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 The Meaning of China's Village Elections

 Robert A. Pastor and Qingshan Tan

 "The reform of the political system and the reform of the economic system should
 depend on and complement each other? In the final analysis, the success of all
 reforms depends on the reform of the political system." Deng Xiaoping'

 Direct elections for village leaders have been conducted in China since
 1988, but they remain little known or casually dismissed by urban
 Chinese and the international community. Those who are aware of
 China's village elections have sharply divergent views as to their gen-
 uineness or effectiveness. Some are sceptical that the Chinese Communist
 Party would ever permit a competitive election that could threaten its grip
 on power. Others see the elections as a first stage in the building of
 democracy in China. In many ways, village elections are a kind of
 Rorschach test, an ambiguous drawing that is interpreted by people
 according to their predisposition towards China rather than the quality of
 the elections.

 There is a potentially huge data base from which scholars and policy
 makers should be able to test these contradictory hypotheses. Every three
 years since 1988, approximately 930,000 villages are required to hold
 elections for village chairs and committees. Some of these elections have
 been observed, but the problem with most of the studies is that they use
 very small samples and often rely on anecdotes. The Ministry of Civil
 Affairs (MoCA) in Beijing, which is technically responsible for these
 elections, does not collect data on election results or the process on a
 systematic or comprehensive basis. There is sufficient information to
 permit a definition of the parameters of current understanding of village
 elections, but not enough to derive robust propositions for the entire
 country.

 Relying on our many observations of village elections, interviews, and
 discussions with central and local election officials from 1996 to 1999,
 this article first reviews what is known about village elections from
 reports by the Chinese government and observations of the elections by
 international non-governmental organizations (NGOs). It describes and
 assesses the six stages of the village election process. It then identifies
 criteria to evaluate the elections and explore their meaning for political
 development in China.

 Chinese Assessments and International Observations of Village Elections

 In their contribution to this volume, Kevin O'Brien and Lianjiang Li
 review Western literature on village elections. Many of these studies

 1. Cited in Rong Jingben, Cui Zhiyuan, Wang Shuansheng; Geo Xinjun, He Zengke and
 Yang Xuedong, Transformation from the Pressurized to a Democratic System of Cooperation
 (Beijing: Central Compilation and Translation Press, 1998), pp. 207-208.

 @ The China Quarterly, 2000
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 The Meaning of China's Village Elections 491

 produced mixed and even contradictory findings as to whether the
 elections were successful and what were the critical variables. Studies by
 the Chinese and NGOs found similar results, although both developed
 their cases more intensely. The Department of Basic-Level Governance
 of the MoCA undertook a study, led by its then director, Wang Zhenyao
 and published in December 1993, that found that in the previous two
 years, one-half of all provinces, autonomous regions and municipalities
 completed their second election, but there were vast differences in
 election procedures. They expressed concern over the role of the local
 Party cadres, who represented more than half the committee members in
 six of seven counties/cities, and an even higher percentage of chairs.2 The
 group recommended strongly that "local party organizations must not
 select or nominate candidates. They must respect the selection made by
 villagers."3

 In another study, Wang Zhenyao acknowledged that data for the entire
 country were not available, and that there were substantial variations
 between provinces on the quality and the results of elections. Neverthe-
 less, he concluded optimistically, "the elections have hatched a new elite
 with firm roots in local society, which may be able to play an active role
 in the democratization of Chinese society? The system of democratic
 self-government is being established in the rural areas of China."4

 Bai Gang of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (CASS) re-
 viewed the progress made in village elections in the decade since the
 approval of the provisional Law in 1987. Acknowledging that the original
 Law was quite general, the ministry issued nine circulars to guide its
 enforcement, and 25 of 31 provincial congresses passed measures for
 implementing the Law by the end of 1997.5 Of the 2,141 county-level
 administrative units (of which 1,696 are counties and 445 are cities of
 county-level), only 200 (10 per cent) were identified as "model counties."
 "This shows," declared the CASS report, "how slow the work has
 progressed in China." Only 20 per cent of the towns have well-written
 regulations.6 The report evaluated each stage of the electoral process and
 noted that private voting booths were "something new" and "mark a
 fundamental change in the minds of the electorates." New electoral
 procedures, coupled with the rise in the number of entrepreneurs, caused
 the people to think differently, and more education and access to tele-
 vision "have made it easy for people to receive new ideas." Another study

 2. Wang Zhenyao, "Village committees: the basis for China's democratization," in
 Edward B. Vermeer, Frank N. Pike and Wei Lien Cheng (eds.), Cooperative and Collective
 in China's Rural Development: Between State and Private Interests (Armonk, NY: M. E.
 Sharpe, 1998), pp. 247-252.

 3. China Rural Villagers Self-Government Research Group, China Research Society of
 Basic-level Government, Study of the Election of Villagers Committees in Rural China: Main
 Report of the Research on Villagers Self-Government (Beijing, 1 December 1993), pp. iv, 76.

 4. Wang Zhenyao, "Village committees," pp. 247-252.
 5. Bai Gang, Report on Improving the Legislation of Villagers' Self-Governance (Beijing:

 Centre for Public Policy Research, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, Working Paper No.
 971103, October 1997), p. 52. For a list of the provinces, see p. 55.

 6. Ibid. pp. 65, 68, 82.
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 by a different group of Chinese scholars concluded that the "outdated
 appointment system should be gradually changed to an election system ...
 democratic reforms in China should not be delayed any more. Some
 people suspect that the Chinese farmers and rural cadres have too low
 qualities to practise democracy. The findings in our investigation show
 the opposite."7

 In addition to scholarly works on village elections and government
 papers, a number of international non-governmental and inter-
 governmental organizations have also studied and observed Chinese
 village elections since the early 1990s. The Ford Foundation and the Asia
 Foundation played key roles in supporting studies of village elections.
 The United Nations Development Programme and the European Union
 both negotiated extensive projects to assist in the training of newly
 elected officials, but these projects have been very slow in getting started
 for numerous bureaucratic reasons on both the Chinese and the donor
 sides.

 The principal evaluations of the village electoral process have been
 undertaken by two U.S.-based organizations, the International Republican
 Institute (IRI) and the Carter Center. Both have decade-long experiences
 in monitoring and evaluating elections internationally, and they use
 similar techniques, including systematic survey forms that de-compose
 the electoral process into discrete elements that can be evaluated.

