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Working with China to
Promote Democracy

China represents an uncomfortable thorn in U.S. efforts to promote

democracy around the world. While some projects have been successful, a large

gap exists between the increasing U.S. funding in China and its ‘‘limited

impact.’’1 Moreover, U.S. democracy promotion in China has contributed to

strategic distrust between China and the United States; Beijing perceives it as a

strategic move to destabilize the rise of China and sabotage the Communist

Party’s leadership.2 At the same time, China’s growing power while maintaining

one-/party rule and rejecting democratic change generates fear and distrust

among many Americans.

The scholarship on U.S. democracy promotion is largely and understandably

dominated by U.S. scholars with U.S. perspectives. Chinese officials’ and

scholars’ responses and perspectives are, however, often overlooked, particularly

by democracy-/promotion professionals, and are largely omitted from literature

on the subject. This paper attempts to understand how the complex and

multilayered U.S. democracy-/promotion program in China has contributed to

this strategic distrust. It examines China’s responses to U.S. democracy

promotion and explains the confrontational dynamic between Washington

and Beijing. The paper also explores whether and how Beijing and Washington

can create mutual trust rather than suspicions. Some skeptics may consider

this naı̈ve, but on historical and political grounds it is actually a realistic

possibility.
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Australia, and has published four single-authored English books and three Chinese books on
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China’s Views and Experiences

Democracy promotion has been a central element of U.S. foreign policy since

the end of World War II, though the degree to which it has been publicly

emphasized has varied.3 Annual foreign operations appropriations for democracy

programs in China grew from $10 million in 2002 to approximately $17 million

in 2011, and for Tibet from about 4 million in 2004 to 7.4 million in 2010

(though they dropped to 5 million in 2011).4 China’s historical perceptions of

U.S. democracy promotion shape how China perceives these and other programs

today.

John Foster Dulles, Secretary of State under the Eisenhower administration,

crafted a global strategy of peaceful evolution in the 1950s that advocated

peaceful transitions away from authoritarian, one-/party-/rule to a more pluralistic

model. A recent study reveals that this idea actually contributed to Mao’s

Cultural Revolution. Historian Zi Shu has detailed that Mao reacted to Dulles’

ideas by writing three comments on Dulles’ speech in 1959.5 The first comment

remarked that ‘‘[t]he United States . . ./ pursues a ‘peaceful conquest strategy’ of

infiltration and subversion . . ./’’ The second said Dulles’ words ‘‘demonstrate that

U.S. imperialists are attempting to restore capitalism in the Soviet Union by the

method of corrupting it . . ./’’ The third comment pointed out Dulles’ contention

that the abandonment of force did not mean the ‘‘maintenance of the status

quo,’’ but meant a peaceful ‘‘change.’’6 Mao subsequently waged a political

campaign through the Cultural Revolution to prevent peaceful evolution from

occurring in China.

Even more than two decades later, Chinese official Qi Fang examined the

strategic changes in each U.S. president and blamed an enduring U.S. strategy

based on peaceful evolution as a contributing factor to the 1989 student

demonstration in Tiananmen Square and in other major cities, despite the fact

that there was no democracy-/promotion aid then.7 Qi Fang’s book pointed a

finger at the United States for Tiananmen, and was an official textbook for a

political campaign against the United States’ peaceful evolution.

From a U.S. perspective, however, it was China’s retreat from democratization

that damaged bilateral relations after 1989.8 Despite the initial expression of

opprobrium by then-/President George H.W. Bush following the Tiananmen

crackdown in 1989, and the consequent suspension of military sales and official

visits to China, the administration subsequently softened its approach and

adopted a more forgiving attitude, not making democracy promotion a major

theme of U.S. foreign policy toward China during that administration.

Within a few short years, however, in a climate of Western excitement over

various democratic governments emerging in post-/Soviet, post-/communist

Eastern European nations, the Clinton administration elevated democracy
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promotion abroad to initially become its overarching global foreign policy

principle. Clinton in 1993 pursued a more aggressive human rights policy toward

China, but quickly abandoned it. His push to rebuild Sino—/U.S. relations for

economic reasons led to his reversing course and granting Most Favored Nation

(MFN) status to China in May 1994, separating human rights issues from trade.

