly centralized rule and the
traditional emphasis on rule by virtues. The Chinese philosophy contradicts the idea that rulers
must be subjected to rule of law.37 Given the historical linkage between the Chinese traditional
polity and the Communist regime today, it is natural for the Chinese people to support political
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stability under the guidance of a capable leadership.38

China objects to the idea of spreading the Western liberal democracy as a universal norm that every
country should adopt. Chinese intellectuals raise questions on what they view as the West’s
indulgence in spreading free elections. For example, Zhang Weiwei criticizes the West’s obsession
with procedural formality of democracy as “the orthodoxy of democracy theory,” which fails to
imagine other types of polity as possibly legitimate.39 In this context, the Chinese government
published a white paper titled “China’s Construction of Democratic Polity,” where it claims that
every country’s democracy should be constructed from inside, not imposed from outside. 40 China
also criticizes the Western arrogance to spread its model without deep understanding of other
countries’ historical and cultural backgrounds. Referring to the dysfunctional politics, failing
economy and social unrest that grew even more explosively after the democratizations in Eastern
Europe, Latin America and Middle-East, China points to the danger of introducing Western model
of liberal democracy without its proper adjustment to the country’s specific context.41

From this perspective, Western endeavors to promote democracy abroad is either an expression of
cultural arrogance or hypocrisy in disguising the West’s pursuit of strategic interests. In fact, the
Chinese perception of Western conspiracy is not entirely groundless. The Western political
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broadcasting such as the Radio Free Europe was quite effective in influencing the domestic politics
of Eastern Europe near the end of the Cold War.42 The VOA played a significant role in spreading
information among the Chinese people about what was happening at Tiananmen Square in 1989.43
Accordingly, there is a widespread belief in China that Western pressure on human rights and
democracy are merely a part of its strategy to weaken and divide China.44 This belief became even
stronger with the spread of “China threat theory” in the West. Chinese perceive that the more China
grows to a great power, the more the West would want to check China’s rise by pressuring China
on human rights and democracy. This kind of suspicion is constantly raised and amplified in
response to external events like “Color Revolution” in the former Soviet Union and the Balkans
as well as “Arab Spring” in the Middle East.45

These counter-narratives against Western liberal democracy and its global promotion can
strengthen the self-identity of Chinese people in terms of political ideology. The logic of counternarratives is designed to highlight the uniqueness of China’s political system and its legitimacy, as
distinguished from the Western model. Certainly it is common strategy for any authoritarian
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regime to exploit nationalism and to develop state narrative to legitimize its non-democratic ruling.
Even North Korea has its own narrative to justify the peculiar juche ideology and appeal to strong
nationalism.46 What distinguishes China from the rest of authoritarian regimes is that the CCP
secures a distinctly high level of performance legitimacy with rapid economic growth and high
governance effectiveness. The performance legitimacy generates strong persuasive power for the
counter-narrative against the Western liberal democracy, which is disseminated through patriotic
education.

4.3. China’s Selective Openness
This section examines the pattern of China’s selective openness toward the Western democracy
transmission programs. On each topic of VOA broadcasting, the West’s human rights diplomacy
and educational exchange, I first describe China’s policy changes from closed-off to selective
openness as dependent variable. I then explain how the strategic motives of the Chinese
government behind such policy adjustments stems from the CCP’s confidence in performance
legitimacy and popular support.

4.3.1 Voice of America

Chinese people have perceived the VOA as a propaganda tool of the US government. The VOA’s
official mandate itself today rejects its association with the US foreign policy strategy and focuses
on delivering objective information that would be otherwise unavailable for its target audiences
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abroad. Regardless of the VOA’s intention, however, Chinese analysists pay attention to the
political effects of the VOA broadcasting within China. They found that the VOA news propagates
American perspectives, constructing friendly images of the US president and government as easily
approachable for ordinary citizens, while critically dealing with the politics of other countries.47
One Chinese study finds that the content of the VOA news on China distinctively concentrates on
political themes such as tension between the state and society, human rights issues and elite power
struggles, whereas BBC or Voice of Germany allocates 49% of reports to cover economic and
social issues.48 Therefore, it is not surprising that many Chinese firmly believe that the VOA is a
tool of the American ideological warfare to impact the domestic politics of China.49

The legal status of the VOA broadcasting within China has changed over time, depending on the
state of the Sino-US relationship. Through most of 1960s and 70s when the Sino-US relationship
was at the lowest point, especially during the time of the Cultural Revolution in China, listening
to the VOA was treated as serious act of crime.50 Despite the danger of severe punishment, however,
Chinese people secretly tried to listen to the VOA news as they then lacked source of information
not only about outside world but also about what was really going on within their own country
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during the times of political turmoil.

As the Sino-China relationship was normalized in 1979, the Chinese government lifted the ban
and even permitted the VOA to formally open its branch office in Beijing in 1981. The VOA and
China’s International Broadcasting company broadened cooperation through the 1980s. Although
the Chinese government blamed the VOA for stimulating the student protest at Tiananmen in 1989,
the VOA programs in China did not stop expanding its reach in China. In 1994, the VOA’s China
branch added TV broadcasting to the shortwave radio. In 1997, the VOA’s mandarin language
website went up. Although the shortwave radio broadcasting is known to be interfered with
jamming, Hucheng Zhang, the former editor of the VOA China branch, testified that the Chinese
government never jammed TV broadcasts. 51 Chinese analysts also conclude Chinese audience
today can listen to or watch the VOA China program if they want, under the acquiescence of the
Chinese government.52

Despite the image of jamming and censorship, in fact the penetration level of the VOA China
program is surprisingly high. Any attempt to measure the exact audience patronage in authoritarian
setting in China is bound to be futile, but a report of the US Broadcasting Board of Governor
estimates approximately 0.1% of the Chinese population, which is about 1.4 million people, listen
to or view the VOA programs.53 This number seems to be underreported as another study done by
Chinese scholars claims that the VOA attracts more than 10 million listeners in China.54 The VOA
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China branch also claimed that the VOA message should get through to a significant portion of the
audience in China, based upon thousands of emails it receives every month from China, sometimes
more than 10,000 in a month.55

The VOA TV Chinese broadcasting seems to be particularly well-received in the vast countryside,
as the rural areas use satellite TV as a major type of signal in most households.56 Given these
numbers of listeners and viewers in China, it is not surprising that the VOA China branch always
have some active audience members to participate in a real-time live discussion on political themes
through toll-free international phone calls.57 The high percentage of audience and their interaction
with the VOA China programs indirectly prove the Chinese government’s tolerance over the
VOA’s reaching out to the Chinese people.58 In addition, China’s established scholars or former
officials participate in the VOA programs through international phone call or appearing in the
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55
See United States Department of State and the Broadcasting Board of Governors Office of Inspector General,
“Report of Inspection Voice of America’s Chinese Branch,” Report Number ISP-IB-10-53, July 2010; Huchen Zhang,
“Radio Silence in China: VOA abandons the airwaves,”p.8
56
Jinling Elliot, “2014 National Survey in China,” research report published by International Broadcasting Bureau
Office of Research and Assessment (December, 18, 2014):p8. For a case of reference, although East German
authorities were suspicious of grassroot activities to receive information from the outside through illegal installation
of satellite TV antenna dish, they did nothing to prevent them. When the Department of Postal Services, which was
responsible for the enforcement of telecommunications regulations, demanded the removal of such satellite dishes and
imposed fines their owners would simply remove them only to reinstall them later. Holger Lutz Kern and Jens
Hainmueller, “Opium for the Masses: How Foreign Media Can Stabilize Authoritarian Regimes,” Political Analysis
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studio if they happen to visit Washington D.C. This phenomenon further indicates a loose control
of the Chinese government over people’s engagement with the VOA program.59

In the urban areas, recent growth in VOA programs mostly came from the Internet.60 According to
the national survey on the VOA viewership in China, conducted by the International Broadcasting
Bureau Office of Research and Assessment in 2014, the VOA news ranks first among the measured
non-Chinese news apps for smartphone.61 This is a significant finding as mobile phones are by far
the most popular way of accessing the Internet and getting the latest news online in urban China.
At the same time, the report suspects the number of the VOA audience must be underreported as
many of them could use proxy servers or anti-firewall software to access the VOA programs
available online.62 Although the VOA’s official website is blocked in China, numerous websites
including the word ‘VOA’ pop up when one searches through baidu.com, the Chinese version of
google. These websites are produced by Chinese who edit the information that they obtain from
the VOA program, obviously by circumventing the Great Firewall. Of these, one website provides
edited news only from the VOA Mandarin programs, which indicates that there exist demands for
information from the VOA source within China. Indeed, during the democracy protest in Hong
Kong 2014, the online traffic to the VOA news information was suddenly spiked.63

If the Chinese government had seriously attempted to close off the influence of the VOA as it used
to do in the 1960s to 70s, we should have seen the opposite of the aforementioned phenomena.
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The Chinese government should have penalized the VOA audience, thus intimidating prospective
viewers.64 It should have blocked quasi-VOA websites generated by Chinese Internet users and
banned the VOA news apps available in the China market, as it does against Facebook and Google.
Given the past policy to penalize the VOA audience, continuing perception of the VOA as an
ideological tool of American foreign policy, and the current capabilities of censorship to block
foreign websites, one could expect the Chinese government to put all-out efforts to close off the
penetration of the VOA programs. 65 On the contrary, the wide range of contacts between the
Chinese citizens and the VOA programs, rather indicates the high level of tolerance on the part of
the Chinese state.

Chinese-side motivation There are no official documents available in public that illustrate the
Chinese government’s position toward the influence of VOA, other than typical statements that
depict the VOA as part of America’s ideological tool to destabilize China.66 Even the frequency of
the Chinese leaders making such remarks has significantly dropped since 1989. However, the
absence of data itself can serve as evidence of Chinese authorities’ confidence in the
ineffectiveness of the VOA programs in China: combined with the fact that the VOA office in
64

Other authoritarian regimes often make it illegal to listen to the VOA program and penalize citizens who violate
the law. “Castro Urges US to End Broadcasts Directed at Cuba,” VOA, accessed September 19, 2016,
http://www.voanews.com/a/castro-urges-us-to-end-broadcasts-directed-at-cuba/3109920.html; “Voice of America
Silenced
on
Russian
AM
Radio,”
Washington
Post,
accessed
September
19,
2016,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/moscow-turns-off-voice-of-america-radio/2014/04/10/9c184fd8-8362-43fd9dc0-26a80f849a0e_story.html; “New VOA Persian Show Targets Young Viewers in Iran,” VOA, accessed September
19, 2016, http://www.insidevoa.com/a/new-voa-persian-show-targets-young-viewers-in-iran/2930049.html.
65
For one, the Chinese government could close down the VOA branch office in China and expel the VOA
correspondents from Beijing, like Russia did. “Russia Pulls Voice of America Radio Off Air,” accessed September 19,
2016, https://themoscowtimes.com/news/russia-pulls-voice-of-america-radio-off-air-33854.; Los Angeles Times,
“Russia Expels Top U.S. Government Broadcast Official in Response to Sanctions,” Latimes.com, accessed
September 19, 2016, http://www.latimes.com/world/europe/la-fg-russia-expel-20160713-snap-story.html;
66
Voice of America Charter emphasizes that the VOA will serve as a consistently reliable source of accurate,
objective and comprehensive news. Although the Charter states that the VOA will represent America and present the
policies of the United States clearly and effectively, the specific content of the VOA news are not directly managed
by the US governmental agencies like the state department. See the VOA introduction and Chart, available at
https://www.bbg.gov/networks/voa/ accessed September 19,2016
147

Beijing has been legally registered with the Chinese administration, and the Chinese government’s
tolerance for people to watch the VOA programs, Chinese leaders’ silence should be interpreted as
an evidence that they do not worry much about the impacts of the VOA programs on the public
perception of CCP’s regime legitimacy.

The Chinese government has good reasons to have confidence in the VOA audience’s critical
perspectives and their loyalty not being easily influenced by the VOA programs. One noticeable
change in the CCP’s propaganda practices in the post-Cold war era is that it began to de-glorify
China’s political system by acknowledging existence of various social problems in China ranging
from corruption to environmental pollution to mishandling of epidemics like SARS.67 Because the
CCP preemptively acknowledges its imperfection, the VOA audiences are less likely to be shocked
or disappointed for their government by the new information provided by the VOA

Rather, the critical information against China may upset the audience in unanticipated ways. On
top of the confidence in the negligible impact of the VOA, the Chinese government can expect that
the critical tone of the VOA news on China may stimulate, in reaction, the defensive nationalism
of the Chinese audience. By allowing the Chinese people to watch and listen to the VOA programs
if they want, the Chinese government can expect them to directly learn about the US government’s
hostility against China themselves. For example, on the incident of the US’ accidental bombing of
the Chinese embassy in Belgrade while conducting NATO operation in Yugoslavia in 1999, which
triggered a nationwide anti-America protest in China, the VOA commented that the US official
explanation of the bombing as an unintended strike is reliable, whereas China reacted irrationally,
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lacking a cooperative attitude.68 According to one Chinese report, the tone of the VOA news and
its editorial comments on this incident markedly consolidated the VOA image as a continuing
propaganda tool of the US government even in the post-Cold War era.69

If the Chinese government had shut down the VOA office in Beijing and tried to block any impacts
from the VOA, there would have been greater losses rather than gains. Such closing policy would
be equal to adding another source of conflicts in the Sino-US relationships, and the international
community would point to such a policy as evidence of China’s repression of press freedom.70
Even worse, Chinese citizens may turn critical against the government’s closed attitude, suspecting
whether the government is hiding some problems, as ordinary citizens living in the settings of
closed authoritarian regimes often do.71 From the Chinese government’s perspective, the policies
to close off the VOA programs are likely to generate counter-effects in many ways. On the contrary,
as suggested earlier, partial openness to the VOA programs are likely to have minimal impacts or
even more positive effects on the reinforcement of regime legitimacy as they stimulate Chinese
nationalism against Western criticism. Given all these cost-benefits calculus, it makes sense that
the Chinese government chose the option of partial openness to the VOA programs.72
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4.3.2. Western Human Rights Diplomacy
The Western governments have exerted normative pressure on authoritarian regimes concerning
human rights issues as part of their foreign policies to promote democracy. 73 If the Chinese
government had taken closed-off policy against such pressure from the West, it would have simply
denied or ignored the Western condemnation at the international level. In addition, it could have
censored press report and controlled scholarly discussion at the national level.74 The facts are,
however, the Chinese government has taken opening policies such as actively engaging in open
dialogues with Western governments, allowing domestic media to report the details of what
Western politicians have said about China’s human rights record and encouraging lively discussion
within Chinese academia.

Entering the 1990s, the US government began to increase normative pressure on China on human
rights issue. In 1993, the Clinton Administration issued an executive order stipulating that to
receive most-favored nations (MFN) trade status in June 1994, China should make progress on a
number of human rights issues.75 The US demand was reported by the Chinese media in details
and stimulated lively debate within Chinese academia on the US motivation and the Chinese
response. For example, one Chinese study examines the US government’s perception on China’s
73
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vulnerability with economic dependence on the US market, which took up 38% of China’s entire
exports. Therefore, the Clinton Administration believed, claimed the study, that the Chinese
government would submit to the US demand in fear of losing the MFN status.76 However, the
Chinese government firmly resisted such pressure and condemned the US demand as a political
attempt to interfere with China’s internal affairs. In the end, it was the Clinton Administration who
decided to de-link human rights with the MFN extension due to the domestic pressure from the
interest groups that benefit from trading with China.77

The US human rights diplomacy vis-à-vis China has continued on through the 2000s, even during
the period when the Sino-US relationship was on a relatively stable track. Although China’s clear
stance against terrorism after the September 11 attack earned US praise and further boosted
bilateral relations, this does not mean that the US criticism of China’s human rights disappeared
in the US agenda with China.78 In October of 2001 at the APEC meeting in Shanghai, Bush warned
Jiang Zemin that the struggle against terrorism should not be used “as an excuse to persecute ethnic
minorities and to deprive of their rights of religious freedom” in China.79 During Bush’s visit to
China, in February 2002, his speech at Tsinghua University gave considerable attention to religious
faith and freedom of opinion and assembly. He also criticized China’s human rights record on the
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eve of the Beijing Olympics in 2008, which Chinese people had long regarded as a moment of
national glory. 80 Most importantly, the state department has annually published the report on
human rights worldwide since 1999 and uses its findings to point out China’s dismal human rights
record.

In response, the Chinese government accused the United States of applying a double standard in
its judgement of human rights in other countries, while the US government itself was responsible
for the torture in the Abu Ghraib prison and other abuses within the United States.81 The US
government responded that it acknowledged its not-so perfect record but argued the US courts
strived to correct the misbehaviors in accordance with US laws. The Chinese government
condemned such defense as legal window-dressing, suggesting that the human rights situations in
the United States have worsened systematically since the establishment of Bush Administration’s
policy in the war on terrorism.

It should be noted here that the Chinese government has taken no actions to hide from the Chinese
audience the details of the US condemnations and the Chinese statements to counter the US
criticism. Anyone who is interested in these issues within China can easily search relevant
information from the Internet, including Western media sources like CNN. Chinese citizens can
also obtain official documents produced by the US governmental agencies, such as the state
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department’s human rights report, not to mention the Chinese government-published a human
rights white paper.

It is not just the US government but also the European countries that exert normative pressure on
China. The commission of the European Communities published a document titled “A Long Term
Policy for China-European Relations,” in 1995, which is the first document where European
countries set out a common strategy toward China; they made clear that the European Union (EU)
institutions would have commitments to the goals of improving human rights record, democracy,
and rule of law in China.82 Between 2000 and 2010, the European Parliamentary passed thirty
three resolutions to raise concerns on China’s human rights problems including repression of
Tibetans.83

China’s response to the European criticisms shows a similar pattern of openness with its response
to the US condemnation. The Chinese government actively engages in dialogue with the EU rather
than deny or ignore it. The Chinese government agreed to establish the EU-China Dialogue on
Human Rights in 1995 and the meeting has taken place, with short interruptions, twice annually
for the past twenty years.84 Through these events, the European Union has articulated its concerns
on a wide range of China’s human rights issues from detention of human rights lawyers and
political dissidents to the lack of freedom of assembly and press. However, the Chinese
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government has also made use of the events as an opportunity to criticize the human rights issues
in Europe, such as migrants’ protection, xenophobia, and religious discrimination.

Table 9. List of China’s Bilateral Meetings on Human Rights Issues.
.Name of Dialogue

Since Year

# of Rounds Held

US-China Human Rights Dialogue

1990

19

Switzerland-China Human Rights Dialogue

1991

8

EU-China Human Rights Dialogue

1995

34

Australia-China Human Rights Dialogue

1997

15

Norway-China Human Rights & Rule of Law Roundtable

1997

13

Germany-China Human Rights Dialogue

1999

13

Netherland-China Human Rights Consultation

N/A

9

South Africa-China Human Rights Consultation

2016

1

Africa Union-China Human Rights Consultation

2016

1

Source: China Human Rights85

It is important to note that the Chinese government could gain opportunity to debate human rights
issues on equal terms with Westerners only by agreeing to hold a bilateral dialogue rather than
rejecting to have one. The Chinese government’s active participation in bilateral dialogues on
human rights issues with multiple Western governments, as listed in Table 9, reflects the Chinese
openness toward the Western endeavors to press China on human rights issues.86 In addition, the
official documents that record the scripts of dialogues and news articles on the contents of the
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dialogue are available to public.87 The Chinese media in cooperation with governmental agencies
have regularly surveyed Chinese citizens’ views on human rights issues and relevant debate with
the West. The human rights debate with the West has been a popular topic of Chinese academia
for the past decades as well. 88 In short, both internationally and domestically, the Chinese
government has been taking opening policy toward the influence of the Western human rights
diplomacy.