 The IRI was the first international team invited to observe village
 elections, and did so in Fujian in 1994 and 1997.8 The first mission
 observed three village elections in different parts of the province and
 found some striking anomalies. The delegation concluded that the elec-
 tions it witnessed in Longyan were fairer and less marred by irregularities
 than the election in Xiamen, where villagers had few opportunities to cast
 votes secretly. They were also concerned about the potential for abuse in
 the process of selecting formal candidates. The IRI made 12 recommen-
 dations for improving the elections, and its second mission to the same
 counties (though not the same villages) noted several significant improve-
 ments, including the mandatory use of secret ballots and secret voting
 booths, the abolition of proxy voting, the use of enlarged photographs on
 campaign materials, and the standardized training of election workers.9

 In 1995, the Danish embassy in Beijing sent a representative to
 Sichuan to observe elections for village leaders and the National People's
 Congress (NPC).'0 The delegation endorsed the "mass voting" style,

 7. Rong Jingben et al., Transformation from the Pressurized to a Democratic System of
 Cooperation, pp. 337-348, 413.

 8. See International Republican Institute, People's Republic of China Election Observa-
 tion Report, 15-31 May 1994.

 9. International Republican Institute, Election Observation Report: Fujian, People's
 Republic of China, May 1997.

 10. Royal Danish Embassy, Beijing, "Rural village elections," prepared by Franz-Michael
 S. Melbin, Political Counsellor, December 1995. Although the author refers to NPC elections,
 villages do not elect representatives to the NPC. What he probably witnessed was a direct
 election for the township people's congress.
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 The Meaning of China's Village Elections 493

 viewing it as a way to allow voters a chance to see the entire process.
 However, the delegation observed other problems, including the use of
 open cardboard boxes as ballot boxes, improper handling of unused
 ballots, and poorly designed ballots for the NPC elections. Although
 election officials stressed the importance of the secret ballot, voters
 apparently swamped the booths, making it almost impossible to vote in
 secret. Proxy voting (one person could vote for three) was permitted.
 They recommended additional training for election officials and more
 civic education.

 In response to an invitation from the Ministry of Civil Affairs in
 September 1996 to observe all stages of village elections and advise the
 ministry on ways to improve them, the Carter Center sent several
 delegations to China that were led by Robert Pastor and included
 Qingshan Tan." From 4 to 16 March 1997, a Carter Center delegation
 observed elections in six villages in Fujian and Hebei. The delegation
 described problems not dissimilar to those that the IRI encountered and
 offered 14 specific suggestions on ways to improve the process. These
 included standardizing rules, synchronizing village elections within a
 county so as to take advantage of county-wide civic education pro-
 grammes, taking additional precautions to assure a secret ballot and the
 correct use of "roving boxes," opening the nomination process, making
 the election machinery impartial, punishing violations of the election law,
 encouraging campaigning, and abolishing proxy voting.

 Between 2 and 15 March 1998, a second Carter Center delegation
 observed seven village elections and interviewed officials in two other
 villages in Jilin and Liaoning provinces. They found that the elections
 provided voters a reasonably free choice, but there were some procedural
 problems and other electoral problems related to proxy voting and
 "roving ballot boxes." The delegation proposed 13 recommendations,
 which included: added safeguards to ensure the privacy and individuality
 of the vote, the banning or minimizing of "roving boxes," and the
 mandating of a methodical and transparent count. The Carter Center
 observed elections in the south, the north-east and the west, covering
 about 55 villages in six provinces and one municipality: Fujian, Hunan,
 Hebei, Liaoning, Jilin, Shandong and Chongqing. The teams found local
 officials in all the villages ready to share information, and most had quite
 detailed records of previous elections.

 Elements and Stages of the Electoral Process

 Based on data from surveys of the elections and interviews, below is
 a brief summary of some of the patterns and differences found in each of
 the following stages or elements of the electoral process: election man-

 11. For the two Carter Center Reports, see, Carter Center Delegation Report, The Carter
 Center Delegation to Observe Village Elections in China, 4-16 March 1997; Carter Center
 Delegation Report, Village Elections in China and Agreement on Cooperation With the
 Ministry of Civil Affairs, People's Republic of China, 2-15 March 1998.
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 agement; registration; nomination and selection; campaign; voting styles
 and procedures; and the vote count. Discrepancies between the rules and
 the observed practice are also noted.

 Election management. Prior to each election, a village election com-
 mittee (VEC) is appointed to conduct the registration and election.'2 VEC
 chairs are sometimes appointed by township officials, sometimes by the
 village representative assembly and are sometimes self-appointed, but in
 almost all the cases that the Carter Center observed, they were the Party
 secretaries of the village. An important, long-term question is whether it
 is appropriate for the senior representative of the Communist Party in the
 village to conduct the election as it might be felt that this would bias the
 process in favour of candidates who were Party members. We posed this
 question to MoCA and NPC officials and learned that the new village
 election law (approved in November 1998) mandates that VECs should
 be selected by the village assembly or by village small groups, not by the
 Party branch (article 13). Moreover, MoCA officials said that they have
 instructed the provinces that the chair of the VEC "should not necessarily
 be the Party secretary."'3 On the other hand, at the last stage in the NPC
 debate on the new election law, a provision was added that the Commu-
 nist Party should "play a core role in leadership" of the village. The
 fairness of the process will be determined, in part, on how these two
 provisions are reconciled.

 The training of election officials is uneven, but with each round, it
 appears that officials are gaining experience. Most provinces have ap-
 proved regulations that prohibit a candidate from serving on the VEC, but
 we saw one case where candidates did not resign from the VEC and a
 second case where most of the candidates were on the VEC and resigned
 very late in the process.

 Registration. An accurate registration list is necessary to ensure that
 only citizens with the right to vote in a particular village or precinct are
 permitted to vote there, and only once. At least 15 days before the
 election, the VEC should register citizens who are at least 18 years old
 and are resident in the village. The list is posted usually in the town
 square or the school courtyard. At the level of the village where everyone
 knows each other and, in some cases, they are all related, registration is
 not controversial and, indeed, not taken very seriously. However, the
 compilation and updating of an accurate registration list will be much
 more difficult and important for higher-level elections because of peo-
 ple's increasing mobility. In most transitional elections that we have
 observed, the most serious disputes between political parties often focus

 12. The village election committee's function is to prepare for the conduct of the elections
 for the village committee.

 13. Interview with Zhan Chengfu, Rural Areas Section, Ministry of Civil Affairs, Beijing,
 14 January 1999.
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 The Meaning of China's Village Elections 495

 on the registration list, and whether it enfranchises or disenfranchises a
 party's supporters.

 Nomination and selection of candidates. The process by which candi-
 dates are selected for the ballot is a complicated but critical stage in the
 election. No system can be described as "democratic" if one group or
 party can select the candidates, as occurs in the indirect elections for
 township, county, provincial and national executives. In the early rounds
 of village elections, the Party branch controlled the nomination process.
 In some places, it still does.

 MoCA's decision to encourage other nomination methods was moti-
 vated in large part to try to prevent the Party branch from monopolizing
 the process. Lishu county in Jilin province experimented with a method
 they called haixuan. Literally a "sea election," the method permitted
 individuals to receive a blank ballot and nominate whomever they
 wanted. The idea has spread. Two sections of the 1998 election law
 strengthen those who have been trying to connect the nomination process
 to the people: article 11 asserts that "no organization or individual is
 allowed to appoint" members of the village committee, and article 14
 declares that "candidates should be nominated directly by villagers."

 We have observed many methods of nominating candidates, and in
 those cases when many candidates are proposed, a second stage is
 necessary to reduce the number of candidates for each position to two or
 three. We identified six methods used in the first stage of nominations and
 four methods in the second stage. In the first stage, the methods include
 nomination by: Party branch; joint nomination by groups of five to ten
 villagers; village small groups (the old production brigades of about
 one-fifth of the village); village representative assembly (10-50 leaders of
 small village small groups, the Party branch and local NGOs); haixuan
 (individual nomination); and self-nomination.14 In Fujian, provincial law
 provides for a single uniform method of candidate nomination: any group
 of five or more persons can nominate candidates by signing a form
 provided by the VEC.