Consequently in 1997, Clinton and Jiang Zemin, then-/General Secretary of the

Communist Party of China, agreed upon a U.S.—/China Rule of Law Initiative,

which was at first blocked by the U.S. Congress but finally saw funding in 2002.9

Despite such short-/lived instances of cooperation, Washington’s ongoing

support of democracy in both Tibet and Hong Kong since 2004 has been a

consistent source of tension, seen as a doorway to destabilizing mainland

China.10 In particular, several democracy-/promotion organizations set up their

offices in Hong Kong to support labor protests and Chinese lawyers. Fudan

University Professors Shen Benqiu and Ni Shixiong, for example, reinforced this

view when they warned that the United States developed a plot late in the

George W. Bush administration to create a ‘‘color revolution’’ in Hong Kong and

use it to infiltrate mainland China.11

That fear of the so-/called color revolution, of course, spread in the wake of

Ukraine’s Orange Revolution in 2004. The United States provided $34 million to

Ukraine in 2004, and Congress approved

an extra $60 million in 2005.12 Since

that time, Beijing has tightened control

on all democracy-/related programs

and the Chinese media has highlighted

the so-/called ‘‘Bush doctrine,’’ that is,

the emphasis on democratization and

regime change which President Bush

emphasized in his Second Inaugural

address in 2005. Beijing viewed Bush’s

proposal of an Asia Democracy

Partnership (ADP)�/consisting of Australia, Canada, India, Indonesia, Japan,

New Zealand, the Philippines, South Korea, and the United States to promote

democracy in Asia�/as a deliberate attempt to contain China and to challenge

the ‘‘Chinese model’’ of economic development.13 Unlike the cooperative

approach through the Law Initiative Project, U.S. support for village elections

in China at the time of the color revolutions was viewed as a means to seek regime

change. By contrast, in the eyes of Beijing, village democracy is designed to

improve governing capacity, solve a number of problems, and stabilize local

situations, but not to change the Party-/dominated political system.14

The Obama administration has essentially continued the emphasis on U.S.

democracy promotion in China. Although it initially softened its approach and

Beijing views village

democracy as a way to

improve governing capacity,

not change the Party

system.
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publicly treated human rights as a secondary or minor issue in 2009 high-/level

official talks, in 2010 and 2011 Secretary of State Hillary Clinton criticized

China publicly on the issue of internet freedom, while Obama met with the

Dalai Lama and publicly declared that China should release imprisoned Nobel

Peace Prize winner Liu Xiaobo.15

Of course, the U.S. democracy aid program has generally been welcomed by

many Chinese dissidents throughout this history. One exiled Chinese dissident,

however, has argued that outsiders funding Chinese democracy is shameful for

the Chinese people: Even if democracy were created, it would be a democracy

bought with money, not genuine democracy. If all funding were cut off, he

argues, this would force Chinese liberals to seek funding from the middle class,

which would defuse security concerns and develop democracy indigenously, as it

should be.16

The Scope of the Challenge

Before discussing Beijing’s views of and specific responses to democracy-/
promotion programs, it is important to recognize that China’s rise itself has

inherently reshaped the basic conditions for Chinese democratization and poses

a number of new challenges. More specifically, China’s rise and growing

economic strength distract policymakers’ and media attention from the human

rights issue, while its economic might shields it from international pressure when

attention is placed on these issues.

First, China’s economic rise has deflected international criticism of its human

rights record, even while producing, according to scholar Minxin Pei, ‘‘an

increasingly dangerous mix of crony capitalism, rampant corruption and

widening inequality’’ that stunts political reforms and generates resistance to

democratization.17 Recently, human rights issues have been given less

importance during high-/level official visits. In 1977 President Jimmy Carter

presented Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev with a list of Soviet dissidents whom

the United States demanded be released from prison. This strategy was also

applied to China under the Clinton administration. Today, the U.S. president

seldom directly demands the release of Chinese dissidents. Furthermore,

Stanford professor Steve Krasner argues that democracy promotion is now

merely a ritual element of bilateral talks and is only used symbolically to meet

the demands of certain U.S. domestic constituencies. Human rights dialogue

largely involves each side complaining and talking past the other.18

Second, China’s sheer size makes the challenge of democratization

much steeper. Three common approaches�/dissident activism, free radio, and

pressure from regional organizations�/are ineffective in China’s case.19 This is

largely due to China’s tough control over dissidents, mass media (as well as the
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internet), and the absence of a regional

democracy-/promotion organization in

Asia. Similarly, historical models to

impose democracy�/either through

incorporation (Puerto Rico in 1917);