Chinese-side motivation Through the policies of open engagement, Chinese authorities have
pursued positive learning effects on the question of how to improve human rights record in China.
As there has been no concept of human rights as understood today in the traditional history of
China, which put cultural emphasis on communitarian values, Chinese leaders have had genuine
interests in learning the Western concept of human rights and its practice to protect individual
rights. 89 For example, a Chinese commentator criticizes that China does not have a court
specialized to protect human rights as European countries do, and urges the CCP to work on
improving the civil and political aspects of human rights as China’s economy and quality of life
have already seen great progress in the past.90 As such, referring to the international norms of
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human rights play important roles in shaping China’s legal system and deepen the Chinese
understanding of human rights concept. 91 As a result of this positive learning through open
engagement with the West in the 1990s, the Chinese authorities began to attach greater values on
the importance of human rights in the 2000s, and finally wrote it into Constitutions of China in
2004.

More importantly, the Chinese authorities also can expect negative learning effects from open
dialogues with Western governments on the question of how to counter Western criticism. In order
to develop a sophisticated logic to refute the Western condemnation, the Chinese authorities first
need to understand the Western logic through open dialogue and to allow the party theorists and
intellectuals to have debate about it internally. For example, The China Society for Human Rights
Studies, a Chinese NGO established in 1993, regularly hold seminars for comparative studies of
China’s human rights concepts and the Western one. Since 2002, it has bimonthly published the
journal Human Rights and annually published a research report titled “China Human Rights in
action.”92 As a result, in response to the US state department’s annual publication of human rights
report, the Chinese government could began to publish its own version of human rights white paper,
where it addresses the Chinese concept of human rights that mirror the Western concept point by
point, as summarized in Table 10.
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Table 10. Comparison of Human Rights Concept between the Western and Chinese Version.
Western Concept of Human Rights

China’s Understanding of Human Rights

• Universality of Human Rights

• Cultural Relativism in Practice

• Emphasis on Individual Rights

• Emphasis on Collectivism

• Procedural and Democratic Rights

• Substantial and Developmental Rights

• Political and Civil Rights

• Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights

• State’s Non-interference of Individual Freedom

• State’s Active Role to Guarantee These Rights

Source: China-West Comparative Studies of Human Rights Concept (中西方人权观念比较探析), Chinese
Human Rights White Paper 93

Based upon the Chinese definition of human rights, the Chinese government could criticize the US
human rights report. While undermining the US reports for distorting human rights situations in
other countries with double standards in order to pursue hegemonic interference under the pretext
of human rights, the Chinese government claims that the United States also turns a blind eye to its
own terrible human rights situations caused by gun violence, which is violation of substantial
aspect of human rights, and racism, which violates the protection of collective rights for ethnic
minorities.94 In this context, Donald Clarke, an expert of Chinese law, argues that China’s policy
of openness and engagement partly reflects a conscious decision to be a part of international normcreation process instead of being faced with the choice of simply accepting or rejecting the norms
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by the West. 95 Developing its own concept of human rights while engaging with Western
governments, the Chinese state could successfully frame the Western criticism of China’s human
rights issue as a conspiracy to intervene in the domestic politics of China.

The Chinese government’s active engagement in the human rights dialogue in pursuit of both
positive and negative learning effects is based upon its confidence in the performance legitimacy.
It is the confident belief that the Western discourse on human rights concept and its criticism of
China will not adversely affect the political loyalty of Chinese citizens, especially those of
intellectuals and students. The CCP has claimed that the most important rights are those of survival
and development. Then it is true that, if defined this way, human rights have been better assured
in China than in most other places; since launching the reform and open policies in the 1980s, the
Chinese government has rescued about four thousand million people out of poverty line and has
been working on the national insurance program for the entire 1.3 billion population. 96 These
improvements in the socio-economic conditions and welfare system converges well with the
Chinese concept of human rights.97 Therefore, Chinese citizens are most likely to perceive the
state’s counter-narratives as legitimate and valid.

In short, the Chinese authorities can expect framing effects from opening policies. That is, the
more Chinese people learn about Western criticism, the more they would frame it either as
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expression of the West’s cultural arrogance or as evidence of conspiracy to destabilize China.
Consequently, rather than diffusing critical viewpoints among Chinese people, the Western human
rights diplomacy would end up stimulating China’s defensive nationalism and strengthening the
persuasive power of the Chinese state’s counter-narratives. 98 For these reasons, from the
perspective of Chinese authorities, the policy of open engagement is more beneficial to enhance
regime legitimacy and strengthen popular support, than the policy of closed-off.

4.3.3. Educational Exchange
Although it is not widely advertised to the general public, there has been a political rationale for
the Western governments to support foreign students from non-democratic countries to study in
their countries: regardless of their specific majors, young foreign visitors can deepen their
understanding of democratic norms and systems while living and studying in Western countries.
Thus it is no secret that Western states regarded educational exchange as a foreign policy
instrument to propagate democratic creed across non-democratic countries during the Cold War.99

Even today, although official rhetoric on the purpose of educational exchange programs use
apolitical phrases like “promoting mutual understanding,” or “bridging cultural difference,” the
Western expectation for the young students from non-democratic countries to observe the virtue
of democratic system and internalize its values still persists. 100 In his study on international
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education programs and political influence, Iain Wilson argues that shaping the attitudes of foreign
students is a central objective of such famed scholarship programs as the US Fulbright scholars,
managed by the State Department, and the British Chevening Awards, managed by the UK Foreign
Office.101

Chinese leaders have been aware of such political effects of educational exchange, thus have taken
very cautious approach when sending Chinese youth abroad for study. During the Mao era, there
was no educational exchange at all between China and the United States. Only after the Sino-US
relationship became normalized in 1979, China resumed sending students to America. Yet,
according to the government document No. 107 issued in 1986, titled “Concerning Temporary
Regulation on Going Abroad for Study,” the Chinese embassy and consulates in Western countries
should help Chinese students abroad to preserve patriotism, collectivism, and socialist thoughts
and values.102 The document also states that those who want to apply for government-sponsored
programs for study abroad should meet certain political criteria such as loving socialism and
preparing to serve for the modernization of the country.103

The Chinese government sometimes restricted the number of students going abroad. In December
1987, Deng Xiaoping made a speech insisting that fewer students go to the United States. The
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formal written version of this directive, published as Document No.749, proposed lowering the
number of Chinese students going to the United States from then 68 percent of the total students
abroad to 20 percent. 104 Such restriction was further intensified in 1989 immediately after the
Tiananmen Square incident as the government mandated a “country service period,” or a period of
time spent working in China, for those who wished to study abroad, five years for undergraduates
and seven years for graduate students.105
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Figure 9. Number of Chinese Students in the United States from 1998 to 2015.
Source: Open Doors- Report on International Educational Exchange
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China’s closed-off policies in the 1980s shifted to openness in the 1990s. In 1992, Deng Xiaoping
made a public speech in which he explicitly encouraged students to go abroad and then bring
advanced knowledge and technology back to China.106 Based upon this remark, the Ministry of
Education developed a new policy of “Supporting study abroad, encouraging returning home and
giving the freedom to come and go (支持留学，鼓励回国，来去自由”).” To cope with “brain drain”
problem, the Chinese government changed its policies to encourage students to return from
previously putting restrictions on foreign study.107

Another noticeable change was that the new policy relaxed the formerly complex procedure of
getting permission for those who wished to study abroad using their own budgets.108 Ever since
then, the amount of students studying abroad on their own costs became sizable, greatly
outnumbering the government-sponsored students. With significantly increased household income
in the 2000s, as Table 10 shows, the number of self-funded Chinese students going abroad has
skyrocketed since 2005. Among them was the Chinese president’s daughter, who attended Harvard
University, arguably the world’s most renowned bastion of liberal Western learning.109
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Despite the explosive growth in the number of Chinese students going abroad, the Chinese
government shows no signs of worry or movement to politically control students’ learning of
Western ideas. There is an administrative procedure in place that those who want to go abroad for
study with self-funds should go through: after students receive letter of admission from the schools
abroad, they first submit the letter and other required documents to the schools they currently
attend, and the provincial-level education office will review the submitted documents, which will
be passed to public security bureau to issue passport. Then the students will carry the passports to
the embassies or consulates of the countries of the universities they plan to attend to apply for
visa. 110 During this registration process, the Chinese government does not emphasize political
orientation of students, does not attempt to control the number of students going abroad, and does
not mandate returning to China after study as was customary in the past. In short, the Chinese
government guarantees a nearly complete freedom for the Chinese youth to go abroad for study.

Some people would argue that the Chinese government does not worry about political effects of
study abroad because what Chinese students study in the West are mostly concentrated on so-called
STEM disciplines: science, technology, engineering, and math. It is true that the Chinese
government initially emphasized the acquisition of Western technology and scientific expertise for
the modernization of China. However, as early as in 1983, it agreed with the US Fulbright program
to balance and broaden the exchange to include American approaches to history, literature,
journalism, political science, sociology, and philosophy.111 In the 2000s, both central and local
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governments are increasingly eager to send officials to Western countries to study public
administration, law and international affairs.112 Among self-funded Chinese students, the ratio of
social science majors has also been constantly increasing.113 As such, the Chinese government no
longer explicitly encourages students to study natural science and engineering over social science
and humanities, as it used to do in the past. The Chinese authorities are not afraid of political
effects from study abroad, to the extent that it has no objections for the young Chinese to study
political science and philosophy from the West.

Chinese-side Motivation It is undeniable that the Chinese state’s biggest motivation to support
study-abroad is to achieve China’s modernization. China’s record of sending students to the West
dates back to as early as the Qing Dynasty in the late nineteenth century. The Qing government
officially selected students and the first thirty Chinese boys arrived in San Francisco in 1872. This
tradition of “Learning from the West for utility, while keeping Chinese as the essence (中体西用,
zhongtixiyong)” can explain why Deng Xiaoping was eager to send the best and brightest to the West

with a focus on STEM subjects.114 His emphasis on natural science and engineering is consistent
with the traditional thinking that China should pursue modernization in economy and science by
learning from the West, but not ‘westernization’ in politics and culture. However, modernization
as a driving force for opening policy in the area of educational exchange cannot entirely explain
Chinese government’s further liberalization, which led to the high fever of self-funded study
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abroad since the 2000s.

If the Chinese government attempted to control the scale of Chinese students going abroad for the
concern of ideological influence from the West, such policy may have caused even more
grievances and disloyalty to the party. For Chinese students, the major motivations to study abroad
are typically non-political such as future job prospectus, pure curiosity for Western culture and a
good quality education. Unlike their predecessors from the late Qing Dynasty to the 1980s, the
Chinese youth today are motivated to leave their country in pursuit of personal freedom, not
political, and for the prospectus of personal development, not national.115 With the rapid economic
growth of China, accumulation of wealth in the household economy affords Chinese youth more
opportunities to go abroad. At the same time, it is facilitators of educational exchange, their
children and the children of high-ranking officials who directly benefit from the chances to go
overseas. These trends created strong disincentives for the bureaucrats to severely restrict the
outflows of Chinese students and scholars to Western countries. 116 In this context, from the
perspective of Chinese authorities, the costs of restriction became higher than before, while the
benefits of openness exceeds its cost.

The Chinese authorities can also expect negative learning effects regarding the reality of Western
system and society by allowing more outflows of Chinese students and scholars to the Western
countries. The decline of anti-traditionalism after the end of the Cold War in China led to a de-

115

Matt Sheehan, “For Chinese Students Abroad, Personal Freedoms—Not Political—Are What Matter,” The
Atlantic, July 2, 2013, http://www.theatlantic.com/china/archive/2013/07/for-chinese-students-abroad-personalfreedoms-not-political-are-what-matter/277469/.
116
David Zweig, Internationalizing China: Domestic Interests and Global Linkages, 1 edition (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 2002), 162.
165

romanticization of the West among Chinese intellectuals in the 1990s. When they had a chance to
study in the Western countries, they found a West similar to that described in official propaganda,
which appears to be chaotic in domestic politics, and ignorant or hostile to non-Western
civilization.117 As a result, one study by a Chinese scholar argues, studying in foreign countries can
provide good opportunities for Chinese youth to voluntarily reinforce their patriotism and pride
for Chinese civilization.118 This line of thinking is distinguished from a typical authoritarian way
of brainwashing youth with nationalism at home. Chinese students are not expected to uncritically
worship the Chinese socialism. Rather, through direct experiences of study abroad, they can
critically compare the Chinese political system with the Western one. As much as they find the
strength of the Western system over the Chinese one, they can also acknowledge the strength of
the Chinese system and weakness of the Western system in comparison.

The CCP open policy toward study abroad appears to stem from its confidence in performance
legitimacy.119 When China was poor and weak in the past, the Chinese leaders made numerous
remarks about the vulnerability of the general mass, including students and intellectuals in
particular, to the Western logic of liberal democracy.120 From the mid-1990s, however, with the
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rapid growth of economy and progress of governance reform, the popular support of the CCP
regime strengthened. As such, the Chinese leaders feel less threatened than before by the West’s
ideological influence through educational channels. 121 In addition, the Chinese authorities can
expect Chinese students would not be uncritically influenced by the Western ideas because they
are taught with counter-narratives against the Western logic of liberal democracy through patriotic
education. Rather, the Chinese youth abroad have a chance to critically re-affirm what they have
learnt about the legitimacy of the Chinese political system and the reality of the Western society,
which is expected to further strengthen their patriotism.

Even if they develop critical viewpoints as a result of study-abroad and demand more political
participation and transparency, their suggestion would be helpful rather than threatening to the
regime survival. After all, the CCP itself has emphasized the flexibility of thinking when learning
from others’ experiences for one’s improvement.122 Based upon the performance legitimacy and
the effects of patriotic education, Chinese authorities have confidence that the Chinese youth’s
criticism will be a constructive one for the development of the state, not to subvert it. In this context,
we can infer that the Chinese government’s perception of the benefits of sending more students to
Western countries exceeds its risk cost.
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4.4. Framing Effects and Identity Politics
Through openness to the influence of the Western transmission programs, the CCP expects Chinese
citizens to become more skeptical about the idea of introducing the Western liberal democracy in
China and will, in turn, more strongly support China’s current path. This section aims to confirm
if the opening policies have really generated such effects and fulfilled the expectations of the
Chinese government. I first examine the public perception of the Western endeavors to transmit
democratic ideas into China, and, in particular, review a few writings of influential Chinese
scholars who were trained in the West.

4.4.1. Public Perception of the Western Democracy Promotion
Multiple surveys confirm that the longer Chinese students stay in the United States the more
favorably they assess the Chinese government. In December 2012, Foreign Policy magazine
published its survey result of the political views of Chinese students in the United States. It finds
that 55 % of respondents answer that their view of China improved after time in the United States
while only 22% reported a more negative view.123 This finding is consistent with the observation
of David Bachman, a University of Washington professor and chair of the school’s China Studies
program for many years, who noted that Chinese students become more “radicalized” as a result
of their time in the United States and support Chinese institutes with greater fervor than they did
before coming to the US.124
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What is perhaps most surprising is, the Foreign Policy report concludes, that most of respondents
cautiously approved China’s official rejection of Western ideology.125 Although many of Chinese
students in the US are proponents of free expression and participatory politics, they believe that
the political changes in China should take place gradually through a burgeoning civil society rather
than collapse of the CCP’s monopoly of power with introduction of multi-party system. 126 In
general, most Chinese students in the US were found to admire Western thought. But they believe
such ideas were simply not suitable with China, which converges with the CCP’s official narratives
on Chinese style democracy.127

This perceptional change stems from the process of correcting prior beliefs on the views of the US
and Chinese system. One Chinese student during the Foreign Policy survey wrote, “After I came
to the U.S. to study, I discovered more of the drawbacks of current Western democracy. And while
I developed a deeper understanding of the disadvantages of China’s political system, at the same
time I also realized its advantage.”128 Huang Haifeng’s research on the basis of experimental data
explains the cognitive effect of Chinese students’ experience in the United States: the realization
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of the political drawbacks of the US system, no matter what it specifically means for individual
Chinese students, can relatively increase satisfaction with China.129

In addition, the Chinese students in the US are often frustrated by American ignorance and
misunderstanding of China and hostility toward the rise of China. 130 Hearing harsh American
criticisms of China, many Chinese students wrote in the survey that they felt upset and wanted to
take China’s side.131 While Chinese students in the US try to maintain a balanced view and accept
criticisms on China’s wrongdoings, they would try and defend China’s political system against any
ill-informed criticism they often encountered.132 Through these negative experiences, the Chinese
students in the US could reaffirm what they have learned about Western bias from the school in
China is true, which in turn reinforces their desire to defend the position of the Chinese government.

Similarly, concerning the Western human rights diplomacy vis-à-vis China, the vast majority of
Chinese citizens have a negative perception. More specifically, a 2006 survey conducted by
China’s Global Times in the five major cities of Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, Wuhan and
Chongqing, found 49.3% of respondents saw the intention behind US human rights pressures as
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destabilization of China, 10.4% thought it was to demonize China’s image, and 19.1% thought the
US was greatly unknowledgeable of China’s situations. In total, 78.8% of respondents turned out
to have negative perceptions on the US motives, while only 15.7% answered that the US intent
must be truly to help improve China’s human rights record.133

Likewise, Western analysts have conducted numerous surveys to understand the Chinese
perception of the United States including its human rights pressure. Interestingly, Tianjin Shi and
his colleagues found that even nationalistic Chinese still admire the freedom and democracy in
America and do not have negative bias toward the American political system.134 Pew Research
Center survey also reveals that young Chinese in urban area tend to express more favorable
attitudes toward the United States in particular.135 However, when it comes to American foreign
policy, especially on the policies of democracy promotion and human rights diplomacy, there are
no differences in terms of age, gender, or educational attainment in showing negative perception.
Personal interactions with Americans or knowledge of the US system plays no role in shaping
people’s attitudes toward American foreign policies toward China, either.136

The Western diplomacy of shaming China on human rights issue arose anger rather than shame
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among Chinese people due to framing effects.137 The literature on cognitive dissonance argues that
people are motivated to form opinions that fit with their existing beliefs and identities.138 Despite
continued repression of political activists, ethnic minority, and religious groups, China has the
second most positive public perceptions of domestic human rights conditions of the countries
surveyed. 139 Accordingly, the Chinese people would have cognitive dissonance between their
beliefs about the human rights conditions in China and the Western condemnation. This cognitive
gap is filled by the Chinese state’s narrative that the West’s true intent is to interfere with China’s
internal affairs in the name of human rights promotion. Jamie Gruffydd-Jones’ analysis of
experimental data confirms that the human rights criticism from the United States indeed has a
backfire effect. It concludes, “Intense pressure from the United States on China’s human rights
since the 1990s may have even contributed to the public perception that the CCP was respecting
human rights.”140

As far as the impacts of the VOA programs on the political views of Chinese audience are
concerned, there is no public survey data readily available. Because estimating the exact scale of
audience itself is challenging, it is even more difficult to survey their reflections on the VOA
programs at the authoritarian settings of China. As an alternative, we can attempt to indirectly infer
the effects of the VOA by referring to the general effects of Western media on the political
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perception of Chinese audience.