 The new methods that increase popular involvement in the nomination
 of candidates have the opposite problem as the old Party branch-
 dominated system. If the latter produced too few candidates, the other
 methods, particularly haixuan, generate too many, requiring a second
 stage. There are four methods used for the final selection: Party branch;
 village representative assembly; village assembly or direct primary by the
 entire village; and the highest numbers of votes received in the nomi-
 nation process."5 Determining the best method for selecting the final
 candidates for the ballot depends on one's criteria. The most democratic
 process would be a direct primary, and the least would be by the Party
 branch. The most efficient would be to use the highest numbers of votes

 14. In other places, other nomination methods are used, such as household nomination or
 nomination by township governments. See Table 1.

 15. There are other methods of selection that rely on informal consultations between
 village election committees and village groups, but it is difficult to assess precisely because
 the method is informal. See Table 1.
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 received in the nomination process, and an intermediate option would be
 to allow the village representative assembly to reduce the number by a
 secret ballot.

 Not all villages have vice-chairs, and some villages have altered the
 ballot to permit losing candidates for the chair to be considered for the
 committee. This was done in Chengzi village in Jilin, for example, by
 having the candidates' names appear twice on the ballot. If the person lost
 the race for chair, those votes were added to ones that he or she received
 for the committee position. This cumulative method permitted losing
 candidates for the chair to win a spot on the committee, but it was very
 confusing to voters, and as we observed in another village in the
 province, Haitou, it produced a large number of invalid ballots because
 people checked the same person twice.16

 Campaign. The final list of formal candidates is usually posted five
 days before the election, allowing very little time for campaigning. We
 have observed little or no campaigning, but the limited time is not the
 reason. In a small village, where everyone knows each other and where
 it is viewed as culturally inappropriate to promote oneself, most candi-
 dates have been reluctant to campaign. Moreover, there are no rules for
 election campaigns in the provisional or the new Organic Law, and few
 provinces stipulate any rules either. In a few instances, candidates have
 visited the homes of villagers or were permitted to use local cable or
 closed circuit radio systems. In Chongqing, candidates used posters, but
 only to describe their background, not to offer a programme.

 The principal campaign opportunity comes in the short statement each
 of the candidates for chair is asked to make on the morning of the
 election. We observed this in Hebei and in Jilin provinces, and the
 statements, which averaged five to ten minutes, were instructive, concise
 and sometimes inspiring. The candidates described what they wanted to
 do for the community if elected; they were very specific, and the people
 listened intently. Candidates promised to build a new road; improve and
 expand the community enterprise in order to reduce taxes; invite outside,
 including foreign, investors or advisors to provide capital or high-yielding
 seeds; and so on. In one village in Chongqing, villagers asked the
 candidates some hard questions, but this laudable practice is not wide-
 spread. In both villages we observed in Chongqing, the campaign
 speeches were briefer and less substantive than the ones that we heard in
 Hebei and Jilin. In a few villages, the candidates also promised to
 contribute to the community even if they lost the election, a gesture of
 great importance in transitional elections.

 It is hard to evaluate the effect of campaign speeches anywhere, but in
 Gujialingzi village, Jilin province, a very competitive election occurred

 16. For an evaluation of the accumulative method, see Emerson Niou and Tianjian Shi,
 "An introduction and evaluation of the electoral system used in Chinese village elections,"
 unpublished paper, Duke University.
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 after a spirited speech by the challenger against an incumbent, who was
 a Party member. The incumbent had a huge advantage over the challenger
 in the number of nominations he had received in the haixuan (1,104-
 184), but this margin was narrowed considerably in the final election
 (864-655), suggesting that the challenger might have swayed some voters
 as a result of his speech.

 Voting. The casting of ballots is the most critical stage of the election.
 The legal methods do not vary quite as much as in the other stages of the
 electoral process, but the actual practice may deviate more from the
 mandated procedures. There are three voting styles: mass voting where
 all the voters go to a central voting place in the early morning, vote, and
 remain there until the end of the count; individual voting throughout the
 course of the day of the election; and proxy, absentee voting or "roving
 boxes."

 The "mass voting" style was developed during the Maoist years when
 all the people in the village were brought to the square to vote unani-
 mously in public for the Communist Party's proposals or list of candi-
 dates. For that reason, some of those who want China to be democratic
 prefer to encourage individual voting. But we saw an advantage to mass
 voting in early stages of the democratization process: it offers an oppor-
 tunity for the entire village to be educated in the correct voting proce-
 dures at the same time. Moreover, villagers can hear the candidates
 present their programmes and watch the process from the beginning to
 the end. Some are concerned this is an inefficient use of farmers' time,
 but we were impressed at the speed and efficiency of the voting without
 compromising the secret ballot. In two villages in Hebei province in
 March 1997, we saw 786 people vote in 35 minutes (Fengyingzi) and
 1,555 villagers vote in 50 minutes (Qiuwozi).

 In Fujian, individual voters went to the polling station all day to cast
 votes while most of the other provincial sites (except for Dalian in
 Liaoning) used mass voting. The township election chair led the meeting
 in a very organized and precise way: the people brought chairs and sat in
 their village small groups; their leaders announced their attendance;
 monitors were approved; the candidates gave brief presentations; the
 process of voting was explained; ballot boxes were opened so that the
 voters could see that no one had yet voted; the citizens presented their
 voter identification cards at one of four to eight polling stations and then
 voted in one of 24 or 36 polling booths, which were desks joined together
 but also divided by cardboard so that the villagers could vote privately;
 then the votes were counted, and the results were announced.

 The critical issue is not whether the voters should go to the square
 together or individually but whether the right to a secret and individual
 ballot is guaranteed. In the villages in Chongqing and in one in Hebei, the
 villagers voted in their seats where others could see them. In Chongqing,
 they were given the option to mark the ballot in a secret voting booth, but
 no one in one village and only a few in the other used that opportunity.
 Citizens must be required to use a secret voting booth; otherwise, people
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 will be afraid that their leaders will interpret their decision to vote in
 secret as a vote against them. In a meeting with senior NPC officials after
 witnessing these elections, they initially defended the option to use secret
 booths, but after thorough discussion, several agreed that the language in
 the village election law should require secret ballots and voting booths.
 Nevertheless, the procedure in the province and the discussion in Beijing
 led us to conclude that the idea of a secret voting booth has not been fully
 grasped at either the local or the national levels, and it will require
 considerably more civic education.

 A related issue concerns voting as an individual. The right to vote is an
 individual right that should not be transferred. Proxy ballots, which
 permit an individual to cast the votes for as many as three other people,
 are incompatible with that precept. However, only Fujian has prohibited
 their use; it is experimenting with absentee ballots as a way to permit
 voting by people who are sick, elderly or out of the area. The arguments
 in favour of proxy voting are that it is desirable to have high levels of
 voter participation, and the law requires that at least 50 per cent of
 eligible voters need to vote for an election to be valid. If there were no
 proxy voting, no roving boxes and no absentee ballots, the level of voter
 participation would decline and could render numerous elections invalid.
 Of course, the requirement that 50 per cent of the voters participate could
 be reduced or repealed.