invasion (Panama in 1989); or

intimidation (Nicaragua in 1990)�/are

off the table with a country this size.20

China’s rise and economic might

have also given it a strong capacity to

resist international pressure such as sanctions. Experts Larry Diamond and

Michael McFaul, among others, have noted that the principal methods the

United States has utilized to promote democracy globally have generally

involved either economic sanctions or increasingly aggressive and belligerent

confrontation. Both approaches, however, have been rendered less and less

feasible in Sino—/U.S. relations over recent decades.21 China remains the largest

foreign U.S. creditor, with its holdings of U.S. Treasury securities rising to $1.17

trillion in 2011.22

Scholar and visiting fellow at the Hoover Institute Ying Ma similarly argues

that China appears immune to, and unmoved by, the wishes of the United

States. U.S. democracy promotion�/ranging from economic engagement to

democracy programs to lofty rhetoric�/has not halted the speed at which the

Chinese authoritarian government presses on with grave human rights abuses.23

In emphasizing the limits of U.S. influence, Tufts University professor of

political science Tony Smith notes that ‘‘it is not obvious to me how a vigorous

campaign in favor of human rights in China will interact with domestic forces

there to bring about a favorable outcome. Indeed, I can easily imagine the

opposite result.’’24

The success of the Chinese economy challenges the long-/held assumption in

neoliberal economic circles that market economies facilitate a liberal democracy.

Chinese Responses and Strategies

While China has proven resistant to democratic pressures, many Chinese believe

that the United States is using democracy to destabilize China from rising. In a

survey in the Global Times, 59 percent of the respondents believed that the

United States is seeking to contain China, and 79 percent held negative views

toward the United States in 2005—/06.25 To combat this external pressure, China

responds to U.S. democracy promotion in several ways: it calls democracy

promotion a conspiracy theory and infiltration campaign; it reinforces official

ideology, even to the point of confrontational statements by high-/powered

Many Chinese believe the

U.S. is using democracy to

destabilize China and

impede its rising.
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officials; it impedes NGOs in the country; and it ‘‘securitizes’’ democracy

promotion.

Ultimately, China views U.S. democracy promotion as a strategic threat�/

some Chinese scholars even present it as a U.S. conspiracy to split China. In this

view, the United States has a hidden plan for peaceful evolution in China,

aiming to isolate it from Europe and elsewhere internationally, in part by

consolidating U.S. moral leadership. It is widely acknowledged in China that the

democracy project has cut to the core of China’s territorial integrity, with Bill

Clinton supporting Tibet, George W. Bush supporting Taiwan, and the National

Endowment for Democracy (NED) supporting Xinjiang’s separatism. Similar

projects undermined the power of the former Soviet Union in the past, and today

are perceived as playing a parallel role in containing the rise of China.26 Beijing

claims to be able to see through the so-/called human rights issue to its real

objective: to frame and constrain China’s sovereignty, and to negotiate a better

deal for the United States at the WTO or in bilateral business relations during

China’s economic transition by highlighting China’s advantage in having a low

human rights standard.27

Of course, the United States denies this; in fact, even many Chinese citizens

do not believe such an accusation. Writer Yu Shiyu, for example, argues that the

current wave of Arab democracy is certainly not a ‘‘color revolution’’ planned by

European and American governments. Beijing would do better to learn the real

lesson of the Arab chaos: the masses’ hatred of the security forces and of elite

corruption.28 In views such as this, the United States has no plan of peaceful

evolution anymore, and in fact it would be dangerous for the United States to

pursue such a plan. Further, the democracy-/promotion project is in China’s

interest and does not undermine the country, but instead brings its human rights

to an international standard.29

Moreover, U.S. officials would say, China often reproduces the conspiracy

theory as an excuse for not carrying out political reform. Some in China have

even taken the conspiracy theory to its extreme, claiming that the United States

(and the West in general) has an infiltration campaign in the country. In August

2006, Sheng Huaren, vice-/chairman of the National People’s Congress, warned

that hostile forces in the West used local elections as a spearhead for their

infiltration of China, and he explicitly condemned any attempts at direct

elections at the township level.30 This blocked the spread of the Ya’an township

elections to other parts of China. Also in 2006, the former Party secretary of

Guangdong province, Zhang Dejiang, gave a talk to some members of the

Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (CASS), warning that Hong Kong has

been used by ‘‘hostile forces’’ to infiltrate China through the labor and ‘‘rightful

resistance’’ movements.31 The public security apparatus has even displayed

closed-/door exhibitions to show how the United States infiltrates China.32

Baogang He

THE WASHINGTON QUARTERLY j WINTER 201342



University lecturers and students have been mobilized to carry out political

studies on how to wage an anti-/infiltration campaign, for example, against neo-/
liberalism.33 These who go abroad to study often receive ‘‘political education’’

about Western ‘‘infiltration.’’