Tianjin Shi’s research finds that younger people with a higher level of education in the urban areas
are more likely to use media sources outside the CCP’s control, which is confirmed to be
particularly true for the VOA’s case too.141 Given Geddes’ findings that the most politically aware
persons are also most selective in the ideas they will accept, regardless of ideological content, we
can safely assume that the VOA audience in China do not uncritically believe in the objectivity of
the information provided by the VOA program.142 For example, one student commented in an
interview on the Chinese college students’ perception of America that it is not difficult to notice
the anti-Chinese government bias in the VOA program and he just stopped listening to VOA after
trying several times. 143 As such, the Chinese audience’s prior belief on the VOA as the US
government’s tool of ideological warfare may not significantly change even after being exposed
to the VOA programs. Rather, it may strengthen their trust in official discourse on the government
performance and Western hostility against the rise of China.144

In conclusion, China’s strategic openness toward Western democracy transmission programs
appears to generate the effects of reinforcing the CCP’s regime legitimacy. The Chinese citizens’
141
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support of the CCP regime, strengthened after being exposed to foreign information, is not purely
a product of the Chinese state’s anti-Western indoctrination, as often claimed by many in the
West. 145 Although their perceptions of the government performance are largely shaped by the
domestic media, Chinese citizens do hold gradations of knowledge and may update their existing
beliefs when exposed to diverse sources of information like Western media and interaction with
foreigners.146 Ironically, the Chinese government could gain even more trust from the people when
they have a chance to re-affirm the validity of the information provided by the state with different
sources outside the state control. As long as performance legitimacy persists, the CCP could benefit
more from opening China to the influence of the Western democracy transmission programs than
closing off.
4.4.2 Elite Perception: Western-educated Chinese Scholars
Based upon earlier discussions, we can assume that the Chinese scholars who were trained in the
West also went through similar experiences of any other Chinese students in the West and became
more supportive of the CCP regime. Yet they still deserve our special attention because the
Western-educated scholars, as an influential group of established intellectuals, can shape public
opinion and advise leadership. To a significant extent, they serve as the interpretive prism through
which knowledge from the West is processed before it reaches the Chinese elite and public.147 More
importantly, they can produce new theoretical discourse on political matters, contributing to
constant refinement and reproduction of official ideology. At the same time, their academic
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writings are publicly available for our review here. Probably there are too many Western-educated
scholars in China today to closely examine at once, but a few examples can still give a sense of
how their Western education backgrounds have led to their theorization of “Chinese style
democracy.”148

For instance, Cui Zhiyuan, now a professor at Tsinghua University, earned a political science PhD
degree from the University of Chicago and subsequently taught at MIT. Cui built his reputation at
the end of the 1990s as a representative scholar of neo-leftist, with his argument that China should
not pursue single-mindedly the neoliberal economic model of the West but should innovate to
solve its own challenges based on its legacies of socialism.149 Evaluating Cui’s argument, Andrew
Nathan comments that Cui promoted Chinese exceptionalism just as Americans had long promoted
American

exceptionalism.

150

Wang

Shaoguang,

widely

regarded

as

another

leading

neoconservative, was also trained in the West.151 Wang earned a political science PhD degree at the
Cornell University in 1990 and subsequently taught at Yale University for 10 years before returning
to China. Wang Shaoguang and Hu Angang, another Chinese scholar who was a visiting scholar
at Yale University before, published an influential book titled Zhongguo guojia nengli baogao (A
Report on China's State Capacity) in 1993. They argued that today’s developing country should
not repeat the Western model of “natural growth,” but instead a stronger role of government is
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needed for a “top-down” economic modernization. The report called for stronger central power in
China, setting the theoretical grounds for China’s tax reform through the 1990s.

There are other influential groups of scholars who do not hold a Western PhD degree but still have
an experience of visiting scholars in the Western countries like Wang Huning and Yu Keping. Wang
Huning, former Dean of the School of International Relations at Fudan University and current
Director of the CCP Central Policy Research Center, is famous as a principal drafter of the theory
of Jiang Zemin’s “Three Represents,” which provides ideological justification for the CCP’s
recruiting entrepreneurs and capitalists into the party through the 1990s. Yu Kepinng earned fame
in the West with his article, “Democracy is a good thing.” Unlike the radical title, however, his
argument is not to oppose the CCP’s leadership but rather to support its gradual political reform.152

One feature that clearly distinguishes their writings from the scholarship in the 1980s is that these
Western-trained scholars have incorporated Western political concepts and theories to develop
their own theories for the model of China style democracy. For example, Fewsmith points out that
the Western-educated scholars were heavily influenced by Samuel Huntington’s Political Order in
Changing Societies. 153 Like Huntington, they are concerned with the relationship between social
demands and institutions. Chinese scholars paid special attention to Huntington’s argument that
“the most important political distinction among countries concerns not their form of government
but their degree of government,” and the process of modernization can be a cause for instability,
if not handled well with the development of political institutions. Ironically, based upon
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Huntington’s theory, they advance the argument that liberal democracy fosters destructive
individualism, which has brought disaster to many countries involved in the third wave of
democratization.154

Pan Wei, professor of Peking University and a political science PhD of UC Berkeley, is famous
for not only applying the Western political theory to the analysis of China model, but also
challenging the Western theory with the argument that rule of law and democracy are two separate
things.155 Unlike the Western view that the two are inherently linked together, Pan argues that one
can exist without the other and China needs rule of law, but not democracy. Citing Singapore as a
case of reference, Pan theorizes that rule of law without democracy is achievable in the context of
China’s political legacy of civil service examination. Pan Wei’s articulation of the China model
theory signaled that Chinese scholarship does not merely import Western ideas but is ready to
compete with them in equal terms. Indeed, Western scholars wrote a series of articles to debate
Pan’s theory, which were published as an edited volume titled Debating Political Reform in China:
Rule of Law vs Democratization in 2006.156

One may raise issue with the lack of freedom to express in the academic environment of China.
Once returned, Western-trained scholars may find it hard to make argument that may contradict
with the state narratives. Relatedly, in the study of China’s America watchers in the academic and
policy circles in the 1980s, Shambaugh argued that professional role was the primary determinant
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of China’s intellectuals’ articulated perceptions. 157 Perhaps, in this context, the professional role of
Western-trained scholars may be defined as the one to theorize official ideology in the first place.
At the same time, because most of Western educated scholars are already part of the elite groups
that sit at the upper level of China’s socioeconomic structure, they have positive incentives to
support the status quo managed by the CCP’s monopoly of power.158 For these reasons, it is hard
to make a clear-cut judgement as to whether or not the Western -educated scholars’ pro-government
perceptions are purely a product of intellectual analysis or the result of self-censorship.

To supplement this uncertainty, another way to trace the causal relationship between the Western
education and the tendency of pro-Chinese government perception is to examine the viewpoints
of those who decide to stay in Western countries. Indeed, the research of Chinese academics in the
West show a wider spectrum beyond the view of pro-government tendency. However, this does
not mean that they are in the position of anti-Chinese government either. For example, Zheng
Yongnian, a political science PhD of Princeton University and a professor of National University
of Singapore, published numerous articles in English that deal with various issues like Internet
politics, nationalism, and civil society in China.159 While these articles greatly contribute to the
field of China study with rigorous as well as critical analysis, his publications in Chinese have
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different tone of argument. Zheng has joined the policy-oriented debate with mainland Chinese
scholars and proposed many ideas on how China can make progress for further modernization.160
For another instance, the scholarship of Dali Yang, a Chinese immigrant professor at the University
of Chicago, also gave positive assessment for the achievements of the Chinese government with
its initiatives of governance reform. 161 Certainly there are liberal scholars like Minxin Pei who
criticize the non-democratic nature of the Chinese government.162 However, according to Han and
Chen’s findings, they are close to the exception rather than the norm: Chinese scholars in the
United States mostly remain positive towards China and are ready to contribute to the development
of China from a distance.163

In this context, Suisheng Zhao commented that it was truly remarkable that a great majority of
intellectuals who promoted nationalism in the 1990s were trained in the West.164 Although the
arguments of Western educated scholars in China are in line with the state’s nationalistic narrative,
this does not necessarily mean that they merely play a role as mouthpieces, echoing the official
ideology provided by the government. Nathan assesses that even though Chinese scholars must
steer away from certain forbidden topics, their debates on the regime legitimacy and the China
model have been substantive and intense, emerging largely independent of ideological
propaganda.165 Compared to their predecessors who simply looked for evidence that would support
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official ideology in the 1980s, the Western trained scholars could observe the Western system
themselves and think more critically about the future of China while studying and living in the
West since the 1990s.166 The trend of Chinese scholars to look at Western theories, rather than
Chinese philosophy, in a creative way to theorize Chinese way of governance continues in the
2000s.167 As such, it is fair to say that the scholarship of Western-educated intellectuals is not
constrained by the state propaganda, but rather it helps reproduce the official ideology in China.

4.5. Counterarguments
Critics might contend that China’s openness to the Western democracy transmission programs was
initiated over concern of China’s international image again. The Chinese government officially
permitted the VOA broadcasting in China in the early 1980s when Deng Xiaoping launched reform
and open policy.168 China’s first human rights dialogue with American government took place in
1990, while the Western countries were still imposing sanctions in the wake of 1989 Tiananmen
Protest. The timing of China’s openness in these two cases implied that the Chinese state sought
to build a friendly relationship with Western countries for the need of economic reform. In other
words, critics would argue, the Chinese state just pretended to open the society to the Western
ideas of democracy and liberty, so that it could improve China’s international image and draw
Western support for China’s economic reform programs.
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Certainly, the Chinese leaders were clearly aware that the West’s democratic ideas would spread
within China due to the opening policies, as Deng Xiapoing famously summarized it by saying,
“if you open the window for fresh air, you have to expect some flies to blow in.”169 Still, the
benefits of importing foreign capitals and technology for economic development greatly
outweighed the risk costs of political influence. Therefore, for the purpose of maintaining
cooperative relationship with the West, the Chinese state has been willing to maintain a certain
level of openness to the Western democracy transmission program.

However, this alternative explanation cannot explain the continuity and expansion of the openness
that followed the initial opening. The VOA broadcasting was prohibited in China in the aftermath
of 1989. But the Chinese state gradually lifted the ban from the early 1990s, and, as described in
the previous section, did not attempt to seriously regulate the VOA viewership in China. The
Chinese government continued to have human rights dialogue with more Western governments
from the mid-1990s, as shown in Table 8. Also, the Chinese state liberalized its policy for the
Chinese students to go abroad for study since 1992, without any signs of worry for the Chinese
students being influenced by the Western ideas and values; the Chinese state does not attempt to
check political loyalty of Chinese students before they go abroad or after they return to China. If
no signs of worry and no actions to regulate Chinese citizens can be taken as evidence of CCP’s
self-confidence, then the stimulant argument provides better explanation than the alternative
explanation raised here. The continued expansion of openness signifies the CCP’s confidence that
the openness cannot seriously damage its legitimacy. On the contrary, the West’s critical view of
China’s political system is expected to provoke Chinese people’s sentiment of defensive
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nationalism.

Still, critics can point out that the Chinese leaders’ confidence does not stem from the belief in the
stimulant effects of Western criticism, but from its marginal impacts. It can be argued that the
Chinese leaders do not worry because those who are exposed to the influence of the Western
democracy transmission programs would be only a tiny fraction of China’s vast population.
Concerning the number of VOA audiences in China, for example, the biggest estimate only
accounts for 0.7 % of the huge population in China. Likewise, according to the Institute of
International Education, the number of Chinese students in the United States was 328,547 in 201516, which only accounts for 0.02% of the Chinese population.170 By extension, as far as China’s
human rights dialogues with Western governments are concerned, we can safely assume that the
size of population who voluntarily invest time and energy to follow these annual meetings is even
much smaller than the number of Chinese students in the United States, or 0.02% of the Chinese
population. Overall, the size of population that are exposed to these Western programs is extremely
small in China. More importantly, even if some of these people are inspired to organize opposition
forces against the CCP, the Chinese state’s security organs are powerful enough to crack down on
them easily.

This alternative explanation is countered by the historical records that, in fact, Chinese leaders
have been quite worried about the critical thinking of these intellectual groups, and their being
influenced by the Western ideas in particular. From the moment of country’s founding in 1949, the
intellectual groups in China have always been suspected by the CCP leadership, for they are the
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ones who can critically assess CCP’s capability and legitimacy. Although Deng Xiaoping tried to
appear confident on the marginal impacts of external ideas flown in from the West, with the
analogy of “flies” coming in through a “window,” Deng still launched political campaigns like the
Anti-Spiritual Pollution Campaign in 1983 and the Campaign against Bourgeois Liberalization in
1986. The objective of these two political campaigns was to periodically check and ensure the
unwavering loyalty of intellectuals for the party.171 Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao did not launch such
political campaigns in the 1990s and 2000s. Instead, they tried to coopt the private entrepreneurs,
professionals and academics, who constitute the emerging middle class in China. These are the
groups that have the most chances to be exposed and influenced by the Western ideas of
democracy.172 This evidence shows that, instead of coercive measures, the CCP from the 1990s
began to use more persuasive methods to draw voluntary supports from the intellectual groups. It
is in this line of thinking that the stimulant argument provides better explanation for China’s
openness to the Western democracy transmission programs.

As illustrated in the case studies of this chapter, many Chinese students and liberal intellectuals
have become even more nationalistic after they have learned about Western desire to democratize
China. Ironically, when oppressed and disconnected from the Western sources of information, the
Chinese intellectuals admired even more Western ideas of democracy. They protested against the
CCP’s authority, as observed during the numerous students movements in the 1980s and the protest
at Tiananmen Square in 1989. In this context, Daniela Stockmann, the leading expert on Chinese
media, argues that people distrust the contents of state propaganda even more when the information
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from the outside is entirely closed.173 Conversely, when opened, they can directly confirm the
Western bias and hostility against China’s political system and culture, as framed in the state
narrative. Observing the CCP’s good performances in economic development and governance,
Chinese intellectuals become more convinced to defend and support China’s political system in
face with the Western pressure to democratize China.

In sum, it is true that the Chinese state had to take opening policies to the Western democracy
transmission programs because it wanted to have a friendly relationship with the West. China
needed to build a favorable international image as a reformist regime so that it could attract more
investments and transfer of technology from the West. One way to do that was to positively respond
to the Western pressure for political reform. While this alternative explanation accounts for the
initial moment of opening in the late 1980s and early 1990s, it does not explain the continuity and
expansion of China’s openness through the 1990s and 2000s. Despite its small size, the
intellectuals and professionals still could challenge the CCP’s authority if they are inspired by the
West’s democratic ideas and norms. Yet the CCP could confidently respond to the Western
democracy transmission programs with the opening policy, because the CCP expects the Western
endeavors to transmit democratic ideas would rather stimulate the people’s nationalism in support
of CCP’s leadership, based upon its performance legitimacy.

4.6. Conclusion
In this chapter, we examine why the Chinese governments have taken opening policies to the
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Western endeavors to transmit democratic ideas from the outside into China. I argue that the
Chinese state intends to stimulate people’s nationalism with Western criticism through openness.
The Chinese leaders could assume such an openness strategy because the CCP has already secured
performance legitimacy from rapid economic growth and governance reform. Based upon
performance legitimacy, the Chinese government could diffuse the national narrative through a
patriotic education campaign. Not all Chinese citizens are naïve to believe the state narrative at
face value. When they are exposed to the information provided by the Western democracy
transmission programs, however, Chinese people could verify the validity of the state narrative for
themselves. In reaction to the West’s criticisms of China, Chinese citizens have become even more
motivated to support the positions of the Chinese government on the inappropriateness of
introducing the Western model in China and the need to make gradual progress to the completion
of Chinese style democracy instead.

The implications made in this chapter refer to a reversed logic: if the performance legitimacy gets
weaker, the Chinese government may return to the closed-off policies. If the economic growth
slows down and governance reform does not keep up with people’s rising expectation, there will
be more grievances of the society against the state. In such case, Chinese citizens may become
vulnerable to the influence of the Western democracy transmission programs and people’s
grievances may get amplified. In other words, once the performance legitimacy declines, the
Western democracy transmission programs do not serve as stimulant to China’s advantage
anymore but may cause a legitimacy crisis in China. At this moment of change, the Chinese
government will most likely tighten the opening policies to reduce the Western influence in the
ideological sphere. Confirming this logic will be the subject of Chapter 5.
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Chapter 5: Cyclical Shift to Partial Closing-off under Xi Jinping

5.1. Introduction
Since taking office in 2012, Xi Jinipng surprised the world, including seasoned China experts in
the West, with his swift moves to consolidate power with the unprecedented anti-corruption
campaign and the massive crackdown on opposition voices. More hardened authoritarianism under
Xi’s rule appears to have significantly affected the Chinese policy to the Western democracy
promotion programs. The Xi Jinping regime passed the new foreign NGO law and launched the
ideological campaign against Western ideas and values. This set of policies, which can be
characterized as “closing-off,” challenges the previous accounts for the Chinese government’s
selective openness. In this chapter, I address the following questions: “What kind of measures have
the Xi Jinping regime taken to reduce the influence of Western democracy promotion? If it is true
that selective openness serves to strengthen regime legitimacy, as argued in the previous chapters,
why does not Xi Jinping maintain such openness but shifts to the policy of closing-off?”

The chapter begins with describing the pattern of policy change vis-à-vis Western democracy
promotion programs since Xi Jinping came to power in 2012. Specifically, I perform a descriptive
analysis on the passage of new foreign NGO law and Xi Jinping’s emphasis on ideological warfare.
In the framework of my theory, this policy shift from selective openness to closing-off is dealt with
as a dependent variable. The subsequent section investigates the Xi Jinping regime’s governance
reform and performance legitimacy as independent variables. I aim to explain how the changes in
these variables have caused the change in China’s response to the Western democracy promotion
programs. Lastly, I extend the scope of discussion to refine my theoretical model, by exploring
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how Chinese response to the Western democracy promotion has interacted with the macro-cycle
of political relaxation and tightening in China.

5.2. Policy Shift to Partial Closing-off
The Xi Jinping regime passed the foreign NGO law and launched the ideological campaign against
“Western ideas.” The former policy is designed to constrain the Western democracy assistance
programs inside China and the latter to mitigate the effects of the Western democracy transmission
programs from the outside. There is no doubt that these policies send a clear signal that the Xi
Jinping regime is willing to shift the Chinese response to the Western democracy promotion from
openness toward closing-off. Yet, the Xi Jinping regime has neither taken practical measures to
entirely expel the Western democracy assistance programs in China nor to completely censor off
the channels of Western democracy transmission programs. Therefore, this section characterizes
Xi Jinping’s policy to the Western democracy promotion as “partial closing-off,” because the
policy clearly shifted from selective opening toward the direction of closing-off, yet not to the
level of a wholesale closing-off.

5.2.1 Foreign NGO Law
On April 28, 2016, the Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress (NPC) approved
the Administrative Law on Activities of Overseas Non-government Organizations within the
Territory of the People’s Republic of China (境外非政府组织境内活动管理法),” also known as foreign
NGO law, that would take effect from January 1, 2017.
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The law requires foreign NGOs that want to establish a representative office in China must first
have the consent of a Professional Supervisory Unit (PSU), presumably a government agency or
government-approved organization in the foreign NGO’s field. After receiving this sponsorship,
foreign NGOs should register with the Ministry of Public Security (MPS) and allow the police to
scrutinize all aspects of their operations including finances.

1

According to the law, foreign NGOs can conduct activities in the fields of economy, education,

science and technology, culture, health, sports and environmental protection, but cannot engage in
any activities that would “endanger China’s national unity, security, or ethnic unity” (不得危害中国
的国家统一、安全和民族团结)

or “harm China’s national interests [and] societal public interest” (不

得损害中国国家利益、社会公共利益).