 The argument against proxy voting is that it trades the inalienable right
 to vote by oneself. It was clear in all of our observations that many
 proxies are used as a means of convenience or by the head of the
 household for the family. In some villages, the percentage of proxy votes
 was quite high. In Gujialingzi, Jilin, there were 374 proxy votes out of at
 total of 1,572 - more than 20 per cent. We suspect that the figures for
 other villages are much higher, but few villages keep a record of the
 proxies.

 The other voting-related problem is the "roving ballot box," which is
 carried around the village to permit voting by people who cannot go to
 the polling station. In some villages, such as Jinzhou, Liaoning, more
 than 90 per cent of the votes were cast in roving boxes rather than at
 polling stations. These were villages with considerable activity in indus-
 try and fishing, and many villagers wanted to be able to vote very early
 in the morning before going to work. Although the boxes were ac-
 companied by three polling officials and sealed with a lock that was
 opened in public view in the main voting station, there was no way to
 determine the integrity of the voting process in the houses that they
 visited. There are three problems with roving boxes: first, they diminish
 the sense of civic obligation that comes with going to the polling station;
 secondly, the secrecy of the vote can be easily violated; and thirdly,
 individuals voting as a family lose their individuality.

 We also heard concerns about "vote buying." This illegal practice is
 facilitated by voting that occurs in the open, by proxy or by roving box.
 The cost-and-benefit calculation of "vote buying" is reversed if individu-
 als can vote in secret. Then, citizens know that their vote is worth
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 The Meaning of China's Village Elections 499

 something, but they can still vote as they please. The procurer is less
 certain that his money has been well spent.

 Vote count. In most transitional countries, the vote count is the most
 vulnerable moment in the election. As the count begins, the rumours fly
 - of stolen ballot boxes, of ballots being stuffed or discarded, of comput-
 ers jammed or re-programmed. The fear of these deeds often provokes
 riots. The best weapon against them is an open and transparent vote count
 for the public to view in each polling site and a "quick count" (a random
 sample of polling sites to determine the winner of a national election).
 This is not a problem in village elections, nor is a "quick count" needed
 at that level, but it is important for the villagers to learn to do the count
 in public so that they can master the process before the electoral process
 extends to other levels.

 In some sites, the count was done very quickly and efficiently with
 groups of officials dividing up the ballots, sometimes with the help of
 volunteers. Abacuses were sometimes used to record the votes. Invalid

 ballots were first identified. When there was a question about the validity
 of a ballot, the chairman of the village election committee rendered a
 judgement. (This is still another reason why the chair should be com-
 pletely impartial). When conducted properly, the ballots were sorted by
 candidates in public view and then counted out loud so that the recorder
 could write the number on a blackboard. But we also saw the count done

 in classrooms or so quietly that the people could not see or hear what was
 happening or determine whether the ballots were read accurately. The
 results from the counting groups were added. The winners were publicly
 announced, certified and sometimes given an opportunity to speak. The
 1998 law requires "open counting" and the immediate announcement of
 results. Additional training is needed on the proper procedures to do the
 count in a manner that involves the people and gives them confidence.

 Assessing the Impact of the Village Election Law

 How many village elections are conducted according to the election
 laws? Curiously, the Minister of Civil Affairs initially declined to answer
 this question at a luncheon that former President Carter hosted for him in
 July 1997. He admitted that he did not know. When pressed, he said:
 "Perhaps, 50 per cent of all the village elections, but frankly, we do not
 know."" The editor of the magazine Xiangzhen luntan (Town and
 Township Tribune), which has published many articles on village elec-
 tions and conducted surveys around the country, estimated that "no more

 17. Luncheon with Minister of Civil Affairs Duoji Cairang, Beijing, 25 July 1997. When
 the minister expressed a desire to know the answer to that question, Pastor proposed a national
 system for collecting election results and assessing the process, and that became the Carter
 Center project.
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 than 10 per cent" held democratic elections, but the criteria and the data
 on which he drew this conclusion are not clear.18

 The Carter Center has observed about 55 elections in the country, and
 others have reported on perhaps another 200. That covers only 0.00027
 per cent of China's 930,000 villages, and then only for a single round of
 elections. The sample is not only trivial, it is not random. This is
 sobering, but it should not obscure what we have learned. The observa-
 tions have permitted us to identify the methods used in each of the six
 stages or elements of the electoral process and to calculate the dis-
 crepancy between the rules and the practice of conducting elections. We
 have also suggested a hypothesis to explain why some elections conform
 to the norms of free elections and others do not: leadership in the
 provincial civil affairs ministry.

 To take the example of Fujian, the improvement in the electoral
 process is probably due to its director of the Division of Basic-Level
 Government in its provincial Department of Civil Affairs, Zhang Xiao-
 gan. With a population of 31 million people, Fujian held its first village
 elections in 1984 - even before the NPC passed the law - and by 1997,
 it had completed six rounds of elections. The progress has been astonish-
 ing. In 1989, for example, Fujian did not use a secret ballot; by 1994,
 secret ballots and booths were employed in 37 per cent of the villages,
 and by 1997, 95 per cent of the villages used them. Of about 15,000
 villages in the province, there were more than three times as many
 nominees for village office in 1997 as in 1989, and more than seven times
 as many primary elections. Zhang opened the nomination process so that
 any group of five or more citizens could nominate an individual. The
 province abolished proxy voting, experimented with absentee balloting,
 promoted the use of election monitors, encouraged campaigning, and
 expanded the time for voting from two to eight hours so that people could
 vote throughout the day. These experiments kept the province on the
 cutting edge of free elections in the country.'19

 What is missing is a national picture. We have not been able to test
 hypotheses about the causes or consequences of "good" elections on a
 national level, and we do not know the frequency and distribution of
 electoral methods around the country. There are many anecdotes and
 some good surveys, but the sad truth is that it is impossible to offer a
 definitive national assessment of how many village elections have been
 conducted in accordance with the Organic Law.

 The picture, however, is not blank. We examined the local reports,
 which the MoCA uses to draw its estimates of elections, and we also read
 newsletters published by the Office of Rural Governance, including one
 published in August 1998. The data presented in Tables 1 and 2 were

 18. Cited in Lianjiang Li and Kevin J. O'Brien, "The struggle over village elections," in
 Merle Goldman and Roderick MacFarquhar (eds.), The Paradox of China's Post-Mao
 Reforms (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999), p. 140.

 19. Interviews with Zhang Xiaogan, Fujian province, China, 7-8 March 1997, and 24-25
 June 1998.
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 compiled from these reports, documents and newsletters.20 Two important
 conclusions lurk behind the tables. First, none of the data from any of the
 provinces are complete, and only six provinces and one municipality even
 filled in one-half of all the queries. The ministry first sent surveys to the
 provinces in 1996. Those surveys sought demographic data on the village
 leaders, information on the management of fiscal affairs and issues
 related to governance. There were few questions related to the electoral
 process. On the electoral procedures, the data reflect the provincial
 regulations rather than the actual practice.