These fears about the security of the state often coalesce into reinforcing

official ideology. For example, Beijing has fought against the U.S. ‘‘peaceful

evolution’’ strategy by establishing the Academy of Marxism Studies;

meanwhile, the Universities of Guangzhou, Nankai, Fudan, Beijing, Renmin,

Shandong, Shenzhen, and Hunan have established impressive new human rights

research centers; and the Chinese government has sponsored the establishment

of national institutes, including China’s Association of Human Rights Research

and China’s Human Rights Development Foundation, two organizations which

discuss a range of issues including human rights, security, harmony, economic

development, cultural traditions, environment, and the information age. The

Central Propaganda Department and the State Council’s media office also have

coordinated resources and activities to deal with the U.S. human rights reports

on China.34

In an effort to renew Chinese official ideology, some anti-/democracy groups

have grown. For example, across universities, all undergraduates are required to

study Marxism, and the teachers in this area have been offered more resources.

These ideology-/based institutions have a vested interest both in following the

official ideological line (in order to justify the one-/Party state and its policies)

and in exaggerating the threat from the United States (so that they can obtain

more funding). This is because the government favors the study of Marxism

when allocating research funding and is able to match and even exceed outside

funding when it offers grants to Chinese scholars. In this way, it can co-/opt

Chinese scholars, silence their critical voices, and reduce the influence of

foreign democracy-/promotion programs and organizations. Beijing has even

adopted a new strategy of exposing the recipients of foreign funding; for

example, it publicized how dissident Liu Junning received funding from Taiwan.

In this way, it has attempted to destroy the reputation of dissidents.

Fang Ning, director of the Political Science Institute at CASS, has played an

important role in defending and explaining the Chinese official ideology as one

critical function of CASS. He argued strongly against U.S. democracy

promotion in China, because he believes such a program actually inhibits

Chinese democracy. Fang also added to the intellectual debate on the role of

democracy in the rise of power. He remarked that the rise of Western power is a

complex historical process, which included colonial plunder and even genocide.

Many Western countries, such as France and Germany, have even experienced

multiple periods of interruption to their parliamentary democracies throughout

the course of their rise. According to Fang, the notions developed by U.S.
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theorists of ‘‘democracy leading to a powerful country,’’ ‘‘democracy creating a

wealthy country,’’ and ‘‘the rise of democracy’’ are fictions.35

Reinforcing the official party line often comes from the very highest sources,

and can lead to open confrontation between China and the United States. For

example, the new Chinese president Xi Jinping once criticized U.S. democracy

promotion and intervention: Xi, during his visit to Mexico on February 11, 2009,

gave a speech to local overseas Chinese that harshly criticized foreign

intervention. He warned that ‘‘[t]here are a few foreigners, with full stomachs,

who have nothing better to do than try to be backseat drivers of our country’s

own affairs. China does not, first, export revolution; second, export poverty and

hunger; and third, cause unnecessary trouble for you. What else is there to

say?’’36 This speech sent a strong message to the United States that, if it

continued its democracy-/promotion activities, the new generation of China’s

leadership would not shy away from making its case in the United States’ own

backyard.

Xi’s strong stance against foreign intervention sparked notable support on the

internet. Netizens approved his tough response to foreign intervention, and said

that they had not heard so frank and direct a voice for a long time. Xi’s speech

showed the strong confidence of the Chinese people. However, some other

netizens warned that ‘‘if China is not perfect, then dealing with criticism from

Western countries should be.’’37 This essentially means that China must be

careful when responding to foreign interference.

China has also responded to U.S. democracy promotion by impeding NGOs

which support civil society, opposition parties, and elections. U.S. and Western

funding to civil society is perceived to have contributed to previous regime

changes in Poland and other East European countries. China has subsequently

suspended, delayed, revised, and even rejected some civil society promotion aids.