2

But a definition of ‘endanger’ or ‘harm’ is notably absent,

creating ambiguity on its interpretation.3

Prior to the passage of the law, as examined in Chapter 3, foreign NGOs in China operated in a
legally grey area: some provinces required them to find PSU for registration with Ministry of Civil
Affairs (MCA) at the provincial level, but such requirement was made at the discretion of local
officials, not clearly proscribed in the law. The 2016 foreign NGO law, according to the Chinese
authorities, intends to fix this problem of legal ambiguity. Deputy Director of the NPC Standing
Committee Legislative Affairs Commission Zhang Yong stated that the law was designed to

1

Edward Wong, “Clampdown in China Restricts 7,000 Foreign Organizations,” The New York Times, April 28,
2016.
2
For the texts of the law translated in English, see “English Translation of China’s New Law on Overseas NGOs,”
China Development Brief, accessed December 6, 2016, http://chinadevelopmentbrief.cn/articles/the-peoples-republic
-of-chinas-law-on-the-management-of-the-activities-of-overseas-ngos-within-mainland-china/.
3
China Briefing, “China’s New NGO Law: Navigating the Restrictions and Application Procedures,” China
Briefing News, May 12, 2016, accessed December 6, 2016, http://www.china-briefing.com/news/2016/05/12/chinasnew-ngo-law-navigating-restrictions-application-procedures.html
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“facilitate the activities of foreign” and “guarantee” the “legal rights of foreign NGOs.”4

Foreign analysts do not agree that legal transparency is what the law is about. If it was, foreign
NGOs could easily continue to be managed by the MCA, not MPS.5 On this point, the Chinese
authorities acknowledge that national security was precisely a concern for the creation of the new
law.6 One NPC official emphasized that foreign NGOs have no reason to worry about supervision
of public security bureaus if they do not violate the law.7 Similarly, Xie Zengyi, a researcher of
the Chinese Academy of Social Science, argues that the public security bureau has rich experiences
of keeping the records of foreigners’ entering and leaving China, as well as their overall activities,
thus the police force is the agency which can efficiently handle the registration of foreign NGOs.8
Regardless of international criticisms, the law newly formalizes authority for the security apparatus
to monitor foreign NGOs with much greater vigor.9

4

“China Passes Law Putting Foreign NGOs Under Stricter Police Control,” NPR.org, accessed December 6, 2016,
http://www.npr.org/sections/parallels/2016/04/28/476060206/china-passes-law-putting-foreign-ngos-under-stricterpolice-control.
5
“A Slow Death? China’s Draft Foreign NGO Management Law,” China Law & Policy, accessed December 6,
2016, http://chinalawandpolicy.com/2015/05/10/a-slow-death-chinas-draft-foreign-ngo-management-law/.
6
An editorial in the Global Times, a state-run publication, also argued that the law was designed to avoid risks that
NGOs might pose to Chinese security interests. See “Sheping: zhongguo jijikan NGO, ximei hexu bian NGO fa," 社
评：中国积极看NGO，西媒何须贬NGO法 [Editorial: China positively views NGO, why do Western media have
to distort foreign NGO law]"_评论_环球网 [Opinion, Global Times Network], accessed December 6, 2016,
http://opinion.huanqiu.com/editorial/2016-04/8834347.html.
7
National People’s Congress Guo Linmao, a researcher of the legal work committee of the National People’s
Congress, emphasized the law does not intend to prohibit foreign NGOs from operating in China, adding, “foreign
NGOs do not need to worry about the law. I am going to say one Chinese saying, “if you have trouble, then you find
police. What are you afraid of?” See “zhongguo guanfang jiexi jingwai feizhengfu zuzhi jingnei huodong guanlifa
sanda gaunzhu,” 中国官方解析境外非政府组织境内活动管理法三大关注 [Chinese authority explains three points
in managing foreign NGO’s operations within China]” 中国新华网 [Chinese Xinhua News Network]，2016-04-29,
accessed December 8,2016, available at http://news.xinhuanet.com/politics/2016-04/29/c_128945000.htm
8
See“Jingwai feizhengfu zuzhi nei huodong guanlifa jieshi,” 境 外 非 政 府 组 织 境 内 活 动 管 理 法 》 解 读
[Understanding foreign NGO law], Shanyi gongyi bao 慈善公益报, May 17,2016, available at http://news.xinhuanet.
com/gongyi/2016-05/17/c128985970.htm (accessed September 24, 2016)
9
If past legislation is any guide, some of these ambiguities will persist (e.g., “endangering national security”) so
as to maximize the state’s discretion in applying the criminal law. See Ira Belkin and Jerome A. Cohen, “Will China
Close Its Doors?,” The New York Times, June 1, 2015.
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The foreign NGOs in China have little choice but to adjust themselves in this changing legal
environment. On May 10, 2016, Council on Foundations (COF) and International Center for Notfor-Profit Law (ICNL) convened over one hundred organizations to discuss how to cope with the
law. One recommendation that came out of discussion was that, if a foreign organization has some
kind of current registration or legal status, they should keep the registration intact this year, as
having a sort of legalized status in China is likely to be better than having none.10 Also, foreign
NGOs are advised to preemptively engage with Chinese governmental and nongovernmental
actors to build trust and thereby try to moderate a potentially harsh enforcement of the law. For the
time being, foreign NGOs currently active in China should seek to reframe their projects, wherever
possible, rather than to preemptively eliminate all seemingly risky projects.11 Andreas Fulda, a
China specialist at the University of Nottingham, advised that foreign NGOs consider “handing
over responsibilities for the day-to-day operations of foreign-funded projects to trustworthy local
partners, so as to remain principled, pragmatic, and people-centered.”12

Although the particular effects of the law on the Western democracy assistance programs have yet
to become clear at this point of writing, there is no question that the law is introduced for the
concern of their political influence within China.13 In October 2013, Silent Contest, a documentary
allegedly produced by the Chinese PLA National Defense University, pointed out that some

10

For more details about the event, see “Call Summary: 2016 Chinese Foreign NGO Law | Council on
Foundations,” accessed December 6, 2016, http://www.cof.org/content/call-summary-2016-chinese-foreign-ngo-law.
11
See “How Should Global Stakeholders Respond to China’s New NGO Management Law?,” ChinaFile, May 5,
2016, accessed December 8, 2016, https://www.chinafile.com/conversation/how-should-global-stakeholdersrespond-china-new-ngo-management-law.
12
Andreas Fulda and Jennifer Brady, “How foreign non-profit organizations should respond to China’s new
Overseas NGO Management Law,” China Policy Institute Policy Paper 2016: No. 1, accessed December 8, 2016,
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/cpi/documents/policy-papers/china-policy-institute-policy-paper-2016-no-1-fuldabrady.pdf
13
See “Chinese NGOs Receive Less from Overseas Backers as New Law Stresses National Security - Global
Times,” accessed December 6, 2016, http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/985341.shtml.
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foreign NGOs flocked to China to target promising young Chinese and to draw them over to the
West, specifically citing the Ford Foundation, the International Republican Institute, the Carter
Center and the Asia Foundation.14 These organizations explicitly use the word “democracy” in
their mission statements, and therefore look ‘dangerous’ as a possible threat or harmful to the
national interests of China, as stipulated in the foreign NGO law. With the passage of the law, the
Chinese state now maximizes its discretion in applying the criminal law against the Western
organizations operating in China for the goal of democracy promotion.

Despite the threat of expulsion, however, the Western organizations engaging in democracy
assistance in China seem not to be overly worried for such worst-case scenario. For example, to
some Chinese claiming that the Carter Center aims to incite pro-democratic sentiments to
challenge the Chinese government, Yawei Liu, the director of the center’s China Program,
emphasized that it is the request of the MCA at which the center has organized its various programs
in China.15 Since most of Western democracy assistance programs are organized at the invitation
or consent of MCA, as examined in Chapter 3, the Chinese government is not likely to suddenly
terminate the programs that it gave prior approval in the first place. In addition, if Western
democracy assistance organizations already have a branch office in China, the mere fact of having
such an office under the approval of the Chinese government itself is a testimony to the fact that
they have maintained fine relationships with the public security bureaus.16 The onerous procedure
of registration with strengthened supervisory structure will certainly make getting anything done
14

“Chinese Online Videos: The U.S. Wants to Start a Color Revolution Here,” Foreign Policy, August 1, 2016,
accessed December 6, 2016, https://foreignpolicy.com/2016/08/01/chinese-online-videos-the-u-s-wants-to-start-acolor-revolution-here/.
15
In 2012, the year that Xi Jinping took office, the Carter Center still could invite Chinese officials and scholars
to observe the US presidential elections for the sixth time. See “Foreign-Funded NGOs Probed amid Trojan Horse
Worries," Global Times, accessed December 7, 2016, http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/872227.shtml.
16
Interview, Allen Choate, Consultant, The Asia Foundation, July 25, 2016, Beijing
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in China time-consuming and expensive. However, the law itself does not shut down the Western
NGOs in China or prevent them from hosting events in China.17 For example, the Ford Foundation
commented it has not yet faced any new barriers impeding its activities in China since the passage
of the law.18

The actual scope of Western NGOs’ activities that are to be regulated by the foreign NGO law
remains unclear even after the law came into effect on January 1, 2017. Western NGOs have
responded to the changing legal environment in various ways; some have frozen their works on
the mainland, some have stayed on while operating under a temporary fix, and others dutifully
tried to register as required by the law.19 A group of Chinese lawyers offered to advise foreign
NGOs on how to comply with the law and 315 foreign NGOs have registered with the Chinese
authorities by far, according to the Chinese Ministry of Public Security.20 Although this number
only accounts for a small fraction of the entire foreign NGOs that are known to have operated
within China for decades, there are no signs of immediate crackdown by the Chinese government
against the foreign NGOs that have not registered yet. This might imply that the Chinese authorities
intend to tolerate some period of time for the foreign NGOS to adjust to the changing legal
system.21 Also, the fact that some of particular Western NGOs engaging in democracy assistance
- The Asia Foundation and Ford Foundation - have already renewed their registration status

17

“A Slow Death?”
“Foreign-Funded NGOs Probed amid Trojan Horse Worries - Global Times.”
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Nectar Gan, “Why foreign NGOs are struggling with new Chinese law,” South China Morning Post, June 13,
2017.
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signify the Chinese government’s continued approval of their democracy-related programs in
China.22

One important exception to this pattern might be the relocation of American Bar Association
(ABA). The ABA decided to temporarily close its branch office in Beijing and registered an East
Asia regional office in Hong Kong in March 2017. However, Elizabeth Anderson, the director of
ABA’s Rule of Law Initiative Program, commented that the ABA office in Hong Kong will still
continue ongoing exchanges with its partners in mainland China. 23 Although the passage of
foreign NGO law is clearly responsible for shaping the ABA’s perception of tightening political
environment, the ABA’s decision was made on a temporary base until the uncertainties surrounding
the law’s actual implementation is cleared out.24 In other words, even in the case of ABA, there
were no elements of Chinese authorities’ outright repression of Western democracy aid programs
involved yet, which is consistent with the Ford Foundation’s observation mentioned above.

If there is evidence for the Chinese state’s tightening control over these organizations, it should be
found as early as 2009. It is the year that many China analysts commonly point to as when the
previous liberalization trend was reversed toward more hardened authoritarianism.25 The Color
Revolutions in the former Soviet Union and the Balkans during the early 2000s had already caught
the attention of the Chinese authorities on the role played by the Western NGOs during what they

22
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see as political turmoil, said Jia Xijin, associate professor at Tsinghua University's NGO Research
Center. The foreign NGO law expands the already expansive discretionary powers of Chinese state.
Such initiative is not new from the perspective of many Western organizations that have engaged
in democracy assistance programs in China.

It is probably too early to conclude that the new law will not cause any dramatic changes in the
Western NGOs’ operation of democracy assistance programs in China. What has become clear
from the examination of the foreign NGO law at this point is that the Chinese state reveals its
threat perception on the negative influence of the Western democracy assistance programs in China
and its seriousness to crack down on them at any given time, if necessary. The law is not designed
to translate into immediate repression of democracy assistance programs in China, but serves to
send a ‘chilling signal’ to the Western organizations to warn them not to cross a fine line between
democracy assistance and an attempt to instigate regime transition.

5.2.2 Ideological Battle against Western Ideas
The roots of the foreign NGO law traces back to Xi’s broader ideological campaign against the
Western ideas and values. 26 Since taking office in 2012, Xi Jinping has stressed the “vital
importance” of ideological work to the party. After years of government dominated by
“technocrats” who stressed the “expert” end of the spectrum, Xi tilts the balance back towards the
“red zone” with particular enthusiasm for ideology, clearly setting himself apart from his
immediate predecessors of Hu Jintao and Jiang Zemin.27 In August 2013, at a national propaganda

26

See Belkin and Cohen, “Will China Close Its Doors?” Also, for a general description of Xi Jinping’s policies to
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conference, Xi argued that regime disintegration often begins in the realm of ideas and complained
of an intensification of Western cultural and ideological “infiltration.”28 Xi’s warning against the
negative influence of Western ideas has led to the issuance of an official directive to guard against
it, and the intensification of censorship over academia and media sectors.

Perhaps the most prominent among the outcomes of Xi’s ideological campaign should be what is
generally known as “Document Number 9.” In the spring of 2013, reports began to appear that the
Party leadership was being urged to fight the spread of subversive currents in Chinese society.
These currents include Western constitutional democracy, universal values of human rights,
Western-inspired notions of media independence and civil participation, ardently pro-market
neoliberalism, and “nihilistic” criticisms of the CCP’s traumatic past. These warnings were
enumerated in a memo, circulated within the Party in April 2013. Because it constituted the ninth
such paper issued that year, the memo has come to be known as “Document 9.”29 At first glance,
the content of the document does not seem particularly surprising since it essentially says what
conservative newspapers and intellectuals often have said in China. But the fact that it was one of
the key directives emphasized by the top leadership itself reveals the CCP’s paranoia against the
Western influence in its own words.30 The document makes clear that the targets to combat include
“Western embassies, consulates, media operations and nongovernmental organizations.”31
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Beyond ensuring the vigilance against the Western ideas within the Party, Xi Jinping also called
for greater “ideological guidance” in Chinese educational system. The CCP newly urged the study
of Marxism, as the country tightens control on Western ideology. 32 In a speech aiming to
consolidate the Party's leadership over ideology in Party schools in December 2015, Xi Jinping
warned that some people disseminated Western capitalist values during lectures, making
groundless comments about national policies. 33 Previously, at a Party conference on higher
education in December 2014, Xi urged the Party to turn universities into hotbeds of Marxist studies.
To implement Xi’s appeals, the Chinese Education Minister Yuan Guiren in January 2016
proposed to restrict the use of Western sources in teaching and to more aggressively push the
communist ideology in universities. Notices began going out across China’s educational
establishment, from universities in Beijing to provincial departments of education, announcing the
priority of “strengthening ideological work.” 34 While the patriotic education campaign was
designed to strengthen national pride through history and cultural educations, Xi’s new emphasis
of ideology in education aims to directly deny the influence of the Western ideology rather than
indirectly balance it with strong sense of nationalism.35

As a result, Chinese scholars self-censor or avoid discussing sensitive topics more than they have

32
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done in the past.36 Tim Cheek, a historian from the University of British Columbia and an expert
on Chinese intellectual life, observed that liberal Chinese academics are now facing the most
pressure since Western ideas were attacked during the anti-spiritual pollution and anti-bourgeois
campaigns of the 1980s. 37 One Chinese scholar even compares Xi Jinping regime’s suppression
with that of the Cultural Revolution in the 1960s when the Chinese intellectuals suffered from
physical hardships like detention, torture, expulsion, and execution. 38 Indeed, a number of
outspoken intellectuals, like Xia Yeliang, a former Peking University professor who publicly
advocated free speech and civil rights, were expelled from their positions in the Chinese
academia.39 According to Jerry Cohen, a veteran China expert, there was a significant spike in the
number of Chinese scholars seeking refuge in the United States in 2015.40 These Chinese scholars
attempted to avoid the unprecedented crackdown to silence opposition to the party in the
academia.41

There is mounting evidence that Xi Jinping renewed the CCP’s zeal for an all-encompassing
control of information in the media too. Xi Jinping’s CCP is reported to have significantly
expanded the censorship practice of deleting media report or shutting down websites without prior
notice, if deemed to contain “politically incorrect” content. For example, the Propaganda
Department of Guangdong Province pressured the Southern Weekend, which is considered as
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China’s most influential liberal newspaper, to change its New Year’s special editorial that was
critical of the Chinese government in 2013.42 Similarly, the editorial team of Yanhuang Chunqiu,
another representative liberal magazine in China, announced that they would cease publication
after the Chinese authorities replaced them with a new team who would endorse Xi’s political
ideals. 43 Despite domestic and international condemnation over intensified repression of press
freedom, Xi Jinping did not mince the words: at a meeting with editors and journalists, Xi insisted
their work must reflect total loyalty to the party.44 In this context, public endorsement for Western
model of liberal democracy is no exception from being the main target of censorship.

What is the impact of Xi’s ideological battle on the CCP’s policies for the Western democracy
transmission programs? By far, Xi Jinping has focused on controlling internal discussion among
Chinese, but has not yet closed down the channels of Western democracy transmission programs
from outside to China. Despite outright warning to Chinese academics, the Chinese authorities
have not officially banned textbooks promoting “Western values” yet.45

For example, the fact that twelve American universities have operated branch campuses in China
under the approval of the Chinese government indicates that the Chinese authorities have not
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seriously attempted to prohibit the education of Western ideas and values yet. The twelve
institutions, including Carnegie Mellon, Duke, Johns Hopkins, New York Universities, the
Universiy of Michigan and Pittsburgh, have developed degree-granting institutions in partnership
with Chinese universities. In the 2014-15 academic year, they collectively enrolled more than
6,500 students, more than 90 percent of which were Chinese while the majority of the faculty were
Americans.46 It is noteworthy that the American universities were guaranteed a high degree of
autonomy for curriculum, academic freedom, freedom of expression and assembly when opened
branch campuses in China. In September 2016, the US Government Accountability Office
reviewed the Chinese operations of these 12 US universities, and found six of the universities
include language in their agreements or other written policies about protecting academic freedom
while another three have language stipulating that the Chinese institution will adhere to U.S.
academic standards. According to the report, many faculty and students also commented their
academic freedom had not been limited and they could “teach or study whatever they chose.” 47

Similarly, as examined in Chapter 4, there is no change in the legal status of the VOA’s branch
office in Beijing even after Xi’s taking office. Surely the critical rhetoric against the VOA has
increased, but there are no evidence of significant change in the level of punishment or threat
against potential audience of VOA in China.48 The fact that VOA Beijing office operates as normal
makes stark contrast with other foreign journalists from the prominent Western media such as the
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New York Times and Bloomberg being expelled in 2013 and 2014.49 Likewise, the Xi Jinping
regime continues to hold the annual dialogues with Western governments on human right issues.
There are no actions taken to control the scale of Chinese students going abroad or to check their
political loyalty before their leaving or after returning to China.

In sum, whereas Xi Jinping publicly warns against the political influence of foreign NGOs and
Western ideas, his emphasis on the vigilance against external influence does not translate into
immediate actions to terminate the Western democracy assistance programs inside China nor to
shut down the channels of Western democracy transmission programs from outside to China. In
other words, although the trend toward closing-down policies becomes more palpable after Xi
Jinping rose to power, Xi does not completely reverse the opening policies. Therefore, I
characterize Xi’s policy to the Western democracy promotion as “partial” closing-off.

This characterization begs two questions for further investigation. First, why did such trend of
closing-down emerge after Xi Jinping took office? Second, despite such trend, why did Xi
Jinping’s CCP not return to the policies of the wholesale closing-down yet? These are the subjects
of the following two sections.
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5.3. Causes of Policy Shift to Partial Closing-off
My theory predicts that the more the Chinese state expands the governance reform, the more it
becomes motivated to accept the Western democracy assistance programs in China. In addition,
the more the Chinese state is confident in performance legitimacy, the more it can take an opening
attitude to the Western democracy transmission program. By reversing this logic, we can draw a
set of hypotheses to explain the Chinese state’s closing-off policies: the Xi Jinping regime takes
partially closing-off policies because it shrinks the scope of governance reform and perceives the
decline in performance legitimacy. Based upon this hypothesis, this section investigates the
changes in governance reform and performance legitimacy since Xi came to power in 2012. It
explains how these changes have caused the policy shift to partial closing-off.