 Secondly, the tables indicate the prevalence of many electoral methods;
 there is no national or standardized approach on any of the six basic
 elements and stages of the electoral process. On the critical issue of the
 secret ballot, only eleven provinces and municipalities conducted or
 partially conducted elections with secret ballots. In Ningxia, only one
 county adopted secret ballots. Six other provinces reported open ballots,
 and three used secret ballots only in parts of the province. Thirteen
 provinces had no data or declined to send any on this procedure.
 Nomination methods ranged from haixuan (individual nomination) to
 township recommendation. While most provinces use a variety of meth-
 ods for nomination, Ningxia and Qinghai permit nomination by township
 governments and village election committees. The methods for selecting
 candidates from the long list are also quite different. Table 2 shows that
 almost all chairs are male, and a very high percentage are Party members.
 In four of the five provinces with data, roughly 2-10 per cent of elected
 chairs are also village Party secretaries. The exceptional case is Shanghai,
 where about one-third of village chairs are Party secretaries. Incumbents
 are returned to power often in urban areas like Shanghai and Tianjin.
 Interestingly, competitive elections were rather common in Ningbo,
 Zhejiang, where the private economy thrives.

 The problem with the data is that they are incomplete. The Carter
 Center's project had observed enough elections to learn about the range
 of electoral methods but realized that more observations would not yield
 a national picture. The only way to generalize about 930,000 village
 elections would be to conduct a national survey. In March 1998, on
 behalf of the Carter Center, we negotiated and signed an agreement with
 the Ministry of Civil Affairs to establish such a system. The MoCA and
 Carter Center then worked through hundreds of drafts of two survey
 forms that would be filled out at the village level after the election to
 collect election results (I) and assess the process (II).21 These forms
 would then be transmitted to the township, the counties and the
 provinces. Software was developed to input the data from these forms to
 computers at either the county or the provincial level, and the data would
 be transmitted "rapidly and transparently" to the provinces, the National

 20. We tried to select data that were comparable. The data were scarce and scattered in
 various local reports. Table 2 only contains a few provinces with the comparable data.

 21. For the agreement and the two forms, see Appendices 1 and 5 of the Carter Center's
 Report on Village Elections, 2-15 March 1998.

This content downloaded from 81.152.81.14 on Wed, 28 Nov 2018 16:37:54 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 CD

 to
 CD

 ?3

 ::L

 k,01

 Table 1: Village Election Data by Province

 Election procedures
 Registered Votes cast Village committees: no. and positions Election lost by Election Nomination Candidate Secret

 Province Round Date voters (E) Total Proxy Total Chair Vice-chair Member Chair Vice-chair Member style type selection Camp. (F) ballot (G) VC

 Beijing 4 1998 2,254,000 3,512 3,462 1,016 8,920 1 1,2,3,6 2,3 1 1,2
 Chongqing 1 1998
 Shanghai 4 1998 1,761,892 1,528,475 129,548 2,133 6,903 39 181 647
 Tianjin 2 1994 3,743 2,162 9,180 272 1 1,2,3 2
 Anhui 3 1995 30,646 2
 Fujian 6 1997 2 2 3 1 1
 Gansu 2 1995 11,366,258 83,769 12,950(A) 1,2 3,5 2,3 1 1 1
 Guangdong 1 1999
 Guangxi 1 1995

 Guizhou 3 1995 25,826 24,560 87,767 2
 Hainan 1 1995 2,529 1,2,3,6 2,3 2 1
 Hebei 4 1996 50,201 49,069 148,016 1 1,2,3,5 2,3 1 1
 Heilongjiang 4 1997 1,2 1,2,3,5,6 1 1
 Henan 2 1994 48,124 45,242 1,2,3,5,6 3 1
 Hubei 4 1997 26,937,774 24,133,154 2,096,001 32,364 32,057 48,867 88,757 5,723 9,740 16,796 2 2 2
 Hunan 3 1996 33,316,600 30,128,200 46,726 153,101 1 5 3 1 1 1
 Jiangsu 4 1996 34,442,192 32,335,287 8,222,322 32,655 31,204 33,263 105,956 1,151 1,780 7,001
 Jiangxi 3 1996 19,653,909 17,371,951 20,347 19,811 76,857 2
 Jilin 4 1997 5 1
 Liaoning 6 1998 15,991 15,826 5,198 49,095 15,867 1,2 1,2,6 3 1,2
 Inner Mongolia 3 1997 1 1,2,3 2
 Ningxia (B) 3 1995 1,782,971 1,586,086 2,564 2,065 908 7,065 2,1 2,6 3 1,2
 Qinghai (C) 3 1996 1,784,660 1,573,281 196,708 4,108 4,108 15,606 595 176 1,310 5
 Shandong 5 1996 88,332 70,433 1 3 2,3 2
 Shanxil 4 1996 32,345 26,032 5 3 1 1
 Shanxi2 (D) 3 1996 1,2,6 3
 Sichuan 3 1995 75,736
 Tibet 0

 Xinjiang 3 1996
 Yunnan 2 1996 2
 Zhejiang 2 1995
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 Notes:

 Blanks appear in the table when no data were available at the Ministry. Two provinces, Guangdong and Tibet, did not have village elections by 1998.
 (A) This number includes the loss of chairs and vice-chairs.
 (B) Ningxia allows nomination by township party committees and candidate selection by township governments in consultation with villagers. Only Guyuan county adopted a secret ballot.
 (C) Qinghai allows nomination by village elections committees in the southern and mountainous areas.
 (D) Shanxi2 selected candidates through consultation with village groups and representative assemblies.
 (E) Total registered voters in a given province.
 (F) Campaign data were mentioned in provincial reports showing actual campaigns were conducted.
 (G) Most provinces only began to implement a secret ballot in the last round of elections, and none of the provinces has 100% secret ballot.
 Key to Election Procedures
 Election Style

 1. Mass voting
 2. Individual voting

 Nomination type - by:
 1. Village Party branch
 2. Villagers (freely associated)
 3. Village small groups
 4. Village representative assembly
 5. Haixuan (individual nomination)
 6. Self-nomination

 Candidate selection - by:
 1. Village Party branch
 2. Village representative assembly
 3. Direct primary (village assembly)
 4. Number of votes received in nomination

 Campaign
 1. Speech at mass voting meeting
 2. Speech at village representative assembly

 Secret ballot

 1. Secret ballot and booth required
 2. No secret ballot

 Vote count

 1. Open, public count
 2. No public count

 Sources:

 Data collected at the Ministry of Civil Affairs, Beijing, September 1998 from reports filed by provincial Civil Affairs Bureaus, MoCA documents and newsletters. Some provincial data are from Minzheng bu jiceng zhengquan nongcunchu
 (Division of Rural Governance at the Department of Basic-Level Governance, Ministry of Civil Affairs); and Quanguo cunweihui huanjie xunjiu ziliao huibian (Compilation of National Election Documents, 1995-96), Beijing, 1996.
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 Table 2: Data on Elections of Village Committee Chairs, Selected Provinces

 %of
 Chairs elected Also Party Newly Incumbents Party members

 Province Year Total Female secretary elected Incumbent defeated Number %

 Beijing 1995 4,350 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 3,385 78
 Hebei 1996 49,069 n/a n/a n/a 34,155 30 40,010 82
 Hunan 1996 46,726 n/a n/a n/a 34,904 25 n/a n/a
 Hubei 1997 31,692 803 3,399 6,226 25,466 20 28,167 89
 Jiangsu 1996 31,230 1,066 2,277 9,579 21,628 31 26,358 84
 Liaoning 1995 15,303 n/a n/a n/a 13,068 15 n/a 71 a
 Qinghai 1996 4,108 92 159 n/a n/a n/a 2,625 64
 Shanghai 1996 2,133 132 775 n/a 2,094 2 1,959 92
 Tianjin 1995 3,743 n/a n/a 272 3,471 7 3,359 89
 Zhejiangb 1996 4,668 181 374 2,260 n/a 48 2,954 62

 Notes:

 (a) This is the percentage of all the village committee members.
 (b) Zhejiang only reported the data on Ningbo.