In 2000, for example, the EU wanted to provide 500 million euros to fund civil

society development in China. While the Ministry of Commerce attempted to

accept it, the Ministry of Civil Affairs turned down the funding.38 Oddly, one

senior officer from the Asia Foundation, a U.S. foundation in Beijing, told me in

2010 that ‘‘this is your [Chinese] problem [of how to promote local political

reforms and political participation], why should we pay to fix it?’’ Ironically, a

senior Chinese official similarly said in an interview the same day, with some

bitterness: ‘‘This is our problem, why do foreign organizations finance Chinese

NGOs to fix it?’’39

Unlike Russia, which shut down one British-/funded NGO, or Egypt, which

sent some U.S. NGO activists to court, the Chinese government has developed

more subtle ways to deal with NGOs. While the authorities allow them to

operate when they aid local governments, they will not let NGOs go unchecked.
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Authorities monitor and control NGO websites and online activities, while

Chinese NGOs also attempt to avoid politically sensitive issues.

Several Chinese officials and scholars have also developed arguments to

counter NGO activities such as the NED’s democracy-/promotion programs. First,

despite the fact that the NED is called an ‘‘NGO’’ and its website is ‘‘.org,’’ its

funding comes from the U.S. Congress. This appears as an organizational

hypocrisy. Moreover, civil society cannot be completely autonomous if its

funding comes from the NED, and ultimately from the U.S. government. Civil

society is thus not viewed as representing people, created from the bottom-/up,

but as a foreign government agency, from the top-/down. Subsequently, the

Chinese government treats the NED as ‘‘the most dangerous organization’’ to

China.40 Second, Beijing felt it was being treated unfairly: the NED has

supported several NGOs working on Tibet and Xinjiang that are detrimental to

China’s national interests, yet, China’s suppression of these NGOs is accused of

being a ‘‘violation of human rights,’’ even though they are working on perceived

separatist causes.41

Finally, China has responded to democracy-/promotion programs by framing

them as security issues, or ‘‘securitizing’’ them. In the West, part of the appeal of

democracy is the democratic peace thesis, which holds that democratic countries

tend not to fight each other. If, however, democracy-/promotion programs disrupt

the peace in China, then they are counterproductive to peace and stability.

Subsequently, some would say, they affect Chinese political security. In this

context, the public security authorities want to ensure that any democracy

program does not undermine national security, and all political reform programs

are closely monitored by the Ministry of State Security. Political experiments

tend to exclude involving foreigners, while the public security bureau is highly

suspicious toward those who have previously worked with the U.S. government

and the NED. When democracy becomes a security issue, it creates fear among

students and intellectuals, and becomes difficult to develop civil society.

The Logic of Confrontation

Through these responses, China seeks to manage the spread of democracy within

its borders and impede foreign interference via democracy-/promotion programs.

While U.S. democracy promotion toward China has, over time, demonstrated

elements of both rivalry and collaboration, on the whole, rivalry has prevailed.

Ironically, this strategic tension makes a great difference, and largely contributes

to Washington’s limited success in pressing China to take the democratic road.

In contrast, the United States was capable of pressing allies like South Korea,

Taiwan, and the Philippines to embark on the path to democratization in the

late 1980s. These very alliance relations facilitated these transitions.
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The nature of democracy-/promotion aid

helps to maintain distrust and rivalry.

Essentially, democracy challenges the

authoritarian state. Democracy aid is not

ordinary aid; instead, it is a regime-/
threatening act. It often supports political

dissidents which the authoritarian

governments see as the enemy. China

deems U.S. democracy aid programs as

malicious actions that attempt to split

China and weaken the country’s rising power. Beijing’s reaction is rather

unsurprising according to the logic of communist and/or authoritarian systems.

It is taken for granted in Washington that the United States can bypass

governments to give funding to NGOs without due respect to sovereignty.42 The

NED, for example, never seeks to develop programs in cooperation with the

Chinese government. This is a major cause for concern for the Chinese

Communist Party (CCP) and government. Moreover, the failure of democracy

promotion is often seen as the result of the Chinese government’s control and

suppression, thus simply demonstrating a circular need for more funding to

undermine those Chinese government’s controls. As scholar Ying Ma suggests,

this involves more funding for the free flow of information, dissidents, and

proactive public diplomacy.43

The support for human rights activism from Tibet and Xinjiang particularly

leads to and deepens confrontation, since Beijing sees such support as against

Chinese core national interests. The NED has supported Chinese political

dissidents, as well as Tibet and Xinjiang activists. According to Global Times, the

NED provided more than 50 projects for China, becoming the second priority

after Iraq, and 11 projects that supported Tibetan ‘‘independence.’’ Global Times

also blamed the NED for its support for the independence movement in

Xinjiang.44 While the NED supports Tibetan autonomy, rather than

independence, the NED’s funding makes Beijing suspicious of its intentions.