5.3.1 Change and Continuity in the Direction of Governance Reform
The CCP under Xi Jinping shifted its governance reform direction from de-centralization to recentralization, which caused the trend of closing-off. At the same time, however, Xi Jinping made
numerous remarks to emphasize the need to expand governance reform, which continues to shape
the need for the Chinese government to maintain cooperative relationships with Western NGOs.

Policy Shift to Re-centralization. Xi Jinping’s signature policy is his anti-corruption campaign
unfolded at an unprecedented scale. As soon as assuming power, Xi announced his strong will to
crackdown on “tigers and flies,” meaning both high-ranking officials and petty civil servants
engaged in corrupt activities.50 Xi Jinping’s anti-corruption campaign is not new. The corruption
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In his first speech to the CCP’s elite Politburo in November 2012, Xi denounced the prevalence of corruption
and said it would “doom the party and state.” Edward Wong, “New Communist Party Chief in China Denounces
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existed even before reform era, and only significantly increased in the 1980s, according to
Wedeman’s analysis, shifting from predatory (direct thefts of state assets) to trans-active type of
corruption (official-business exchanges) through the 1990s. 51 Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao also
periodically launched anti-corruption campaigns and introduced the state institutions to monitor
the problem.52 What distinguishes Xi’s campaign from previous ones is its ever-expanding scope
of investigation, reaching the national-level leaders such as former Politburo Standing Committee
(PSC) member Zhou Yongkang and military leaders Xu Caihou.53 To date, more than 182,000
party officials at various levels have been investigated, with arrests of 32 leaders at the level of
vice minister or above, including five members of the 18th Central Committee of the CCP.54 No
doubt this unprecedented anti-corruption campaign, the largest scale in China’s modern history,
results in the rapid and effective concentration of power to Xi Jinping.

Xi’s consolidation of power has not only led to the purge of politicians but also to the massive
crackdown on critical voices of the CCP’s authority. The CCP’s repressive policies, visibly
intensified after Xi’s coming to power, are often indicated as evidence for the backward shift of
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policy orientation from soft to hard authoritarianism.55 For example, Xi Jinping perceives human
rights lawyers as challenging the state when defending their clients both in the court and public
opinion arenas. This perception seems to stem from the fear that lawyers are politically unreliable
and pose threats to the regime, as they can leverage the country’s laws to challenge the CCP’s
authority.56 Similarly, Xi Jinping attempts to strengthen the CCP’s control over the autonomy of
village committee comprising of democratically elected officials. As tension between villagers and
local governments continues to rise over land grabbing and environmental issues, the crackdown
on village autonomy has increased and grown harsher in recent years.57 In the urban area, the latest
development of “city-grid management model” is promoted in many cities. 58 This move is
interpreted as the state’s attempt to extend its reach to local communities, seriously restricting
space for community autonomy.59

Xi’s crackdown of potential challengers further extends to target foreigners within China. The CCP
did not hide its intention to expel foreigners who attempt to support the domestic groups that CCP
perceives as potential threat in particular. For example, Peter Dahlin, a Swedish NGO worker of
the Chinese Urgent Action Working Group -- supporters of Chinese human rights lawyers – was
arrested by Chinese police in January 2016, accused of instigating Chinese to oppose their
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government. Dahlin appeared on China's state television to admit his guilt in public and was
expelled from the country several weeks after being detained. 60 Similarly, shortly after the
crackdown of pro-democracy protests in early 2011 in several cities in China, inspired by the
Jasmine Revolution in Tunisia, the Chinese government ceased the collaboration between the
MCA and the Carter Center on village election.61 In this context, the Chinese media and pundits
typically depict the Western democracy assistance programs as “Trojan horses” planted by the
Western intelligence agencies such as the CIA.62 Combined with Xi Jinping’s strong drive to the
centralization of power, the CCP’s concern of Western influence in growing opposition forces led
to the creation of foreign NGO law. 63

While Xi Jinping clearly take measures to recentralize power in his hands, it remains unclear what
his true motivation is. Critics argue that the anti-corruption campaign is merely a political tool to
achieve Xi’s ambition to become a paramount leader. Precisely for such purpose, Samson Yuen
argues, the campaign relies heavily on the opaque Party disciplinary mechanism under Xi’s
personal management, rather than on the legal system in place.64 Western media generally views
the campaign nothing more than a political purge out of factional struggle. However, some analysts
60
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view the campaign as an essential part of necessary works for more governance reform later, not
a distraction from the reform agenda. 65 Xi Jinping himself articulates that anti-corruption
campaign “has nothing to do with power struggle. In this case, there is no house of cards.”66 Cheng
Li at the Brookings Institute assesses that Xi has rightly tried to consolidate power as it will prevent
another possible wave of corruption if further market reforms are carried out later.67 Li calls for
analysts to see the big picture entirely, as the anti-corruption campaign, the reform of social
services and the legal reform are all part of Xi’s governance modernization efforts. 68 Despite
intensified repressions over advocacy groups like labor rights NGOs, Xi Jinping’s emphasis on the
rule of law and administrative reform indicates Xi’s will to continue governance reform under his
watch.69

Continuity in Governance Reform. Although China’s legal reform appears to have been stalled
with Xi’s anti-corruption campaign conducted outside the court system, Xi repeatedly emphasized
the importance of establishing rule of law in rhetoric and in his public statements. Xi pledged at
the Third Plenum in 2013 of the Eighteenth Central Committee to “move forward with building a
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rule of law country,” and “safeguard the authority of the constitution and the laws.”70 Subsequently,
the Fourth Plenum in October 2014 declared the rule of law to be a guiding force in pursuing
economic development and governance reform. Xi calls on cadres to improve their “rule of law
thinking,” including the law factors in cadre evaluations, and undertake to punish abuses of
administrative power and discretion.71 This Xi-era stress on law contrasts with a decline in official
support for law through Hu Jintao’s later period.72

With regard to Xi’s clamping down of human rights lawyers, Taisu Zhang, a legal professor at
Duke University, argues that they are somewhat peripheral players in Chinese society and politics.
Therefore, it is exaggeration to say that Xi Jinping “spread fear” among the general intellectuals
including a majority of lawyers and judges. 73 On the contrary, the CCP’s general intent to develop
legal system to channel people’s discontent into the court system appear to remain unchanged.74
Specifically, the Xi Jinping regime pledges to expand the reliability of administrative lawsuits
against state actors for law-violating actions, to combat local protectionism in courts, and to
entrench opportunities for stakeholders and the public to comment on proposed regulations.75 This
70
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drive for deepening legal reform motivates the Chinese government to continue cooperation with
Western NGOs.

Xi Jinping continues to expand administrative reform in order to enhance transparency and
accountability. Speaking at the 65th anniversary of the Chinese People's Political Consultative
Conference (CPPCC) in September 2014, Xi called for building a practical political system to
embody "consultative democracy", one that accommodates public concerns in the process of
policy-making and implementation. Xi added, citizens should be consulted before the authorities
made key decisions, and that local party agencies, governments and judicial departments should
improve the transparency of their work so that common people would be well informed.76 To
implement Xi’s commitment for administrative reform, the Chinese government recently tried to
streamline governmental administrative approval processes, curtail the excessive administrative
powers, and further strengthen the administrative litigation system. Perhaps most significantly, the
national budget law was amended for the first time in twenty years in 2014, with the goal of
institutionalizing citizens input into local governments’ budget execution.77

Certainly, it is easier said than done, and we cannot equate Xi’s rhetorical commitment with actual
progress in reform at face value. Even so, based upon the repeated emphasis and new policy
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initiatives, one can draw a minimum conclusion that Xi Jinping is willing to continue the
governance reform.78

This continuity of governance reform motivates the Chinese government to maintain a cooperation
with Western NGOs like the NDI, Asia Foundation and Ford Foundation, as examined in Chapter
4. While the Color Revolution and the Arab Spring impressed the Chinese leaders on the danger
of foreign influence during political uprisings, ironically, these external events also played a role
as a wake-up call for the importance of governance reform in China. 79 Though Chinese
commentators tend to criticize a US “hidden hand” in facilitating the overthrows of autocrats in
the Central Asia and Middle East, many of them simultaneously recognize that the uprisings
derived largely from bottom-up pressures for political change and acute dissatisfaction over
economic conditions and pervasive official corruption.80 Acknowledging that mounting social and
economic grievances are a fundamental threat to internal stability, Chinese leaders seem to reach
the consensus that administrative reform should not stop deepening, even if its pace may get
adjusted at times. In this context, the CCP would find Western democracy aid programs useful, as
long as the assistance activities are specifically limited in technical and non-sensitive areas.81

In the area of civil society, Xi Jinping’s selective repression of advocacy NGOs coexists with the
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state’s need to borrow supports from the civil society for better delivery of public service. 82 The
evidence of such policy is the passage of new Charity Law in May 2016, which deals with the
regulation for domestic NGOs. In contrast to the controversial foreign NGO law, the charity law
receives positive assessment from both inside and outside China for its official commitment to
expand autonomy of civil society. Specifically, the law makes it easier for Chinese NGOs to raise
funds, improves tax incentives and even allows them to exist without registering.83 The law also
guarantees the wealthy to establish charitable trusts and NGOs, as long as they do not engage in
politically sensitive activities. The CCP’s willingness to expand the civil society sector maintains
the need to receive the Western assistances. This is the background on how the EU-China NGO
Twinning program was introduced between 2012 and 2013 and expanded through today with the
goal of upgrading the civil society exchange between European countries and China.84

In conclusion, Xi Jinping’s centralization of power led to the passage of new foreign NGO law.
Xi’s policy shift from limited liberalization and decentralization to a stronger authoritarianism and
re-centralization of power has constrained space for cooperation between the Western democracy
aid organizations and the Chinese counterparts. At the same time, however, Xi Jinping did not
entirely derail the governance reform agenda. Rather, he made commitments to expand the legal
and administrative reforms. This continuity in the governance reform provides incentives for the
Chinese government to maintain, if not significantly expand, the cooperative relationships with
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the Western democracy aid programs, rather than to expel them.

5.3.2 Stumbling Performance Legitimacy
When Xi Jingping took office in November 2012, Chinese economy and social stability already
were in steady decline. Economic growth has slowed down and the frequency of protests and social
unrests has sharply increased in recent years. Faced with the increasing signs of destabilization
trend, one can assume that Xi Jinping regime perceives a crisis in CCP’s performance legitimacy,
which used to garner popular support of the CCP’s leadership. Xi Jinping’s call for the party and
the intellectuals’ vigilance against the harmful effects from the Western ideas and norms appears
to stem from this perception of decline in performance legitimacy.85

Figure 10. China’s Annual GDP Growth Rate.
Source: National Bureau of Statistics of China
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Chinese economy is currently confronting a downturn in its growth rate, and public anxiety has
been growing on the CCP’s capability to handle the economic slowdown.86 In addition to its GDP
growth falling to below 7 percent in 2015, China has serious problems of public debt and banking
structure. To make the matters worse, the scale of public debt is not even clear given the practice
of local governments not including the entire amount of debt in order to avoid the center’s
regulation.87 The Chinese government intervenes to manage these economic problems, but the
state’s “visible hand” only exacerbates existing market’s dependency on the state, while further
postponing much-needed reforms for the economy to respond to real and transparent market
signals.88

The Chinese state’s activism in economy became stronger when Hu Jintao administration took a
shift from Deng Xiaoping and Jiang Zemin’s reform policy of marketization and privatization to
those of redistribution and revitalization of social policy agenda. The global financial crisis in 2008
further increased state intervention in the economy by pumping money as part of its stimulus
response. Barry Naughton, a key expert on Chinese political economy, argues that the scale of
resources committed to state activism, however, led to even worse macroeconomic imbalances,
creating inflationary pressures and making it more difficult for China to adopt a consumption-led
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economy.89 A spectacular plunge in the Shanghai Stock Exchange in 2015 epitomizes the problem:
as the stock market roiled, the government intervened, banning SOEs from selling off their shares
and buying up hundreds of billions of dollars-worth of stocks in an effort to prop up the market.
Despite the state’s efforts to avoid chaos, a real estate bubble is bloating again, fueled by monetary
stimulus and a loosening of property requirements stipulated by the government.90

In addition to economic slowdown, China has suffered from the social unrests caused by income
inequality and urban-rural gap. Since 2005, China’s income inequality has reached very high levels
with the Gini coefficients in the range of 0.53- 0.55, making it one of top ten most unequal societies
in the world.91 Yu Xie and Xiang Zhou find that the high income inequality in China is attributed
to regional disparities and the rural-urban gap.92 By 2015, the urban population, with or without
residence permits (or hukou in Chinese), was 55.9 percent of the total population.93 China’s hukou
system, introduced by Mao to control the population flow from rural to urban areas during the
industrialization period, exacerbates this social problem of rapid urbanization in recent years. For
the past two decades to 2010, the migrant population living in cities grew by more than 80%. As
they are still registered in rural hometowns by law, they cannot benefit from welfare services like
reimbursement of medical expense, pensions, and education of their offspring while living in cities
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in practice.94 They are treated as “second-class citizens” and despised by the growing middle class
urbanities. The migrant workers grievances and conflicts with urban residents have been the cause
of social disruptions in cities of China.95

All these problems get even worse in the periphery where ethnic minorities concentrate in
residence. The uprisings in the Tibetan area has significantly increased, including a total of 147
Tibetan people immolating themselves from 2009 to mid-2015. The number of “endangering state
security” trials in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region rose 10 percent to nearly 300 trials in
2013.96 Beijing has tried to maintain order in these two regions with policies to accelerate the
assimilation of the region through massive investments and state-led modernization, accompanied
by ever-growing restrictions on religion and cultural expression imposed in the name of the antiseparatism struggle.97 But such policies only marginalize Tibetans and Uyghurs, deepening their
frustrations over the discrimination on the job market and disproportionate distribution of benefits
for Han majority.98
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discrimination against them makes it difficult to find work in cities, which creates vicious cycle. See Andrew Jacobs,
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Figure 11. Increasing Number of Protests in China.
Source: www.opendemocracy.net

The increasing trend of social tension is reflected in the sudden increase of protests or what Chinese
authorities call “incidents of mass unrest” in recent years. Various sources estimate China
experiences 80,000 to 10,000 protests per year since 2005.99 In particular, China has seen a 13 fold
increase in labor strikes and protests since 2001.100 Among various issues of protests, land-takings
by local governments in rural areas have been the leading source of “mass incidents” in China, and
thus most prominent cause of social instability. 101 Land sales for expensive construction or
infrastructure are a major source of revenue for many local governments. In the process of clearing
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increase in the incidence of protests is undeniable. Will Freeman, “The Accuracy of China’s ‘mass Incidents,’”
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In response, the government is cracking down on the workers’ key allies: labor rights NGOs. For the statistical
data, see Zheping Huang, “China Has Seen a 13-Fold Increase in Labor Strikes and Protests since 2011—and It’s
Cracking down,” Quartz, accessed December 7, 2016, http://qz.com/580553/china-is-cracking-down-on-labor-rightsngos-in-its-worlds-factory-with-a-state-media-smear-campaign/.
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land for such projects, local officials often compensate farmers with only a small fraction of the
seized land’s market prices.

102

The land-holding communities often conflict with local

governments, sometimes inviting the center state’s interventions either with suppression of protests
or with accommodation of the local residents’ demands, as epitomized in the incident in Wukan
village in 2010. 103 Whether the protests in China end up with violent conflict or peaceful
negotiation, the surge of protests itself raises concern for the Chinese leadership: it is a clear sign
of growing social instability, which can potentially have serious adverse effects on the economy
in turn.104

Therefore, the Xi Jinping regime has many good reasons to be nervous about a possible decline in
the CCP’s performance legitimacy. It is not only economic performance but also the poor record
of governance performance that can hurt the CCP’s regime legitimacy. All the social unrests
described herein are the direct result of Chinese state’s failure to manage social problems. China’s
prevalent and routinized practices of corruption, the main cause of land sale-related protests in
rural areas, represents this problem. Minxin Pei argues, China’s administrative decentralization
without political accountability gave rise to the local “mafia” states.105 The corruption problems

102
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create the popular perception that the Chinese government is failing to deliver better public
services as promised. The Chinese society’s dissatisfaction with the state’s governance
performance, then, should be a source of grave concern for the top leadership. Hence the
unprecedented scale of anti-corruption campaign, but Xi Jinping simultaneously intensified the
crackdown on dissenting voices. Pundits and analysts interpret this sudden increase of suppression
as a sign of insecurity among the leadership concerning the mainstay of the CCP’s legitimacy.106

This sense of insecurity appears to motivate Xi Jinping’s stress on the vigilance against infiltration
of Western ideology.107 Since Xi Jinping took office, the Chinese media and academic writings
more frequently use the phrase like “hostile foreign forces” than before, which has been a reliable
gauge of paranoia among the ruling elite since Mao’s day.108 In fact, from Xi’s perspective, it
should not be difficult to find the evidence to support his belief that the West tries to subvert the
Chinese government. Regarding the pro-democracy protest in Hong Kong in 2014, People’s Daily
labeled the protest as a “color revolution,” criticizing the perceived Western attempts to influence
the domestic politics of China by supporting the young protesters in Hong Kong.109 The 2010
Nobel Peace Prize awarded to Liu Xiaobo, an internationally renowned activist in China, is another
example of the CCP’s perception of Western attempts to affect the domestic politics of China.110
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The Chinese government condemned the Nobel committee’s decision, claiming that Liu Xiaobo is
a criminal who violated the Chinese law and does not deserve the award, whereas the national
leaders in the West praised the award to recognize Liu Xiaobo’s fights for democracy, human rights
and the rule of law. 111 These examples reveal the Chinese government’s concerns about the
possible influence or intervention by the West in the shaping of domestic opinions in China. This
concern should motivate Xi Jinping to emphasize ideological warfare against the Western
influence in the areas of education and party discipline.

It is puzzling, however, that despite the CCP’s sense of insecurity, in actuality the popular support
of CCP’s leadership still remains strong even after Xi Jinping intensified suppressive measures to
tighten control over the society.112 Why do Chinese people still continue to support the CCP’s
leadership in spite of many signs of stumbling performance legitimacy, ranging from economic
slowdown to social instability?

There are two ways to explain this puzzle. First, whereas discontent has been constantly growing
among the marginalized groups, such as labor workers, migrant workers, farmers, and ethnic
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minorities, the other major groups of growing middle class, newly emerged capitalists, party
members and officials still support the stability managed by the CCP’s grip on power. The vast
majority of urban residents are, for the most part, winners, who have done well through the reforms,
and are likely to remain pro-regime and proponents of the status quo.113 Second, even for part of
farmers and labor workers, they tend to disaggregate center and local states when evaluating the
state’s performance legitimacy. Dali Yang and his colleagues, in their analysis on how land taking
affect political trust in rural China in 2015, find that villages which experienced land-based
disturbances show the declined trust in government only applies to the local authorities while
leaving the central government largely unscathed. 114 Tony Saich’s analysis of survey data,
collected from 2003 to 2014, also suggests that Chinese citizens do not see the problems as lying
with the central government but blame the local states.115 Decline in the economic and governance
performance of government does not presage an immediate decline in Chinese citizens’ trust in the
center.