 Source:

 Documents compiled by the Ministry of Civil Affairs, 1998; Minzheng bu jiceng zhengquan nongcunchu, 1995-96 Niandu quanguo
 cunweihui huanjie xunjiu ziliao huibian (Compilation of National Village Election Documents, 1995-96), Beijing, 1996.
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 Ministry of Civil Affairs and the public. These data would permit the
 minister to know which areas of the country had what kinds of problems
 and thus to devise and target specific educational programmes. In June
 and July 1998, the Carter Center began implementing the project in three
 pilot counties in three provinces - Fujian, Jilin and Hunan. Subsequent
 visits by ministry officials to the Carter Center in July and August 1998
 and by Carter Center teams to the provinces in the autumn of 1998
 assisted in the training of the officials. Data have already been generated
 in eight of the nine pilot counties from 2,906 villages. We shall refer to
 some of those data below.

 In the long term, this project could permit a national picture of how
 well China is doing in conducting village elections but it is not clear
 whether the project will be completed or how long it will take. In the
 interim, we proposed a national sample based on provinces. Senior
 ministry officials did not oppose the idea but had reservations about its
 cost and utility. In January 1999, a national sample was approved, but
 further action is yet to be taken.

 Evaluating Village Elections

 The question at the centre of this volume is whether "limited democ-
 racy" can lead to genuine democracy. For our purposes, the issues are
 whether China's village elections constitute a form of "limited democ-
 racy" and what this means for the future of democratic reform in China.
 To determine the meaning of the elections, we must first define our terms
 and then establish the criteria for judging the elections.

 There is considerable debate about the meaning of elections and
 democracy and their relationship. Some view the emphasis on elections
 as reflecting a Western bias and dismiss such a focus as ethnocentric or
 as "electoralism." Democracy, according to this view, needs to be built on
 independent institutions like a legislature and a court, and processes that
 include a free press and freedom of association. Most scholars agree that
 democracy can and should be more than just free elections, but it cannot
 be less. If the elections are free and fair, then most of the other elements
 of democracy - freedom of the press, association, independent institu-
 tions and so on - should be present. When elections are flawed, the
 regime cannot be considered democratic. "Electoral democracy," Larry
 Diamond reminds us, "is a system of government in which the principal
 positions of effective government power are filled, directly or indirectly,
 through democratic national elections."22 Liberal democracy goes beyond
 "electoral democracy" to incorporate other conditions, such as account-
 ability, rule of law and transparency in all of public life, not just elections.

 How does one evaluate whether elections are democratic? The co-

 editors suggest three universal criteria: they must be free, fair and
 meaningful. "Free" means that the barriers to entry for parties and
 candidates are low; candidates are free to campaign; and the people vote

 22. See the introduction to this volume.
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 in private. "Fair" means that the elections are administered by a neutral,
 impartial, independent, credible and competent institution. And
 "meaningful" means that the elected officials should have genuine auth-
 ority. These three criteria could be amended to take into account the way
 in which many citizens approach an election. In practice, most people
 vote against a party or a candidate, usually an incumbent, rather than for
 someone. Instead of a "right to choose,"' another definition of democracy
 would be the people's "right to replace" their leaders at regular intervals.
 The "replacement factor" acts as the glue that keeps leaders accountable.
 If they do something wrong or do not measure up to their constituents'
 expectations, they will lose the next election. An election should not be
 judged on whether the people do replace their leaders, however; only by
 whether they can.

 Translating those concepts into an operational definition of a free, fair
 and meaningful election is no easy matter, as international election
 observers have long recognized. Two scholars have developed an exten-
 sive "checklist" for identifying and assessing an election,23 but some
 consolidated democracies might not pass the entire test. China certainly
 could not meet those standards. Political parties are not free to organize
 or contest village elections, although at the village level, where everyone
 knows each other, parties are not necessary. Because of the strong role
 played by village Party secretaries in the village election committee,
 some would question whether the administration of the elections is fair.
 There are also cases where newly elected leaders do not exercise as much
 authority over local decisions as the appointed Party secretaries. But just
 because the village elections are not fully free or fair, and some do not
 transfer complete authority, one should not conclude that they are unfree,
 unfair and meaningless. Elections should not be evaluated categorically
 but rather viewed as lying on a democratic continuum.

 Besides the universal standards and the elaborate checklist for free, fair
 and meaningful elections, there are other criteria which could be used to
 judge China's village elections. One could judge an election within the
 context of a country's history. Using this criterion, a good election need
 only be better than the last or than what the country has had. The premise
 underlying this criterion is that democracy is nowhere perfect. It is a
 process of incremental improvement, and if an election helps a country
 move forward on a more civil, democratic path, then it is a satisfactory
 election. Within the context of 5,000 years of Chinese authoritarianism,
 there is no disputing that village elections represent a significant step
 toward a freer system, and many villages have seen improvement with
 each round of elections.

 A third criterion would be whether the major candidates or parties that
 contested the elections viewed the process and the results as acceptable.24

 23. See Jogen Elklit and Palle Svensson, "What makes elections free and fair?" Journal
 of Democracy, Vol. 8, No. 7 (July 1997), pp. 17-61.

 24. This definition is developed in Robert A. Pastor, "Mediating elections," Journal of
 Democracy, Vol. 9, No. 1 (January 1998), pp. 154-163.
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 They did so in national elections in 1990 in both Nicaragua and Haiti,
 although those elections had serious technical flaws. Why is this import-
 ant? For a democracy to take root in a country, the key political actors
 must decide to work within the rules of the electoral game. Therefore, if
 all the parties accept the process and the result, they have taken an
 important step towards democracy. Although political parties are not
 contesting elections in China, competitive elections at the village level
 have winners and losers, and a question we have asked of the losers is
 whether they viewed the process as fair. This is a pivotal question, but not
 one that will be easy to answer until the overall political environment of
 the country is more liberal.

 A fourth criterion would be to assess the most critical elements of the

 electoral process, and at the village level, there are two: choice (an open
 nomination process and more than one candidate for each position); and
 the right and requirement that the vote be secret and individual. Unless
 and until these two elements are mastered at the village level, then
 democracy has little chance to flower in China.