Beijing sees the NED as a revised version of the CIA, which was involved in

helping the Dalai Lama out of China in the 1950s. For Beijing, the NED’s

activities severely damaged China’s core national interest. The top national

leaders have ordered the study of the operation of the NED in order to monitor

and control all its activities in China. Beijing also makes it more difficult for

other organizations, such as the International Republican Institute (IRI), to

develop democracy-/promotion programs in China.

Confrontation is further perpetrated when Chinese conservatives use NED

funding as evidence of an enduring U.S. ‘‘peaceful evolution’’ strategy, evidence

they can use to attack the U.S. democracy aid program as an attempt at regime

Strategic tension largely

limits Washington’s

success in pressing China

to take the democratic

road.

Baogang He

THE WASHINGTON QUARTERLY j WINTER 201346



change, strengthen their influence in Beijing, and marginalize the reform

faction. They use Mao Zedong’s revolutionary logic: that is, whatever the enemy

supports, we oppose, and whatever the enemy opposes, we support. According to

this logic, Beijing should oppose whatever Washington supports for democracy

promotion. That has not always been true. As recently as the 1990s, the Chinese

response to democracy promotion was: we need democracy, but the time is not

ripe. Today, Americans in China face a hostile attitude: We don’t want your

democracy!45 In this way, China’s conservatives have developed a closed

knowledge production system: the existence of Marxist institutions satisfies

the conservative forces in China. Whether or not one should develop an

accurate understanding of the genuine intention of U.S. democracy promotion

does not matter. What matters is to condemn it and to seek funding from

Chinese government.

Is Cooperation Possible?

Given the above logic of confrontation, is it really possible to develop

cooperative and constructive relations with regards to U.S. democracy

promotion programs in China? Can the United States and China develop

open, friendly, and constructive relations in this area? The obvious answer is that

any such moves will be difficult. For starters, it could be argued that cooperation

with the Chinese government always leads to corruption and wasting money. In

addition, those in the United States who see it as morally wrong to help an

authoritarian regime to rejuvenate

itself through limited democracy will

criticize cooperation with China as

an ugly attempt to legitimize CCP

rule. According to one assessment,

‘‘different political traditions, value

systems and cultures . . ./ highlight

structural and deep-/rooted elements

in the United States and China that

are not likely subject to major

change.’’46 While this assessment is

sound, it may overlook some positive developments and some opportunities for

partnership. It would be an exaggeration to claim that Beijing is totally opposed

to U.S. democracy promotion in China.

We need only to look back to the latter part of the 1980s and the 1990s to find a

brief golden period when the United States and China actually developed positive

collaborative projects. When Jiang Zemin signed an agreement on legal reform with

Bill Clinton in 1997, it sent a strong message to all governments that collaboration

Chinese bureaucratic

pluralism may once again be

creating favorable conditions

for collaboration.
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is allowed. Indeed, many collaborative projects followed. In the late 1990s, the

Chinese national government organized and paid for a national training program in

which U.S. law professors were invited to give a series of lectures about U.S.

administrative law to more than 100 officials. (In contrast, today when U.S.

professors organize training programs and pay all costs for Chinese local officials,

those officials are still reluctant to attend.)

Indeed, some Chinese officials and citizens have great interest in learning best

democratic practices from the United States and other democratic countries.

From my personal experience, I have met quite a lot of local and even national

officials who express an interest in and desire to implement some U.S. methods

of democratic governance, like administrative law, which demands a responsive

government and limits the excess of administrative power. They are impressed

with the high level of professionalism shown by those involved in democracy

programs, such as James Fishkin, a public consultant in China, in conducting

deliberative polling.47

In the past, particularly between 2000 and 2003, there were many initiatives

to make certain improvements (for example, I was invited by a Ya’An city

official to develop and improve the electoral procedure for township elections

in 2000). However since 2005, in the wake of the Orange Revolution,

international linkages have not developed because of fears about disruption

and social instability. For example, the Ministry of Civil Affairs did not want to

become involved with a project on migrant workers funded by an American

source. Officials and others are afraid of being charged with ‘‘liberalization.’’48

Now, increasing bureaucratic pluralism

may once again create favorable conditions

for renewing or developing some kind

of governmental collaboration. Different

government organizations have different

interests. While some watch carefully and

warn of a ‘‘color revolution’’ through U.S.-/
funded programs, others are willing to

accept foreign funding. Increasingly,

different pieces of bureaucracy have learned how to play the ‘‘pluralism card’’

to allow and encourage voices when it is in the national interest to explore their

options. At the same time, the CCP is able to use its power, in particular its

national security force, to shut down those options and enforce one coherent

policy toward foreign funding, if it chooses to do so.