In conclusion, a sense of insecurity and confidence coexist in Xi Jinping’s perception on CCP’s
performance legitimacy. The Xi Jinping regime rightly concerns the social tensions, the grievance
from which can be quickly directed at the central state.116 Faced with this uncertainty, Xi Jinping
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began to emphasize the importance of political ideology and the need to guard against the Western
ideas and values, in an effort to promote unity within the Party and intellectuals. Simultaneously,
sustaining popular support for the central state provides some room for the Xi Jinping regime to
maneuver in pursuing centralization of power to launch more extensive reform programs.117 Based
upon this confidence for the recovery of performance legitimacy, Xi Jinping has not completely
closed-off the channels of Western democracy transmission programs.118

5.4. The Cycle of Selective Openness and Partial Closing-off
The previous sections find that Xi Jinping’s strong centralization of power caused China’s policy
shift from selective openness to partial closing-off vis-à-vis Western democracy promotion policies.
Therefore, by reversing the causal direction in this finding, one can raise the question of whether
the policy of selective openness, conducted in the previous administrations, caused the Xi Jinping
regime’s policy change in the other way around. With this question in mind, this section reexamines the relationship between China’s response to the Western democracy promotion and the
domestic politics of China from a more historical perspective. It introduces the concept of political
relaxation-contraction cycle observed through the modern history of China, and explains how
China’s response to the Western democracy promotion generates the catalytic effects in the
repeating of this political cycle.
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5.4.1. The Cycle of Fang (Loosening) and Shou (Tightening) in Chinese Politics
Scholars of Chinese politics have noticed an apparently oscillating pattern of political opening and
tightening through the three decades of post-reform era, which is known as the fang (放:relaxing)shou (收:tightening) cycle. One can trace the cycle by observing the expansion or contraction of
economic reform programs, ideological relaxation or control, and administrative decentralization
or recentralization. This oscillation between the two policy orientations stems from what
Huntington called “the king’s dilemma”: centralization of power in the monarchy is necessary to
promote social and economic reform, but this centralization can be challenged by the new groups
produced by modernization and the monarch can be the victim of his own achievement.119 China
shares this general problem of authoritarian regimes’ failure to meet the rising demands for more
political reforms by their newly wealthy citizenry.120 The concept of J-curve, developed by the
political risk strategist Ian Bremmer, is particularly useful to explain China’s current dilemma.121
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Figure 12. J-Curve.
Source: Ian Bremmer, The J Curve: A New Way to Understand Why Nations Rise and Fall, 6

The J-curve displays the relationship between a state’s openness to the outside world and its
stability inside. Closed countries like North Korea and Zimbabwe are located in the left-upper part
of the J-curve as they are least open but more politically stable than other countries on the right
side with the stabilizing power of dictatorship. However, open countries like the United States and
Japan, located in the far right and upper part, enjoy even higher and more sustainable stability. The
nations in the middle are faced with dilemma, they like to move along the line of openness from
left to right, in pursuit of higher and more sustainable stability along the vertical line, but, to do so
they have to go through the inescapable troubling period of lowest stability as part of the process.
Regarding China, Bremmer recognizes that the country has considerable openness among
authoritarian countries, but is not immune to the deep trouble of lowest instability while attempting
to move from closed to open polity. 122 China has successfully opened itself to the world, but
whenever the signs of instability increase, China adjusts the pace of reform process, retreating to
less opening policies.
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The fang-shou cycle reveals that there are two contending schools of thought within the CCP: the
reformers and the conservatives. According to Richard Baum’s description of fang-shou cycle in
China, the two groups take turns to lead the policy agenda: first, reformers expand the scope of
economic or political reform, followed by a rapid release of pent-up social demand. But the
resultant “social disorder” may trigger backlash from the conservatives, who then move to regain
control. A conservative retrenchment is accompanied by an ideological assault on “liberal”
tendencies, and the previous reform programs may be halted or reversed.123 During this period of
contraction, reformers remain silent for the fear of persecution, but the conservative policies may
exacerbate the internal contradictions and stresses, which will renew the pressure for relaxation
and reform.124 This way the whole cycle repeats.

Figure 13. Cyclical Development with Factional Politics and Economic Cycle.
Source: Adapted from Dittmer and Wu, “The Modernization of Factionalism in Chinese Politics,”
p.489
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Figure 13 visually summarizes not only that factional politics between the reformers and the
conservatives shape the fang-shou cycle, but also that economic cycle is a key variable which
drives the cyclical fluctuation. The factional tension from the rivalry between the two competing
groups preexists along the line of political and ideological cleavages, but it is the economic
oscillation between heating and cooling that amplifies the cleavage, intensifying the power
struggle.125 Dittmer and Wu found that the overall cycle between reform and retrenchment in the
Chinese politics consistently coincides with economic overheating and sluggish growth.126 This
way the interactions between business and reform cycles, the pattern of which is essentially
“synchronous,” constitute a set of fang-shou cycle.127

China experts mostly agree that three complete repetitions of the fang-shou cycle occurred in the
1980s.128 The reform policies were interrupted by three shou (contraction) periods when Deng
Xiaoping sided with the conservative group to launch the anti-spiritual campaign (1983-84),
renewed the campaign to critique a bourgeois liberalization (1986-87) and tightened the party’s
firm control of the society after the bloody crackdown on Tiananmen Protest (1989-1992). 129
David Shambaugh also offers his interpretation of the fang-shou cycle through the 1990s and 2000s
based upon the CCP’s overall political orientation.
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Table 11. China’s Political Orientation 1989-2015.

Source: author’s compilation and Shambaugh, China’s Future, p.98 130

As Shambaugh himself acknowledges, it is hard to pinpoint a single event that breaks the period
between fang and shou as a critical juncture.131 Still he points to 2009 as an important year when
the previously liberal policies took a sudden shift to more authoritarian direction under the
leadership of the same Hu Jintao administration. Instead of suggesting one decisive event that
clearly marks the policy shift, Shambaugh suggests a series of events such as the retirement of
reformist like Zeng Qinghong from the leadership post, which coincided with the rise of
conservative Zhou Yongkang, and an external event like “color revolution” and “Arab Spring,” as
evidence to cause the change of policy orientation toward stronger authoritarianism.132 Despite the
potential debate on the accuracy, even this rough division of periods with different policy
orientations is still good enough to reveal the cyclical trend through the 1990s and 2000s, continued
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from the 1980s.

Specifically, there is a near-consensus among China watchers that China entered the period of
political “tightening” in the fang-shou cycle since Xi Jinping came to power in 2012. What they
disagree on pertains to the future direction of Xi’s policy orientation. Some experts like
Shambaugh argue that Xi Jinping’s CCP is not likely to return to a moderate form of governance
style or soft-authoritarianism, implying that Xi Jinping’s shift to retrenchment fundamentally
breaks away from the traditional pattern of fang-shou cycle.133 Others like Cheng Li at Brookings
Institute view that this “tightening” period is understandable given the need for the Xi Jinping
regime to re-centralize power to fight vested interest groups while trying to re-vitalize muchneeded reform programs.134 Therefore, they predict, Xi Jinping’s current conservative policies will
gradually give way to the resumption of reform policies, followed by political liberalization. Then
China will return to the period of “relaxing”.

In order to detect such policy shift, close observation needs to be paid to the rule of law. At the
initial period of Xi Jinping’s tenure, according to the World Bank’s rule of law indicator, China’s
rule of law was measured to decline, with its extra-legal practice of anti-corruption campaign and
the massive crackdown of human rights lawyers.135 However, from the CCP meetings in 2013, Xi
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Jinping began to re-emphasize the importance of rule-based governance, and the rule of law
became the main theme of discussion during the annual meeting of the CCP’s central committee
in 2014. This trend of policy change can be interpreted as the fang-shou cycle set in motion: Xi
Jinping perceived that the previous administrations’ emphasis of legal reform as a constraint on
the party’s efforts to maintain social stability, and thus decided to tighten the control. But, as the
criticisms arose both from inside and outside and the regime legitimacy problem looms large, Xi
Jinping returned to launch another legal reform. 136 Yet, at this time of writing, this is only a
speculation and it may be still too early to tell whether Xi Jinping will follow or break away from
the past trend of fang-shou cycle.

What’s important for our discussion here is to understand the relationship between fang-shou cycle
and the Chinese government’s response to the Western democracy promotion programs. While we
cannot predict whether Xi Jinping will relax political climate in the future or not, it becomes certain
that China under Xi Jinping’s leadership entered the period of political tightening. Based upon this
finding, we can explore how the Chinese government’s selective openness or partial closing-off
interacts with the overall fang-shou cycle in Chinese politics: to what extent does the Western
democracy promotion contribute to facilitating the fang-shou cycle? How does the fang-shou cycle
affect the Chinese response to the Western democracy promotion in turn?
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5.4.2. Effects of Western Democracy Promotion in the Fang-Shou Cycle
We can view the fang-shou cycle as an antecedent condition which initially affects the Chinese
government’s policy to the Western democracy promotion. According to Van Evera’s definition,
antecedent condition is “a phenomenon whose presence activates or magnifies the action of a
causal law or hypothesis.” 137 Applying this concept, we can assume that, when the domestic
politics of China enters the “fang” (relaxing) period, the Chinese government more actively
accepts the Western democracy assistance programs. Similarly, only when the Chinese
government’s performance legitimacy is accumulated in economy and governance, as a result of
reform policies thorough the “fang” period, the Chinese government gains confidence to expose
the society to the influence of the Western democracy transmission programs from the outside.
However, along the passage of time, the effects of Western democracy promotion programs
facilitates the Chinese politics to move from “fang” to “shou” (tightening) cycle.

As examined in Chapter 3, the Western democracy assistance programs can make positive
contributions to enhancing the Chinese state’s governance capacities in the short and medium
terms. However, in the long run, too much improvement in rule of law, village election,
administrative reform and civil society in China may encourage too much political participation
of the society beyond the control level that the CCP wants to preserve. In other words, from the
Chines leaders’ perspectives, although the Western democracy assistance programs inside China
are carefully controlled to focus on technical issues, they still have the potential to destabilize the
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Chinese politics in the long run. Although Western democracy promotion programs were initially
invited by the reformer group during the fang period, after making positive contributions for
China’s governance reform in the short and mid-term, they begin to look threatening in the eyes
of the conservatives in the long run, facilitating the CCP’s policy shift to the “shou” cycle.

The Western democracy transmission programs generate similar effects on the fang-shou cycle.
Chapter 4 finds that the Chinese leadership can expect the Western criticism of China to stimulate
Chinese citizens’ nationalism in support of the CCP. However, such positive effects in
strengthening popular support in the short and medium terms, can turn against the CCP in the long
run, if the CCP’s performance legitimacy declines at some point. When the state’s performances
in economy and governance are perceived to be dissatisfying, the Western criticism may affect
people’s increasingly critical view of their government. 138 At this critical point, the Western
democracy promotion can still stimulate nationalism, but it may not lead to the reactionary support
of the CCP regime but may fuel the anti-CCP regime sentiment in the name of patriotism.139 Then,
the conservatives within the CCP would call for more vigilance against the impacts of “Western
ideas,” pushing the policy orientation to the “shou” cycle.

138
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Figure 14. China’s Openness and Fang-Shou Cycle.
Figure 14 visualizes this relationship between the CCP’s policy to the Western democracy
promotion and the fang-shou cycle in the politics of China. Once the cycle of Chinese politics
enters the initial period of “fang,” the time zone between t1 and t2 in Figure 14, the Chinese
government can choose to open the society to the influence of the Western democracy promotion
programs, with the expectation that such openness can help strengthen the public support of the
CCP regime. However, these benefits of openness in reinforcing regime legitimacy begin to
decline over the passage of time. Diminished return will finally fall to the point where the cost of
openness begins to exceed the benefit, which means the regime legitimacy begin to be eroded. The
critical moment of this change is conceptually expressed as t3 in Figure 14. Knowing this limit
well, the CCP should always remain cautious to shift the opening policy to the ones of closing-off
before the openness level reaches the point t3. In short, the open policy is first adopted during the
“fang” period, but then it generates catalytic effects to accelerate the cyclical move to the limit of
“fang” period, eventually contributing to the reverse of cyclical move backward to “shou” period.

According to the framework displayed in Figure 14, the Xi Jinping regime’s policy to the Western
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democracy promotion appears to move from somewhere near point t3 backward to the point t2 in
the direction of “shou” cycle. Yet, it does not return to the policies of complete closing-off at point
t1. As noted earlier, the continuity in governance reform motivates the Xi Jinping regime to
maintain cooperative relationships with existing Western democracy assistance programs in China
rather than to suddenly expel them, as anticipated from the passage of new foreign NGO law.
Similarly, in spite of increasing signs of social instability and the stumbling performance
legitimacy, the Xi Jinping regime could maintain a previous level of openness toward the Western
democracy transmission programs with confidence in the continued popular support of the regime
at the central level.

What does this analysis tell us about the future trend of CCP’s response to the Western democracy
promotion? First, if the popular support collapses at the central level, then China is most likely to
return to the lowest point of political tightening, similar to the “shou” period of 1989-1991 or
Mao’s era. The governance reform programs will be suspended and replaced with harshly
repressive policies under the conservative leadership. Then, the CCP is most likely to suspend
most of its cooperation with Western democracy assistance programs to develop rule of law, village
election, administrative reform and civil society. Likewise, the CCP will stop holding human rights
dialogue with Western governments. It may attempt to control the scale of Chinese students from
going abroad or introduce new policies to monitor their political loyalty. The VOA’s Beijing
correspondents may be expelled as the CCP intensifies censorship over any materials produced by
the VOA program. Second, on the contrary, if the reformer group comes back and seize the
leadership under the approval of Xi Jinping during the 19th Party congress, scheduled in the fall of
2017, it will signal the CCP’s policy shift back from the “shou” to “fang” cycle, and China’s
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openness to the Western democracy promotion programs may expand further than now.

5.5. Counterargument
Critics might argue that a series of external events like the Color Revolutions and the Jasmine
Revolution were the key factor for China’s policy change vis-à-vis the Western democracy
promotion programs. As described throughout this chapter, the Chinese leaders and academics
have referred to the “adversary roles” played by the Western NGOs in what they described as
“political turmoil” in the Balkans and the Middle East. They call for the Chinese government to
remain vigilant against the Western NGOs operating in China to avoid similar fates.140 In this
context, it can be argued that the passage of foreign NGO law in 2016 was the product of this
vigilance against foreign influence. Although this chapter has already addressed the impact of these
external events as a part of causes for Xi Jinping regime’s tightening control of foreign NGOs, still
critics would argue that these external events are chief and direct causes for the policy shift since
Xi Jinping took office in 2012, not merely a piece of bigger casual mechanism as described in this
chapter.

The problem with this alternative explanation is that it does not address the issue of timing in the
order of events. In the years of 2003 and 2004, when the color revolutions were happening in the
Balkan and the Caucasus, the Chinese Ministry of Civil Affairs were still inviting and approving
the Western democracy aid organizations to operate their programs in China. The series of
prodemocracy movements in the Arab world erupted in 2011, but it still took five years for the
Chinese government to finalize the foreign NGO law. In the meantime, surely the Chinese state
140
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was aware of the adversary impacts of the Western NGOs on the domestic politics of China. This
is precisely the reason why the Chinese state was very selective when it chose to engage with the
Western democracy aid programs. As explained in Chapter 3, it rejects the programs that are
deemed regime incompatible, such as support for dissident groups, opposition forces, media
freedom and trade unions in China. The external events like the color revolutions and Arab Spring
clearly contribute to strengthening this “selective” part, but do not entirely prevent the “opening”
part because the Chinese government was proceeding with governance reform, and intended to
benefit from Western assistances for the reform.

Then, one might raise a question of why the reversed trend toward closing-off has intensified only
after Xi Jinping took office. The anxiety over the influence of Western democracy promotion has
existed through the 2000s, but it was the Xi Jinping regime which finally took measures to quell
the Western influence. Does this mean that Xi Jinping’s personal views and background are the
decisive factors of the policy change? Given his bitter experience of being refused by the party
several times during the Cultural Revolution and his resolution to become even “redder” than his
peers, many China watchers assume that Xi Jinping’s worldview has more nationalist and
ideologue orientations than previous leaders.141 In retrospect, Jiang Zemin was assessed to have
personally favorable view on the West.142 Hu Jintao’s leadership style was more inward-looking
compared to Jiang’s internationalist orientation, but he did not attempt to upset Jiang’s foreign
policy strategy to seek cooperative working relationship with the West whenever needed.143 On
141

Evan Osnos, “Born Red: How Xi Jinping, an unremarkable provincial administrator, became China’s most
authoritarian leader since Mao,” The New Yorker (April 6, 2015); Suisheng Zhao, “Xi Jinping’s Maoist Revival,”
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the contrary, Xi Jinping was ready to reset China’s policy to the Western democracy promotion
based upon his nationalist pride. It is not the structural causes, as argued in this chapter, but the
personal faith of Xi Jinping which led to the passage of foreign NGO law and the renewed
emphasis on the ideological guard against Western ideas and values.

Certainly, this alternative explanation with focus on Xi Jinping’s personal outlook can account for
the policy shift in the direction of closing-off, especially given Xi’s powerful status as the “core”
of CCP’s leadership.144 However, it does not provide explanation for the evidence of continued
openness. The case studies in this chapter demonstrate that as long as the Chinese government
continues to expand governance reform programs, it can still expect to benefit from Western
assistance in the progress of reforms. The enduring popular support for the CCP’s legitimacy
provides some room for the Xi Jinping regime to maintain openness to the inflow of Western ideas
through the channels of democracy transmission programs. But if Xi Jinping tried to censor all the
informational channel to block the inflow of Western ideas, there would be repercussion from the
society and the credibility of state narrative would rather decline. In sum, even if Xi Jinping might
personally want to close off China from the influence of Western democracy promotion, he should
be careful about the cost-benefit calculus for such policy change. This chapter argues that Xi
Jinping ended up maintaining some portion of openness, recognizing the benefits of Western
democracy promotion as supplement for governance reform and stimulant for nationalistic support
of the regime.

interests. Especially in the area of foreign policy, Hu Jintao generally inherited and maintained Jiang Zemin’s strategy
of seeking cooperation with the West first and reacting properly to the Western provocations. Shambaugh, China’s
Future, 116.
144
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5.6. Conclusion
In this chapter, we explore how and why Xi Jinping shifted the policy to the Western democracy
promotion from selective openness to partial closing-off. It is “partial” closing-off because Xi
Jinping regime’s passage of new foreign NGO law and ideological campaign against Western ideas
have not translated into the policies of complete withdrawal of its cooperation with Western
democracy assistance programs inside China, and the policies of censoring all the channels of
Western democracy transmission programs from the outside China. The Xi Jinping regime stresses
the vigilance against the influence of Western NGOs while pursuing re-centralization of power.
But its need to continue governance reform simultaneously motivates the Chinese government to
maintain a cooperative relationship with the Western NGOs. Xi Jinping perceives the destabilizing
effect of external influence particularly during the period of declining performance legitimacy.
Simultaneously, however, Chinese people’s firm support of the central authority provides the CCP
with some room to maneuver and maintain controlled exposure of the society to the Western
criticism of China as a stimulant for defensive nationalism.

In a broader context, Xi Jinping’s policy shift to partial closing-off can be understood as part of
the fang-shou cycle in Chinese politics. China’s selective openness was previously useful to
strengthen popular support and regime legitimacy in the short and medium term. In the long run,
however, it may turn against the legitimacy of CCP’s grip of power, thus motivating the CCP to
preemptively shift policy to ones of closing-off. The fang-shou cycle can explain why Xi Jinping
has not pursued complete closing-off policies. As long as there is a possibility of resuming
reformist cycle, the Chinese government needs to maintain a certain level of openness.
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According to the customary rules for power succession in China, Xi Jinping is expected to stay in
power until 2022.145 We cannot exclude the possibility that Xi Jinping may try to push the policy
even further to the point of complete closing-off. As the foreign NGO law entered into effect in
2017, it remains to be seen whether the law will be really used as a legal ground to constrain
Western democracy aid programs in China and possibly even used to expel some of those Western
organizations. It is also plausible that the Xi Jinping regime may introduce some measures to check
the loyalty of Chinese students after they return to China, while canceling human rights dialogue
with Western governments and closing down the Beijing branch of the VOA office. If such events
happen, the argument laid out in this chapter will be falsified. Then, it would turn out that the most
important cause for the policy shift is the personal faith of top leaders, not structural variables of
governance reform and performance legitimacy. In this context, the overall argument of this
chapter is still being tested by time.
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Chapter 6: Conclusion

This dissertation answers the question of why the Chinese government has selectively opened its
society to the influence of Western democracy promotion programs from the mid-1990s to the
present time. The Chinese government began to accept the Western offer of democracy assistance
programs precisely when the Western governments began to increase the scale of democracy
promotion programs since the end of the Cold War. China’s openness is distinct not only compared
to other authoritarian countries, but also compared to its own policies of closing-off in the past,
and still suspicious rhetoric today. The Chinese government’s relatively opening attitude toward
Western democracy promotion program is counter-intuitive given its concern over a possible
legitimacy crisis as a result of being affected by the Western democracies.