 Choice. As long as voters have two genuine and independent candi-
 dates, they have a choice and the power to compel their leader to be
 responsive to their will. If the two candidates are not genuinely indepen-
 dent, however, then their choices are unduly constrained. It does not
 necessarily matter if the two candidates are both members of the Commu-
 nist Party. As a way of illustration, consider three cases (all in Jilin and
 Liaoning provinces). In the first case, in Kaian village, the second
 candidate (a Party member) withdrew from the race at the last minute,
 claiming that he would prefer to be a committee member rather than the
 chair. The people were denied a choice. In the second case, in Hengdao,
 the two candidates ran a hard race. The incumbent defended his record

 and the challenger pledged that he could do better, and the challenger
 won. The fact that they were both members of the Party was not relevant;
 the language of the competition was between that of an incumbent and
 that of a challenger, and the people benefited. In the third case, in
 Chengzi, Dalian, the Party manipulated the process by preventing a
 non-Party challenger from competing against their preferred candidate.

 For the nomination process to be genuine, there should be more
 candidates than positions and preferably two for each position. Although
 in most of the village elections we observed there were two candidates for
 chair, there was usually only one more candidate than the number of
 committee members being elected: four candidates for three positions, for
 example. The choice is therefore tightly constrained. Secondly, the
 process for nominating and selecting candidates should be as open as
 possible. The Organic Law of 1998 requires that there be more candidates
 than positions, and it provides for write-in votes. Both stipulations have
 widened the domain of choice for villagers. Among the various existing
 methods, voters have adequate means to nominate candidates in principle,
 but in practice, the Party branch or township officials sometimes exercise
 influence in ways that are difficult for outsiders to see.
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 Secret, individual ballot. There is perhaps no issue more important to
 the success of an election than the certainty that a voter will cast a secret
 ballot. This is a well-established principle in democracies. In China,
 however, this principle has not been firmly established, nor has it been
 regarded as essential by voters or election officials. Although most
 MoCA officials now realize the importance of secret balloting, and this
 principle is now incorporated into the new law, not all provincial officials
 follow it. Some provincial circulars like those in Inner Mongolia mention
 that secret booths may be used, but they are not required. Some secret
 booths in the Chengde area of Hebei were desks separated by cardboard
 or even newspapers. Other provinces, such as Liaoning, had screened
 booths. In Hengdao and Houshi, Jilin, villagers voted individually in a
 room and curtains precluded people from watching them vote. In Gujia-
 lingzi, Jilin, voters entered a room with five desks. Although asked to
 vote at separate desks, many would go to the middle one and look at each
 other's ballots as they marked their own. When asked to vote separately,
 they were bewildered, just as the children of an old man were when an
 official asked them to retrieve their ballots from their father and vote by
 themselves. In Chongqing, most villagers filled out their ballots in the
 courtyard where others could see them. Because of the widespread use of
 proxies and roving boxes, the rules do not assure individual voting,
 although they do assure a private ballot in principle. Without comprehen-
 sive and independent monitoring, however, no one knows the extent to
 which these rules are practised.

 The Meaning of Village Elections

 To assess the meaning of the village elections, one needs to ask, first,
 what is the prospect that elections in virtually all the villages will
 conform to the norms of free and fair elections, and secondly, will direct,
 democratic elections ascend from the villages to the township, counties,
 provinces and eventually the national government? One argument that is
 often used to postpone democracy in China is that people in rural areas
 lack the education necessary for free elections. As we have reported,
 there is some truth to this assertion, but it masks two more powerful
 truths. First, no matter how poor and uneducated, farmers know their
 interests and want to shape their own future. Secondly, farmers can be
 educated to master electoral procedures and translate that motive into
 democracy. We observed many more villages where farmers voted
 properly and according to the law than where they voted improperly.

 China is right to start democracy at the village level where the
 members of the village know the candidates and where public decisions
 have the most direct effect on their lives. Each round of elections offers

 an opportunity for educating people in the proper techniques of free
 elections. Moreover, there is no evidence that national leaders are trying
 to control village elections. This may be because the Communist Party is
 not threatened by village elections and, indeed, there is evidence that it
 uses elections to identify and recruit new leaders and rejuvenate itself.
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 The Party's interest in free elections, however, might not be so impartial
 if the elections move up the ladder of government.

 The village is the best level to start educating the rural population to
 the technical elements of a free election, but at the same time, it might be
 one of the most difficult places to introduce genuine political competition.
 Even in advanced democracies, small groups often control the politics
 and economics of small towns. In poor, authoritarian countries, one
 would expect the elite - defined by clan, new money or Party member-
 ship - to control local politics. Many officials already complain that the
 old clans or new entrepreneurs are manipulating elections for their own
 purposes, a charge that is also made by some against the Communist
 Party.

 In thinking about the issue of who controls village elections, one needs
 to distinguish between the process and the outcome. The purpose of
 democracy is not to eliminate "factions" or groups, but rather to provide
 a framework within which these groups can convey their concerns and
 pursue their interests. Elections are the instrument by which the people
 select the leaders they want to follow. If entrepreneurs, clan leaders
 or Party members can win a free election by their personal skills, the
 process is working. If they manipulate the process then the process needs
 to be fixed. In small villages it is not always easy for an outsider -
 whether from Beijing or abroad - to tell if the process is being manipu-
 lated, but there are a few indicators or "warning signs" that should be
 monitored.

 The most important indicator is a secret ballot. Some of the provinces
 have data on the percentage of villages that use a secret ballot, but
 reliable national data do not yet exist. The two more democratically
 advanced provinces of Fujian and Jilin had nearly 100 per cent secret
 ballots in their counties. The data for the counties in Fujian are roughly
 comparable to the data collected by the province.25 A second indicator
 is competitiveness, and there are several dimensions to this. The election
 is not competitive if there is only one candidate. In a culture that is
 more accustomed to consensus and harmony than open disputes, close
 votes are quite meaningful indicators of political competitiveness. In the
 villages that we have directly observed, about 76 per cent conducted
 elections using secret ballots. In terms of election competitiveness, about
 half were competitive, as indicated by a winning margin of less than
 two-to-one.

 Does incumbency affect competitiveness? Some people might interpret
 a low level of re-election for chairs as a sign that the electoral process is
 working, but a high level does not mean that the process is not working.
 People re-elect their leaders when satisfied with their performance or with
 their own lives, and they tend to replace them if they are dissatisfied. If
 people are dissatisfied and the leaders are returned to power, then one
 might want to look more closely at the electoral process. In our research
 at the MoCA, we found that few provinces sent data on incumbency and

 25. The data received from the province were from a long interview with Zhang Xiaogan
 in March 1998.
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 turnover, but Table 2 has data on those that did. In Hunan, 25 per cent
 of incumbents lost their bid for re-election, and in Ningbo, Zhejiang
 province, 48.4 per cent of chairs in 1996 were newly elected. Overall, the
 re-election rate varied from a high of 98 per cent in Shanghai to a low of
 52 per cent in Ningbo. Whether re-election is due to satisfaction or
 manipulation could be addressed in a future study that compared the rate
 of re-election with the growth of the economy and/or the perceptions of
 economic satisfaction.

 The data from the provinces also showed that a high percentage of
 village chairs were Party members, around 80 per cent or higher, al-
 though a very low percentage of village chairs are Party secretaries
 (Table 2).26 The issue of Party influence, however, is a complicated one.
 It was no surprise that a large number of elected officials were Party
 members given the continued influence of the Party in the countryside
 and the fact that it recruits the more enterprising villagers, including
 village chairs. But this continued influence does not mean they are
 manipulating the process. To reach such a conclusion, one needs to look
 at the nomination, voting and counting process.