In contrast, the United States lacks consensus and a coherent or consistent

policy due to different agencies that have varying and sometimes incompatible

agendas. The U.S. government cannot use administrative power to unify all these

programs, although some coordination is possible and has been done between the

Washington needs to

assure Beijing that it has

no agenda to change the

regime against its will.
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State Department and the NED.49 Such pluralism is a virtue in defending and

promoting democracy. It can create a state of confusion, however, in China.

While Chinese national leaders can distinguish among the different interests of

various U.S. institutions so that they can make a case for foreign funding in some

instances, while rejecting others, local Chinese governments largely cannot

distinguish such differences and adopt a cautious attitude. This confusion on the

part of local officials leads to their resistance to any democracy program funded by

the United States.

Constructive collaboration would require considerable effort, patience, and

strategic thinking on both sides. In particular, Xi Jinping, the new Chinese

president, needs to carry out an independent, scholarly, and objective study of

U.S. democracy promotion in China and caution against any internal biased

and exaggerated reports. President Xi needs fresh new thinking: he must change

some leaders’ perceptions that U.S. democracy promotion in China is always

about unwelcome regime change, and he must develop faith in the goodwill of

U.S. democracy promotion for mutual benefit. Both the United States and China

share a common interest in developing democracy in China, although they may

disagree about its pace, among other details. Democracy does not undermine

China, but serves the interest of Chinese people and the state.

Building a Collaborative Approach

The difficult challenge for both Beijing

and Washington is how to ‘‘desecuritize’’

U.S. democracy promotion. While

Washington needs to assure Beijing

that it has no agenda to change the

regime against its will, a wider set of

elites in Beijing need to develop the

view that democracy in the end

enhances China’s national security.

The United States successfully

desecuritized the civil rights movement in the 1950—/60s, and economic

relations between rival countries were desecuritized in the wake of the

collapse of the Soviet Union. These experiences offer tips for how to work

out a plan with Beijing for the desecuritization of democracy promotion.

Washington also needs a new set of democracy-/promotion strategies with

China. It is critical to work with reformers within the government, although the

waste of money and governmental control are serious issues to consider.

Sometimes it is advantageous to use Chinese official language to advance the

democratic cause, rather than Western language. For example, when

A wider set of Beijing elites

need to view that

democracy enhances

China’s national security.

Working with China to Promote Democracy

THE WASHINGTON QUARTERLY j WINTER 2013 49



‘‘deliberative democracy’’ was translated

as ‘‘xieshang minzhu’’ [consultative

democracy], it helped to promote Western

ideas and practices of deliberative

democracy in China, and even the official

report of the 18th Party Congress for the

first time officially confirmed and endorsed

deliberative and consultative democracy

for China. A lesson from the Bush

administration is that democracy-/promotion

projects need to focus on improving governance, not changing regimes. Henry

Kissinger is right to argue that ‘‘a systematic project to transform China’s

institutions by diplomatic pressure and economic sanctions is likely to backfire

and isolate the very liberals it is intended to assist.’’50

In the twenty-/first century, democratization is the most important challenge

for China and the CCP, and the democracy-/promotion issue is the most sensitive

issue for Sino—/U.S. relations. This fundamental question is likely to affect

all other issues. In the near future, Washington is not willing to abandon

democracy promotion in order to improve the broader relationship, and the

current ruling party in Beijing will continue to resist it. This stalemate will

certainly continue. In answering my question about this stalemate on July 18,

2012, in Beijing, CASS political adviser Fang Ning argued that top national

leaders must handle the issue wisely, and that leaders of both China and the

United States need greater wisdom.

Leaders of both countries ought to look for strategies that find common or

overlapping interests, narrow the political and cognitive gap, develop

collaborative programs, and prevent certain issues from damaging the overall

relationship.
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