This dissertation finds that the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) chooses to open China to the
influence of Western democracy promotion because it believes the Western influences are rather
useful to strengthen the CCP’s regime legitimacy. The democracy assistance programs are
welcomed in China as they contribute to the overall progress of China’s governance reform
programs. It was the Chinese government that initially launched governance reform in order to
meet the increasingly pluralistic demands of society, prior to the Western offer of democracy
assistance programs. After all, the Western democracy assistance programs were expected to help
improve CCP’s governance capacities. On the other hand, the West’s democracy transmission
programs from the outside to China, through the channels of human rights diplomacy, political
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broadcasting and educational exchange, are expected to stimulate Chinese people’s defensive
nationalism in support of CCP’s legitimacy. By exposing Chinese people to the logic of Western
criticisms on China’s political system, the CCP intends to develop its own narrative against the
universal claim of Western liberal democracy and to strengthen the credibility of such a counternarrative.

Unlike conventional wisdom that authoritarian regimes are invariably and automatically inclined
to resist the Western democracy promotion programs, the case study of China suggests that
authoritarian regime can have motivations to voluntarily open itself, not always passively succumb
to the pressure from the West. Authoritarian regime can expect to take advantage of Western
democracy promotion programs to strengthen its regime legitimacy, if it undertakes governance
reform and secures a certain level of performance legitimacy prior to the openness. All these
counterintuitive findings could be seen only when one thinks from the perspective of demand-side
of democracy promotion, not from the supply-side, which has been a dominant view in the extant
scholarship on democracy promotion.

The findings and arguments of this dissertation raise a new question: if authoritarian regime intends
to reinforce regime legitimacy through openness to Western democracy promotion, does this imply
that the West should consider stopping the promotion of democracy in authoritarian countries? In
this concluding chapter, I discuss the policy and theoretical implications surrounding this key
question. Before delving into in-depth discussion, however, I discuss how generalizable my theory
can be and what its limits are.
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6.1. Generalizability
The origin of China’s selective openness to the Western thoughts of democracy can be found as
early as the mid-nineteenth century when Qing dynasty had to deal with the challenges from the
Western powers. Even before that, Japan made a conscious decision to study the model of Western
democracy in an effort to strengthen itself. In the contemporary era, Vietnam has taken the similar
strategy of selective openness, whereas Russia has taken a closing-off attitude, as my theory
predicts.

The CCP’s suspicion of Western attempts to transform China through peaceful engagement (和平
演变

hepingyanbian) is preceded by the late Qing dynasty’s strategy of “Chinese entity, Western

usage (中体西用 zhongtixiyong).” The reform-minded Chinese intellectuals in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries argued that, while China should keep its sovereignty intact, it should
simultaneously keep itself opened to the import of advanced knowledge and technology from the
West. Some of them, including Chen Duxiu, the founder of the CCP, took one step further to argue
that it is actually the backwardness of Chinese culture that was holding China from combating the
Western imperialism.
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1

They thought in order to strengthen China to match Western powers it was vital for China to first

learn from the West in a comprehensive manner. Indeed, the Qing government dispatched many
young and bright Chinese to Europe and America to study in the early twentieth century.2 This
tradition of learning from the West has persisted through the Chinese politics today, shaping much
of the policies taken by the late twentieth and early twenty-first century Chinese government visà-vis the Western democracy promotion targeting China.3

The Chinese openness to learn from the West was not limited in the areas of military and scientific
technologies. On the contrary, even in the period from the 1910s to early 1930s, Chinese elites
paid attention to the advantage of democratic plurality in contesting different ideas in search of the
best solution to “save the nation.”4 In his exploration of Western thoughts, Liang Qichao, one of
the most influential Chinese scholars during the early Republic of China era, found that the
countries of the world that were powerful were also democratic.5 That is why Chinese intellectuals
then called for bringing not only “Mr. Science,” but also “Mr. Democracy” in China. Just as in the
1920s, the student protesters in the democracy movement of the 1980s claimed that ‘democracy’
would be a means to create a strong China, to the extent the same has been true of ‘science.’6 For
the goal of China’s modernization toward wealth and power, the Chinese have not hesitated to
study the Western model of liberal democracy and adjust some of its elements to the conditions of
1

Orville Schell and John Delury, Wealth and Power: China’s Long March to the Twenty-First Century (New
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China.7

Although many Chinese admired the West, however, most of them did not aspire to be Western
even at the height of their opposition to Chinese tradition.8 After all, as Henry Kissinger argues, it
is the essence of the Chinese civilization not to be absorbed by other civilizations: its strength
rather lies in the power of assimilating other cultures into the Chinese civilization.9 While making
conscious efforts to learn from the West, even in the realms of political thoughts and organization,
the Chinese nationalism did not allow the Chinese people to forget their identity and cultural
pride. 10 Rana Mitter, a British scholar of Chinese modern history, argues that there is a long
tradition in China that criticism from within community is acceptable in a way that criticism from
outside is not.11 In other words, though the Chinese have been willing to learn from the West, they
reject being lectured by the West. This combination of learning desire and the strong sense of
oneself shapes the Chinese strategy of selective openness to the West’s political practices and ideas.

Japan had also taken a similar approach of openness to the Western civilization, even before China
did. By sending officials and students to Europe and America from the mid-nineteenth century, as
the Qing government did later, the Japanese government hoped to signal an understanding and

7
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acceptance of Western norms that stigmatized the Japanese for a lack of “civilization.”12 Ironically,
according to Cemil Aydin’s analysis of the tradition of Anti-Westernism in Asia, Japanese realized
that “the universal tones of the Enlightenment image of the West contradicted the exclusion of Asia
from the liberal promises in the ideologies of permanent racial as well as civilizational superiority
of the West over Asians.”13 Japanese diplomats and politicians began to argue that the West was
applying a double standard in its international relations, violating the principle of civilized
behavior that the West was preaching.14 Japan’s efforts to learn political thoughts from the West
ended up with the development of its own ideology called “The Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity
Sphere,” which served as the imperialist slogan of Japanese militarism during the Second World
War.15

In China, too, American democracy was a disappointment to Liang Qichao, who travelled the
United States in the late nineteenth century, for the constant electioneering and the chaotic policymaking process.16 The young Chinese’ exposure to Western civilizations only served to strengthen
their nationalist consciousness, hardening their beliefs for the need to re-establish a strong
authority at the center as a solution to China’s state-building problems, instead of transplanting the
institutions of Western democracy in China.17 It is noteworthy that the reformist critiques of the

12
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West, both in Japnd China through the late nineteenth to early twentieth century, continued to make
reference to proclaimed Enlightenment values of the West, which conforms to the logic of
vaccination against intrusion of foreign materials: a polity could strengthen its immunity against
the influence of foreign ideas by deliberately importing some of foreign ideas to stimulate the
development of indigenous ideology.18

In the contemporary world, Vietnam has taken a similar approach of selective openness to the
Western democracy promotion. The US government openly emphasizes that the promotion of
democracy and human rights is a top U.S. priority in its diplomacy with Vietnam. 19 The
Vietnamese government remains largely cooperative to the US initiatives for such goals. For
example, the US embassy in Hanoi has worked with the Ministry of Labor and the Vietnam General
Confederation of Labor to promote labor rights and freedom of association. It also engages the
Vietnamese government’s National Steering Committee to promote the role of civil society in
Vietnam.20 Not only accepting the operation of American democracy assistance programs within
Vietnam, the Vietnamese government also has taken opening attitudes for the inflow of democratic
ideas from the West. As China does, the Vietnamese government holds the human rights dialogues
with Western governments, marking the 20th session with the U.S. government in 2016.21 The
raise the level of popular education and civic consciousness until the conditions were ripe for a transition to
constitutional monarchy. See Nathan, Chinese Democracy, 60.
18
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19
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Voice of America (VOA)’s Vietnamese service has been particularly received well by the audience
in Vietnam. The service’s website hit 2.2 million visits in a month of 2012, raking the second only
to VOA English news out of 40 language services.22 This indicates the Vietnamese government’s
tolerance, if not openness, for the people’s exposure to the VOA program. The same can be told
about the recent increase in the number of Vietnamese students going to Western democracies to
study.23

Given that Vietnam shares many similarities with China as a communist country situated in the
sphere of the Chinese civilization, it is not surprising that the Vietnam’s modernization process
also looks similar with the Chinese experience.24 Indeed, China experts who visit Vietnam often
say the country is like China a decade ago. 25 The Vietnamese version of reform and open policy,
known as Doi Moi or “renovation,” launched at the end of 1986, and the country’s economic scale
today indicates that Vietnam does indeed resemble China of 1997-2002. Vietnam’s similarity with
China in the trajectories of political and economic developments hint that Vietnam may have a
similar challenge from the need to meet people’s rising expectation for better provision of public
services. That is how the Vietnamese government came to emphasize the importance of
governance reform, as China did, and accepts the Western offer of democracy assistance programs.
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For example, Vietnam’s planning and investment minister Bui Quang Vinh agreed that the country
was at a turning point in its developmental stage and, “its only choice is to reform, as recommended
by the Vietnam 2035 report.” 26 The report, drawn by the World Bank specialists, emphasizes the
Vietnamese government should enhance its accountability and the functioning of check and
balance among the three branches of government.27 In short, the Vietnam state attempts to take
advantage of Western democracy assistance programs to enhance its governance capacities and,
by doing so, to strengthen its durability.28

Russia also shares similarity with China in that the country with a status of great power is often at
odds with Western democracies for various strategic issues. Russia has distinct identity and culture,
detaching itself from the Western civilization, as China does. Nonetheless, compared to China or
Vietnam, Russia takes a closing-off attitude against the Western democracy promotion programs.
The Russian government’s crackdown on the operation of Western NGOs and their connections
with the Russian civil society has been more intense and wider in scope in comparison to China,
where the Ministry of Civil Affairs has been taking initiative to invite the Western NGOs first.29
In addition, the Russian government also has taken closing-off measures against the Western
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endeavor to transmit democratic ideas. It completely shut down the Moscow branch office of the
VOA in 2014. 30 Tom Malinowski, Assistant Secretary of State for the Bureau of Democracy,
Human Rights and Labor, acknowledged in a media interview that it has become increasingly hard
for the United States to have a dialogue with the Russian government on human rights.31

Russia’s closing-off policies partially stem from its ideological disorientation after the collapse of
the Soviet Union, which makes contrast with China’s firm adherence to the CCP’s leadership and
the theory of Chinese-style democracy.32 The loss of ideological gravity with the abandonment of
communism left Russian society vulnerable to the influence of West’s democratic ideas.33 At first,
Russia imitated Western institutions and norms with regular holding of national elections, but the
experiment of political pluralism was overshadowed by the emergence of new authoritarianism
under Putin’s rule. In the process of Putin’s consolidation of power through the 2000s, democracy
and rule of law declined in Russia, and the Russian government engineered “foreign threats” for
domestic consumption to justify its authoritarianism.34 By the beginning of 2014, according to
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Lilia Shevtsova’s analysis, the Kremlin was openly rejecting modernization while taking a more
assertive stance abroad based on the assumption that the West is in terminal decline.35 The lack of
focused efforts for governance reform from the top, combined with the firmly established antiWestern position, has not allowed the Russian leadership to imagine the potential benefits from
accepting the Western democracy assistance programs. Certainly, the Russian nationalism is strong
and Putin has remained genuinely popular with his image of “tough guy” that appeal to the vast
majority of Russian people.36 However, the high degree of personal popularity rather contravenes
the legal-rational legitimacy of state institutions, and the Russian government cannot afford to take
risk of directly and fully exposing the Russian society to the Western criticism, as China does.

6.2. Limits and Future Research
This dissertation has at least two points of limitations: one for the generalizability of the theory,
and another for the establishment of causality between strategic intention and actual effects. I will
suggest two future research themes to fill these gaps.

First, in order to claim the generalizability of the theory with a higher level of certainty, more
systemic survey of cross-national comparison is necessary. With investigation of China as a
deviant case, the goal of this dissertation was to develop a theory that explains why an authoritarian
regime can be motivated to pursue opening policies toward Western democracy promotion

http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2004/03/recent-changes-in-russia-and-their-impact-on-us-russian-relations.
35
Lilia Shevtsova, “Russia’s Political System: Imperialism and Decay,” 178.
36
When anti- and pro-Putin protests were held on 4th February 2012, a month before the presidential election,
the pro-Putin rally was larger. See Graeme Gill, “Is Putin’s Leadership Legitimate? A Closer Look at Russia’s
Elections,” The Conversation, accessed January 17, 2017, http://theconversation.com/is-putins-leadership-legitimatea-closer-look-at-russias-elections-5723.
246

policies.37 For a more complete form of theory testing, we can compare the level of openness or
closing-off among authoritarian countries such as Cuba, North Korea, Iran and South Arabia, in
addition to Vietnam and Russia as examined here briefly.38 If the evidence from the cross-national
comparison survey shows either that the strategy of selective openness is adopted with the goal of
reinforcing regime legitimacy or that such strategy is not adopted for the lack of governance reform
or performance legitimacy, it will verify the generalizability of my theory.

By extension, we can investigate whether authoritarian regimes have tried to cooperate with each
other in the ideological sphere for the purpose of coping with Western democracy promotion. Do
they ever intend to form a quasi-alliance to deal with the ideological offensive from the West
together? As the Western democracies as a group exert normative pressures on authoritarian
regimes, it is natural to assume that authoritarian regimes also think of resisting together as a group
against the West. In the process of developing a counter-strategy, authoritarian regimes may learn
from each other about the most effective methods to mitigate the impacts of the Western democracy
promotion. For example, Putin explicitly advised Hu Jintao that China should raise guard against
the harmful impacts from the Western NGOs at a meeting in 2009. 39 One can also trace the
exchange programs between the central party schools of the Chinese communist party and the
Vietnamese counterpart. Likewise, collection of data on the conferences and meetings between
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authoritarian regimes on ideological matters may reveal whether they have tried to systematically
develop a common strategy of democracy prevention to match the West’s democracy promotion.

Second, as this dissertation focuses on deciphering the strategic intention behind China’s selective
openness policies through qualitative research, one can naturally raise the question: do such
policies actually generate the effects as intended by the CCP? This question is briefly addressed in
Chapter 3 by showing the correlation among the three variables of (1) CCP’s opening policies to
the Western democracy promotion programs, (2) the improvement of governance capacities, and
(3) the increase of popular support for the CCP. All these variables turn out to have positive
correlations, which indirectly indicate the perceptional dimension of the Chinese state: the Chinese
officials perceive the positive effects of Western democracy promotion in enhancing governance
capacities and stimulating defensive nationalism. But again, perceptional correlation does not
imply actual causation. Does Western democracy promotion actually contribute to the
improvement of governance capacities and, in turn, strengthening of nationalism in China? If so,
how much?

To answer this question, one has to measure the causal effects that the change in the Chinese state’s
opening or closing-off policies bring on the increases or decreases of governance effectiveness and
nationalism.40 To measure the change in the Chinese state’s policies, we can use the budget data
of the Western democracy assistance programs operating in China as a proxy measure, given that
their operations have not been possible without consent of the Chinese government in the first
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place. Then we can conduct statistical analysis to measure its impacts on the change of China’s
governance effectiveness, the data of which can be found in the resources like the World Bank’s
database.41

Measuring China’s opening or closing-off to the Western democracy transmission programs will
be more challenging, due to the problem of collecting data on the change of China’s censorship
level vis-à-vis Western criticisms of China’s non-democratic policies. 42 Alternatively, one can
consider conducting experimental survey with a sample group of randomly chosen Chinese
citizens to test the causality between the exposure to the Western criticism of their country and the
change of their perception on the legitimacy of their government. For the method of survey
experiment, we can refer to previous research on similar theme, such as Huang Haifeng’s 2015
work on the relationship between people’s international knowledge and their domestic evaluations,
in order to tailor its design of experimental survey into the specific context of Western democracy
transmission programs. 43 In short, this dissertation’s qualitative finding on the Chinese state’s
strategic intention behind the opening policies can develop into a quantitative analysis on the
effects of such policies.
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6.3. Policy Implication
This dissertation identifies the causal mechanism for how the elements of Western democracy
promotion can be exploited to reinforce the durability of authoritarian regime, rather than to
undermine it. It raises an important policy question to the Western practitioners of democracy
promotion targeting authoritarian countries: how can they make the policies more effective to
achieve the goals that they initially intended? The following are three proposed courses of action:

#1. Reinforce: The Western democracies should more aggressively pursue
democracy promotion policies in order to press authoritarian
regimes even harder to move towards democracy.

#2. Status quo: The Western democracies still need to maintain the current level
of efforts to promote democracy targeting authoritarian regimes,
hoping that someday their investments of resources and efforts
will pay off to move authoritarian regimes toward democracy.

#3. Retreat:

Such a goal is unachievable. The Western democracies should
substantially reduce the scale of democracy promotion policies,
if not completely abandoning them, because the policies only
serve to strengthen the legitimacy of authoritarian regime.

This is an important question to address in a time when democracy is considered by many to be in
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retreat. There is an ongoing debate on whether the world is entering an era of democracy recession.
As discussed in the January 2015 special issue of the Journal of Democracy, Levitsky and Way
argue that the high expectation of democratization, in countries where it is unlikely to emerge,
often results in equally high disappointment, but it should not obscure the democratic
achievements of the last quarter century.44 Still, Larry Diamond finds that the global trend of
democratization has been clearly slowed down, if not rolled back, after 2006. The statistical data
compiled by the Freedom House shows the declining trend in freedom across the world from 2006
to 2013.45 A more worrisome dimension of the democratic recession, perhaps, is that the efficacy,
energy, and self-confidence in the West, including the United States, have been in decline.46 The
perceived decline of democracy’s attraction coincides with the resurgence of authoritarian regime.
With the stunning economic development combined with political stability under authoritarian rule,
Andrew Nathan argues, “the Chinese regime has given new hope to authoritarian rulers elsewhere
in the world.”47 Indeed, many African countries were found to look upon the Chinese model as a
point of reference for their developmental strategy rather than Western system.48

Therefore, some people argue that the Western countries should take even more aggressive
approach to win this global-scale ideological battle between democracy and autocracy. To ensure
the victory, the Western governments should increase resources and funds invested in formulating
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and implementing of democracy promotion policies.49 The Western governments should also put
more pressures on authoritarian regimes to behave in accordance with the global norms of
democracy. Covert operation to support potential opposition forces within target countries, the
conduct of which was not unusual during the Cold War era, should be taken more seriously into
consideration as part of democracy promotion strategy.50

However, as this dissertation argues, such aggressive policies may generate unintended effects:
more normative pressure from the West only strengthens the target countries’ suspicion on the
Western attempts of regime change. Moreover, the more aggressive policies may only further close
off the existing space for the operation of Western democracy aid programs. The Western criticism
would only be interpreted as the evidence of Western hostility against other civilizations, feeding
public anger and isolating opposition groups within the target countries. 51 The West’s more
aggressive promotion of democracy is more likely to cause repercussions from the target countries,
leading to an unintended outcome of reinforcing authoritarian regime’s legitimacy.