 So how meaningful are the village elections, and how do they relate to
 the broader issue of political reform in China? From the many debates
 that have occurred within the Chinese leadership on village elections, one
 could conclude that there is substantial support for them in principle. In
 September 1998, President Jiang Zemin reaffirmed his support:
 "Expanding basic-level democracy and guaranteeing the democratic
 rights of the peasants are not only the most extensive realization of
 socialist democracy in the countryside but also the utmost important
 policy that would return the initiative to the peasants [and] ensure
 long-term prosperity and security."27 Li Peng praised the passage of the
 new electoral law and reaffirmed that "democracy starts with the grass-
 roots in China because for an ordinary villager, the person who is of
 direct concern to him is not the provincial governor or the county
 magistrate or even the head of the township but the chairman of the
 village committee."28 Nevertheless, in their interviews both men made
 other points that are less encouraging. Jiang Zemin stressed the import-
 ance of strengthening the Party in the rural areas, and Li Peng declared
 that the government will not permit opposition parties.

 Although the Chinese leadership supports grassroots democracy, there
 are numerous signs that village elections remain a low priority for them.
 To ensure that elections are being conducted properly in a country as vast
 as China would require leadership, a significant allocation of resources
 and a massive campaign on the national level. Although the MoCA
 upgraded the Basic-Level Government Division (jiceng zhengquan jian-

 26. According to Ann Thurston's interview with a MoCA official, the percentage of
 non-Party members being elected seems to have grown from 20% in 1993 to 40% in 1995.
 See Thurston, Muddling Toward Democracy (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Institute for Peace,
 1998), n. 81.

 27. Cited in Renmin ribao (People's Daily), Beijing, 28 September 1998.
 28. Li Peng's interview with Peter Seidlitz of Handelsblatt (Germany), 2 December 1998.
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 shechu) to a Department in 1988 to implement the provisional law, in
 Beijing, only six people were assigned to work full-time on village
 elections and 11 to work part-time. In 1998-99, the ministry, like the rest
 of the government, had to reduce its professional staff by half, and it did
 so - from 470 to 215. Although the group devoted to village elections
 remained at roughly the same level, they were assigned additional
 responsibilities (such as registering divorces). On a national level, of the
 ministry's 200,000 officials before the reduction of 1998, only 10,000
 or 5 per cent were involved in basic-level government.29 Such a small
 group cannot educate and supervise all 930,000 villages in the ways of
 democracy.

 A central, albeit neglected question is how to build the technical
 capacity for permitting free elections. Not enough attention has been
 given to this question, but the success of the democratic experiment
 depends on it. Substantial progress has been made in introducing demo-
 cratic ideas in the last decade, but the more difficult challenge is to make
 sure that they are implemented properly.

 The Vice-Minister of Civil Affairs Li Baoku explained to us the
 importance of village elections by referring back to the economic reform.
 He said that the household responsibility system gave peasants economic
 freedom to achieve greater agricultural production, and village grassroot
 elections gave peasants political autonomy to manage their own affairs.
 In his judgement, both reforms have transformed the lives of the 800
 million people living in the countryside.

 And there is evidence that free elections can produce not only better
 leaders and policy, but also social stability. An instructive case is the
 contrasting behaviour of farmers towards a highway tax levy in Renshou
 and Pengshan counties in Sichuan. Peasants in Renshou, where there
 were no village elections, resisted the tax levy violently, whereas peasants
 in Pengshan, where village elections were implemented, approved the tax,
 and the highway was built.30

 In assessing the direction and prospect for future political reforms,
 there are contradictory signs. On 19 March 1998, at his first press
 conference as prime minister, Zhu Rongji said: "Of course, I am in favour
 of democratic elections" for all positions including that of premier and
 president, but that he would need to study the subject before the govern-
 ment would consider "legal procedures." By the summer of 1998, the
 Chinese leadership began to request studies of political reforms and

 29. The figures on the number of officials in Beijing before and after the reduction of 1998
 and the number working directly and indirectly on village elections are from interviews in
 the ministry with the vice-minister and the director of the Office of Basic-Level Government.
 (Beijing, June-July 1998). The figures on the overall numbers of officials in the ministry on
 a nation-wide basis in 1996 are from Jude Howell, "Prospects for village self-governance in
 China," Journal of Peasant Studies, Vol. 25, No. 3 (April 1998), p. 106.

 30. This example was cited by Wang Zhenyao in his speech at the training section of Hebei
 Fourth Round election officials, 24 June 1996, see Minzheng bu jiceng zhengquan
 nongcunchu (Division of Rural Governance of the Department of Basic-Level Governance,
 Ministry of Civil Affairs), 1995-96 Niandu quanguo cunweihui huanjie xunjiu ziliao huibian
 (Compilation of National Village Election Documents, 1995-96), Beijing, 1996, p. 17.
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 suggest that they might be interested in experiments and pilot projects for
 township elections. A few months later, a group of individuals formed the
 Democratic Party and tried to register. The government hesitated but
 finally arrested the individuals. At the same time, reports of labour unrest
 as a result of lay-offs from state enterprises and government fears of
 instability related to the great anniversaries in 1999 - tenth for Tianan-
 men square and 50th for the revolution - might have led the government
 to postpone or, possibly, reject the idea of having direct democratic
 elections at levels above the village. We do not know whether this is
 temporary and linked to the year or more permanent and linked to a Party
 decision, but regardless, an idea of democracy is abroad in China, and
 townships and counties are already thinking about direct elections.

 In December 1998, a small township called Buyun in Sichuan province
 held a direct election for township magistrate. The people proposed
 nominees, and they campaigned together with an official nominated by
 the Party. In the end, the Party representative won with 12 votes more
 than 50 per cent of the vote, and the election was declared valid. The
 people of the town were very proud of their initiative, and although the
 government's response was ambiguous at first, in the end, they allowed
 it to go forward. The new democratic movements are trying to test the
 system, but they are still watching very carefully for signs of approval or,
 at least, acquiescence from Beijing.

 If China's economy continues to grow, the new economic forces and
 groups will demand outlets to defend their interests. But the need to open
 legitimate political channels for these successful entrepreneurs will not be
 nearly as important as the challenge of responding to popular dissatis-
 faction if there is a downturn in the economy. Then, the government will
 need an escape valve for the people to release their frustrations. Fortu-
 nately, the best mechanism for dealing with both economic success and
 economic failure is the same: a free, competitive election. If such a
 mechanism does not exist when there is a downturn, however, the
 pressures for change might be so compelling that the only alternatives
 would be repression or violent revolution.

 The true meaning of village elections, therefore, is that all those living
 in rural areas are supposed to have access to the norms and procedures of
 free elections, according to a national law. Every three years, they should
 be able to exercise their rights to elect or replace their leaders peacefully
 and routinely. We do not know what percentage of this population is
 actually exercising these rights, but where peasants can choose their
 leaders freely and fairly, their leaders will need to be more responsive or
 they will be replaced. If the rural population demands these rights and
 masters these procedures, then elections could be extended to other levels
 and expanded to other groups. Some of the most profound changes and
 instructive lessons in China's history have come from the rural areas. The
 lesson this time is as fertile as the richest soil: that elections are the most

 effective instrument for assuring China's stability whether the economy
 does well or poorly.
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