With this in mind, does the exclusion of the option of “aggressive approach” imply that the West
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has to rather re-consider substantial reduction of such efforts, if not complete abandonment? If the
democracy promotion policies only serve to reinforce the legitimacy of authoritarian regimes, isn’t
it better not to help them in such way at the least? When the efficacy of the Western democracy
promotion policies is in doubt, it is rational decision to substantially reduce the scale of such
policies that do not promise expected returns. According to this line of thought, Western
governments should not provide financial and diplomatic supports for the Western democracy
assistance programs abroad anymore, nor broadcast international programs like the VOA, also
should not eagerly invite young students from non-democratic countries, and should not bother to
hold human rights dialogues with authoritarian countries.

However, in reality, it is near-impossible for the Western countries to take such measures. Trying
to spread liberal values and ideas abroad has been an essential part of West’s diplomatic traditions,
the origin of which could be found in the missionary impulse during the colonial era from the mideighteenth century. 52 It will be hard for any Western democracies to imagine the sudden and
complete halt of such historical and cultural traditions. In addition, bureaucracy also shapes the
path-dependency for the continuation of democracy promotion programs. The governmental
agencies, involved in the policies of democracy promotion, will have incentives to resist the
pressure to take away one of their main tasks and the budgets allocated for them. In short, there
are innate forces within the Western civilization that drive the continuation of democracy
promotion abroad.
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If, out of concern over the side effects, the aggressive approach should not be pursued and the
retreat option is not realistic, the only remaining option is to maintain the current level of
democracy promotion policies, probably with some adjustment in the expectation for what is
achievable or not. That is, the Western governments are better not to expect a de-facto regime
change by implementing democracy promotion policies. Thomas Carothers argues that the
practitioners and experts of democracy promotion should accept that “backsliding, closing political
space, and greater competition are the ‘new normal’ of democracy aid,” acknowledging the reality
that the legitimacy of authoritarian regimes may remain intact for a long time.53 Therefore, they
would better focus on providing guidance to authoritarian regimes for gradual change rather than
pressing them hard for radical change. They should focus on indirectly supporting liberalization
of society and governance reform within the existing confines of authoritarian ruling, rather than
directly pushing for democratic transition of governmental structure.54 In conclusion, the Western
efforts to promote democracy promotion deserves continuation, but with a more humble
objective.55

Although this conclusion may sound conceptually clear, it only comes a full circle to the
fundamental question raised by this dissertation. If the ultimate goal of democracy promotion is
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not transforming authoritarian regimes into democracy, then what is the use of such policies? To
this critical question, the advocates of democracy promotion can offer two answers. First, even
with the autocrats staying in power, more liberalized or democratic style of governance brings
benefits to the ordinary people living under such authoritarian rules. In other words, for the welfare
of the general public, the authoritarian regime equipped with democratic governance is better than
the one without it.56 Therefore, supporting authoritarian regime’s governance reform is still worth
trying, even if it ends up strengthening the durability of authoritarian regime. Second, we can still
hope that the modest supports for gradual change may bear fruit someday with eventual rise of
democracy movement within authoritarian countries in the long run. After all, the future of
authoritarian regime is not fixed as permanent existence, and thus it is important for the Western
democracies to keep providing democracy aids whenever they see opportunities.57 The difference
between these two arguments lies in the belief as to whether a regime change is likely to occur in
the future or not. In order to assess the plausibility of these arguments, we need a theoretical review
on the process of democratization and the governance reform conducted by authoritarian regime.

6.4. Theoretical Implication
The policy implications drawn from this dissertation, as discussed in the previous section, yields
one specific policy recommendation, but with two contrasting logics, as summarized below.
#1. “The democratic governance of authoritarian regime is worth promoting, because
it will facilitate democratization process in the future.”

56
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#2. “The democratic governance of authoritarian regime is worth promoting,
regardless of whether it will facilitate democratization process in the future or
not.”
Between these two logics, which one is more plausible? Exploring this question has many
theoretical implications for the field of comparative politics.

In support of the first logic, some scholars argue that although authoritarian regime looks
sustainable, even gaining momentum for resurgence in recent years, it is still too early to conclude
that they will be able to survive even after embracing the notion of democratic governance. In
particular, many China experts have argued that it is too early to tell whether China’s case has
proved or disapproved modernization theory. 58 Suisheng Zhao argues that China’s economic
success with political stability is relatively short, compared to the length of time taken for other
countries that experienced the transition from autocracy to democracy as a result of economic
growth. 59 Liu and Chen argue that China will be no exception to vindicate the modernization
theory with its four interlinked mega-trends of economic development, cultural change, political
leadership trends, and the global environment.

60

The causal mechanism that economic

development will thicken middle class, improve educational level, thus increase public demands
for democratization still remains to be seen in China. Although the authoritarian regime in China
may exploit Western democracy promotion to its advantage, the advocates of modernization theory
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would argue that the democracy assistance should continue because time is on their side, and
authoritarian regime will move to the transitional stage in the end.

On the other hand, some scholars suggest the opposite view on the longevity of authoritarian
regime. In fact, authoritarianism as a form of governance has survived much longer than
democracy in the course of history. In this context, Robert Kagan questioned, “Who is to say that
Putinism in Russia or China’s particular brand of authoritarianism will not survive as far into the
future as European democracy, which, after all, is less than a century old on most of the
continent?”61 With the dramatic collapse of the Soviet Union, many in the West have taken a view
that it is like a law of nature that the world history moves toward the ultimate triumph of liberal
democracy.62 However, this linear view of history often loses sights of the fact that many states
with relatively high performing governments in the West such as Germany, France and Denmark
created modern bureaucracies under authoritarian conditions.63 The same is particularly true for
the rise of many states in East Asia, such as Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan. The cases of
Singapore and China suggest that economic development does not necessarily lead to political
transition. From this observation, one can conclude that authoritarianism will not lose
attractiveness, as long as it appears to offer better advantages for the national development toward
wealth and power.

This “positive” view on the longevity of authoritarianism suggests that the Western understanding
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of non-democratic regime has been affected by deep-rooted cultural and ideological biases.
Scholars of comparative politics have tried to capture the reality of increasingly various forms of
governance with new brands like “illiberal democracy,” or “competitive authoritarianism.” 64
However, the existing scholarship appears to be built on the bias that the liberal democracy is the
normal or ideal type of government, whereas the opposite end is treated as abnormal or the reality
that needs to be improved.65 Such dichotomous approach leads to a firmly established notion that
autocracy cannot be simultaneously democratic in nature.66 As a result, the terms like “benevolent
autocracy,” “popular autocracy,” and “consultative autocracy,” coined by Western scholars to
characterize China’s political system, sound like oxymoron.67 However, it should not be forgotten
that Aristotle already distinguished the difference between kingship and tyranny, and recognized
the possibility that nondemocratic regime can also behave like democracies.68 This Aristotelian
approach is consistent with the Chinese view that China’s political system is democratic because
it practically serves for broad public interests. 69 Western scholars tend to treat this Chinese
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rationale as a self-deceiving hypocrisy to cover the authoritarian nature of the regime. However,
in order to reflect the real world as it is in the theory of comparative politics, we may benefit more
from understanding authoritarianism from its internal perspective.70

Once the dichotomous view that authoritarianism and democracy are mutually exclusive is relaxed,
we can discover the varying degree of democratic governance among authoritarian countries. As
noted in Chapter 3, administrative reform, to reduce waste of public resources and to enhance the
governance effectiveness, becomes a global trend in the twenty-first century. Authoritarian regimes
are no exception in making such efforts to improve transparency and accountability, albeit on their
own terms. As long as they care about legitimacy and popular support, autocrats also have
incentives in adopting democratic institutions to reflect people’s voices in the policymaking
process. After all, autocrats share the belief with many in the West that democratic governance has
functional benefits in regulating conflict, making government more legitimate, and improving the
quality of government. 71 Of course, there are fundamental limits in applying the principle of
democratic governance to the exercise of power by the top leadership in authoritarian regimes.
However, this should not mean that authoritarianism and democratic governance cannot coexist
within a country. It is a matter of degree, and scholars of comparative politics need to more
objectively assess both the positive functions and negative limits of democratic governance system
within the settings of authoritarian regimes, rather than hastily deny the possibility of democratic
governance under authoritarian rule.72
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In the end, the scholarship of comparative politics does not offer definitive support for either logic
of policy recommendation. It is too early to conclude that China’s case disproves the modernization
theory and it remains to be seen whether Western democracy promotion programs will eventually
facilitate the democratization process or not. At the same time, scholars of comparative politics
need to do more research on the varying degrees of democratic governance in the settings of
authoritarian political structure.73 Despite the theoretical limits in making clear-cut judgements,
we can still reach the conclusion that it is more beneficial to support governance reform of
authoritarian regimes anyway. Even if Western democracy promotion does not facilitate the
democratization process, it still helps authoritarian regimes develop the practice of democratic
governance, the benefit of which will be immediately enjoyed by the ordinary citizens living under
authoritarian rules. A remaining question is whether the Western democracy promotion with such
limited goal can help promote international peace, as claimed by the democratic peace theory.

Although the democratic peace theory establishes the credibility of its main argument with robust
statistical analysis, the effects of democracy on reducing conflicts during the transitional period
remains controversial. Mansfield and Snyder find that the foreign policy behaviors of the countries
that experience democratization may become even more war-prone as political elites attempt to
exploit nationalism as part of their campaign to seize power during the turbulent transitional
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phase.74 Even after democratization, newly and democratically elected governments may not be
able to control the nationalist mood. They may rather become hostage to nationalism. In his
critique of democratic peace theory, Rosato pays attention to the “rally round the flag” effect:
nationalism during crisis can easily overwhelm public aversion for costs of war. 75 After all,
nationalism is the biggest enemy against democracy’s tendency to avoid war with other
democracies. This proposition is particularly applicable to China, which has constantly shown one
of the highest levels of nationalism in various cross-national surveys.76 In this sense, the real
challenge is not about how to democratize a political system, but about how to change the foreign
policy behaviors of authoritarian regime when they interact with democracies.

For this challenge, we can assume that the authoritarian regimes that have tried to adopt democratic
style of governance are still better to deal with than the ones without such trials. If Western
democracies carefully engage with authoritarian regimes, encouraging and assisting their
governance reforms, but without visible pressure to transition to full democracy, the Western
governments are more likely to maintain the network with the authoritarian counterparts and
societies. Through these channels of communication, Western democracies can exchange
information and ideas, creating room to maneuver and influence the foreign policy of their
authoritarian counterparts in times of crises.77 Although the effects of democratic governance on
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authoritarian regime’s foreign policy behavior are hard to measure, and they can be minimal, the
authoritarian countries with a high level of democratic governance may exercise peaceful restraint
during the crisis while consulting a broader range of constituents in the society. 78 Thus, an
authoritarian regime with democratic governance has a better chance of acting like a democracy
than the one without it. Therefore, by supporting and encouraging authoritarian regimes’
governance reform Western democracies will be better off.

The goal of democracy promotion policies, previously based upon the democratic peace theory as
theoretical groundwork, needs to be readjusted. The democratic peace theory heightens the
ultimate goal of democracy promotion policies to be the regime change of authoritarian countries,
which can backfire and actually cause the opposite effects of stimulating nationalism, and thus
strengthening the legitimacy of authoritarian regimes. Therefore, it may be better for the Western
democracies to focus on providing supports for the democratic governance within existing
structure of authoritarian regime. In the process of supporting and engagement, Western
democracies can influence authoritarian regimes to make commitments for democratic governance,
even if such commitments merely stop at lip service without actual implementation.79 As Krebs
and Jackson find in their analysis on the power of political rhetoric, merely political commitments
and rhetoric, if repeated continuously, can impact policy outcomes with its coercing power over
78
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politicians who by nature do not want to look like they are failing to meet promises.80 Recent
studies on the effects of practice and habit in international relations also support the idea that
democracy promotion policies should focus on gradually changing the behaviors and policies of
authoritarian regimes, rather than trying to radically change their political system, by helping them
develop a habit of making commitment for democratic governance.81

In sum, the theoretical implications drawn from this dissertation are consistent with the policy
implication that calls for a modest approach in democracy promotion, with the limited goal of
supporting liberalization of society and improvement of democratic governance, while dropping
the goal or dream of such supports to facilitate regime transition in the end. The field of
comparative politics needs to pay more attention to the practice of democratic governance under
authoritarian rule, and the field of international relations should explore whether it is possible to
pursue democratic peace with authoritarian regimes that are particularly committed to democratic
governance. The key idea that penetrates the discussions of both policy and theoretical implications
is that authoritarianism is one of normal regime types that naturally exist in the real world. Western
democracies can achieve even more by dropping the goal of regime change, and instead by
focusing more on the goal of supporting the policies of democratic governance of authoritarian
regime.

In this context, this dissertation’s main argument that authoritarian regime intends to exploit

80

Ronald R. Krebs and Patrick Thaddeus Jackson, “Twisting Tongues and Twisting Arms: The Power of
Political Rhetoric,” European Journal of International Relations 13, no. 1 (March 1, 2007): 35–66.
81
See Ted Hopf, “The Logic of Habit in International Relations,” European Journal of International Relations
16, no. 4 (December 1, 2010): 539–61; Vincent Pouliot, “The Logic of Practicality: A Theory of Practice of Security
Communities,” International Organization 62, no. 2 (April 2008): 257–88.
263

Western democracy promotion to its advantage leads to a rather twisted conclusion: Western
democracy promotion policies should be continued in order to encourage and support autocrats to
emulate the internationally dominant democratic ideas and norms. Even if the durability and
legitimacy of authoritarian regimes become strengthened, rather than undermined, as a result of
Western democracy promotion policies, the benefits of democratic governance are immediately
returned to the ordinary citizens living under authoritarian rule. In addition, the amelioration of
domestic policies as a result of democratic governance will be helpful for the Western democracies
to maintain cooperative relationships with authoritarian regimes than otherwise.

This dissertation argues that authoritarian regime can pursue vaccinating effects through selective
openness to the Western democracy promotion policies. For the part of Western democracies,
democracy promotion should not be seen as a panacea to cure every problem that stems from
authoritarian nature of target countries. Rather, democracy promotion should be viewed as an
insurance to avoid the worse-off scenario of authoritarian regimes becoming even more
authoritarian by failing to implement democratic governance.
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Appendix 1: Western Democracy Assistance NGOs in China from 1979 to
2015

This appendix shows a dataset used to create Figure 1 in Chapter 1 and Figure 4 in Chapter 3. It
explains the contents of the dataset, the method of extracting the dataset from raw dataset, and the
method of creating figures. .

1. Figure 1 of Chapter 1: Total number of Western democracy promotion organizations that
have operated in China under the approval of the Chinese government

The China Development Brief (CDB), established in 1996 by Nick Young, is a non-profit
publication devoted to facilitating communication among international organizations, especially
the NGOs that finance or implement development programs in China. It actively shares its
information with Chinese government institutions and non-profit organizations in an effort to
accelerate the formation of a more independent communication atmosphere in China, and to
encourage analysis and discussions on significant development issues.

CDB's free online directory features hundreds of listings for Chinese grassroots NGOs and
international NGOs operating in China, which is accessible at http://chinadevelopmentbrief.cn/
directory/. Using the filtering system of the website, I sort out international NGOs that engage in
the activities to promote rule of law, election, good governance, and civil society in China, as
broadly defined as shown in the captured images of the filtering system below.
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Figure 15. Filtering Site of China Development Brief Dataset.

With this input, the filtering system returns 102 foreign NGOs. I check the website of each NGOs
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to narrow down the list to the ones who make clear commitment for the causes of democracy in
their mission statements. Finally, I draw the list of 32 foreign NGOs as the dataset attached in this
appendix shows. Figure 1 of Chapter 1 is made with yearly accumulated number of these foreign
NGOs, with reference to their entry year in China.

2. Figure 4 of Chapter 3: Western Democracy Assistance in China, 1983~ 2015, by category

To sort out the activities of 32 foreign NGOs more specifically, I use the typology of democracy
assistance created by Sarah Bush, as cited in Chapter 3, footnote 21: Sarah Bush, The Taming of
Democracy Assistance: Why Democracy Promotion Does Not Confront Dictators (Cambridge ;
New York: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 57–64.

I examine the 32 foreign NGOs’ mission statements and the records of activities. I classify each
foreign NGOs’ activities into, three based upon the matching between specific descriptions of
foreign NGO’s activity and general descriptions of Bush’s category of democracy assistance.

As Bush did in her analysis, I should also acknowledge at the outset that classifying democracy
assistance in China is ultimately a subjective exercise. Although I devote considerable effort to
justifying my approach, some decisions are simply more clear-cut than others. The goal of sorting
out democracy assistance in China, however, is to determine how regime-compatible certain types
of programs generally are, relative to other types. Although this approach obscures some details
about programs that emerge from case-by-case studies, this approach still allows us to understand
important broader pattern of Western democracy assistance activities in China.
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For the creation of Figure 4, I assign scores of 5,3,1 points to the top three categories of each
organization’s activities, and then I re-sort out the entire list by each category of democracy
assistance, so that I can gain the aggregate scores of each category of democracy aid activities in
China.
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Table 12. The List of Western Democracy NGOs in China.
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Appendix 2: Democracy Aids Funded by the US State Department from 19912016

This appendix shows the two datasets (attached at the end of this appendix) used to create Table 1
in Chapter 1. It explains the contents of the dataset, the method of extracting this dataset from the
raw dataset, and the method of obtaining the raw dataset.

1. Polity 4 Data and the Top Five Most Durable Autocracies

The dataset shows the top five most durable autocracies by ranking the durability of autocracies,
defined as the number of years since the last substantive change in authority characteristics,
according the codebook of the data titled “Polity IV: Regime Authority Characteristics and
Transitions Datasets,” available at http://www.systemicpeace.org/inscrdata.html (accessed August
3, 2016)

In fact, Oman ranks higher (5th durable) than Cuba (6th). Although both countries are categorized
as autocracies, I chose to include the case of Cuba instead of Oman for the reasons that, (1) Oman
scores 4 in the variable of “Openness of Executive Recruitment,” which indicates Oman’s chief
executives are chosen by elite designation or through competitive elections, whereas Cuba scores
1, indicating that chief executives in Cuba are determined by hereditary succession, thus Cuba
should be regarded as more “closed” regime. (2) Since the other most durable autocracies include

270

China, North Korea, and Vietnam, it is more meaningful to examine Cuba’s case to maintain
commonality of these countries as communist states. (3) The difference of durability between
Oman (58 years) and Cuba (54 years) are only 4 years, small enough to weight more on other
variables as noted above.

2. The List of Projects Funded by the DRL Bureau of the US Department of State

The dataset shows (1) names of the countries where the projects have been implemented for, the
year of the funding provided per each project, (2) the names of organizations that implemented the
projects, (3) the activity names as defined by the DRL, (4) the funding sources of the DRL
distribution. This dataset is produced by filtering and editing of the raw dataset extracted from the
USAID’s Data Query website (see the attached document).

Regarding the method of extracting the raw dataset, (1) I chose “economic” from the assistance
category, which has two options of “economic” and “military,” (2) the seven authoritarian
countries from the country section, (3) “department of state,” from the implementing agencies
which include other US governmental agencies like department of justice and USAID, (4)
“Democratic participation and civil society,” “Elections,” “Legal and judicial development,” and
“Public sector policy and administrative management,” that match the sectors of “Civil Society,”
“Elections,” “Rule of Law,” and “Good Governance,” from the purpose categories which include
developmental aids such as education, poverty, environment and so on. I chose the years from
1991 to 2016, which covers the period from the end of the Cold War to the present time.
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Table 13. The List of Authoritarian Regimes and Durability.
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Table 14. Democracy Programs in China Funded by the U.S. Department of State in China.
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