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China too is changing, in its own way 
 

Nicolas Gosset1 
 

Regularly in these last few weeks, political thinkers have risked curious and typically 
hopeful glances towards China for signs that the political change demanded in the Middle 
East might spread to the Chinese regime as well. A number of comparative analyses have 
contrasted China with any number of the Arab countries currently locked in turmoil or 
transitioning to new regimes. Although most comments are somewhat far-fetched, what 
is happening in the Arab world clearly raises some issues for China’s leadership. Its 
activities in recent weeks deserve, in this regard, a great deal of attention.  
 

Chinese authorities have not responded to the Arab uprisings with a political reform 
program. Not much of a surprise. Why would have they done so? Yet, an emergency 
meeting of the Communist Party leadership on February 21st – played up the next day on 
the front page of the People’s Daily, the party’s mouth-piece – suggested it was badly 
spoken within Beijing power circles. At the meeting, President Hu Jintao addressed party 
leaders from across the nation. All nine members of the ruling Politburo Standing 
Committee we-re present. That is not routine rule. The aim, President Hu said, without 
mentioning the uprising, was “to correctly grasp the new changes and new characteristics 
of the domestic and international situation.” The party must “improve people’s 
livelihoods” and “strengthen and blaze new trails in social management,” he said 
repeatedly.2 He mentioned “blatant social conflicts.” The overall message: Continue 
creating wealth, but improve governance. The emphasis came as the Chinese government 
seems increasingly nervous about the worsening situation in the Arab world. 
 

                                                 
1 Research fellow at the Centre for Security and Defence Studies (CSDS) of the Royal Higher Institute for 
Defence (RHID). The views expressed in this paper are only those of the author. 
2 “China’s Politburo Stresses Economic Stability”, Voice of America News, February 21, 2011, last acces-
sed online on March 28, 2011, at http://blogs.voanews.com/breaking-news/2011/02/21/  



e-NOTE 5 
 

2 

On March 13, at a press conference marking the end of the 2011 session of the National 
People’s Congress, Premier Wen Jiabao quite expectably dismissed any comparisons 
between China and the Arab countries wracked by political unrest.3 Yet, he also 
acknowledged the need to address underlying social problems and cautioned against 
rapid political change, emphasizing the necessity to pursue a ‘step by step’ approach 
under the leader-ship of the Communist Party. As was also the case during his March 5 
speech at the Congress opening, popular 68-year-old prime minister, famously known as 
“Grandpa Wen”, beyond talking about creating more pressure release valves for ordinary 
Chinese, mostly sidestepped the question of democracy, instead highlighting social 
stability programs such as those that target inflation, raise wages and provide subsidized 
housing. The tone and wording of his remarks on political reform were very different 
from his last year interview with CNN, in which he stated “the people’s wishes for and 
needs for democracy and freedom are irresistible.”4 The difficulty of knowing whether 
Mr Wen’s words signalled an actual shift in his approach – or, indeed, if he was truly 
advocating reform to begin with last year – points to the deeply opaque nature of a 
Chinese government that reveals almost nothing of its internal deliberations.  
 

While almost 3,000 delegates filed into the Great Hall of People in Tiananmen early 
March to talk about governance and approve the five-year plan mapping the Communist 
Party’s economic goals, the nation is in fact ruled at its centre by a nine-man politburo 
standing committee. This “grand messe” came as President Hu and other senior party 
leaders prepare to hand over power next year to a younger generation; therefore, trying to 
ensure a smooth transition while leaders manoeuvre furiously in private to secure top 
posts for younger allies. The dynamics of that group are subject to much conjecture.5 For 
instance, a second standing committee member, Wu Bangguo, drew a more conservative 
political line than Premier Wen in his address to the Congress, saying that China will 
never adopt a multi-party political system, and that the aim of all laws should be to 
“consolidate and improve the party’s ruling status.”6 Did the two men’s words represent a 
split within the halls of power or just different points on the same spectrum? There are 
guesses in both directions. Yet, when officials in Beijing speak about reform, one may 
assume they are actually referring to adjusting the structure of the Communist Party to 
make it more efficient, and not the prospect of changing the one-party governing system 
itself. 
 

Fearing an Arab-like scenario of change? 
 

Ever since Deng Xiaoping launched the “Four Modernizations” in 1978, China’s leaders 
have gambled that they could turn the country into a great economic power without 
risking their political monopoly. When challenged on this score – as they were by the 
Tiananmen students in 1989 – they have resorted to repression. In quieter times, Chinese 
central authorities have been confident enough to stake a philosophical claim for their 
style of rule defended as a function of “Asian values”: the idea that the public welfare is 
                                                 
3 “Premier Wen meets press after NPC session closes”, in Xinhuanet News, March 14, 2011, last accessed 
online on March 28, 2011, at http://news.xinhuanet.com/english /2011-03/14/c_13777130.htm 
4 Full transcript of Fareed Zakaria’s interview with Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao (September 28, 2008) 
available at http://edition.cnn.com/2008/WORLD/asiapcf/09/29/chinese.premier.transcript/  
5 “The plenary session of the National People’s Congress, the Chinese version of the US address to the na-
tion”, in China Legal Brief, last accessed on line on March 28, 2011, at http://chinalegalbrief.com/2011/ 
6 “China’s Premier Wen Jiabao targets social stability”, BBC News Asia-Pacific, March 5, 2011, last ac-
cessed online on March 28, 2011, at http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-pacific-12654931 
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best served by enlightened one-party rule that nurtured economic growth but drew the 
line at anything that threatened social harmony, political competition most of all. In 
substance: what a country needs to develop is discipline more than democracy. Surging 
economic growth for two decades has emboldened the ruling elite to argue that way. 
Many middle-class and wealthier Chinese, the beneficiaries of that spectacular double-
digit growth, may well agree. Yet, China is a country-continent with huge economic 
disparities and a massively rural and labour-seeking population. Even some senior 
officials concede that China shares some of Egypt and Tunisia’s problems. But unlike the 
Arab rulers, Chinese leaders have been highly mindful of sustaining domestic prosperity, 
knowing fully well how dangerous the absence of economic growth and high rates of 
unemployment could become for the sustenance of the political order in their country. 
 

Complicating matters further, the combination of the unrest sweeping the Arab world and 
online calls for a “Jasmine Revolution” modelled after the pro-democracy demonstrations 
in the Middle East have prompted the government to take an even more drastic approach 
than usual to ensure domestic “harmony”, strengthening its security apparatus with 
crackdowns on activists. While the tension building in Beijing since mid-February 
bubbled over in recent weeks, the authorities, which could not be more sensitive in these 
days, have been reported to have taken precautionary measures. Words like ‘Egypt’, 
‘Cairo’, ‘Jasmine Revolution’ or ‘Tunisia’ have been blocked for a while on Chinese 
Web search engines and social networking sites have been made inaccessible.7 No doubt 
that the regime has succeeded in squelching once more dissident voices, at least in the 
short term. 
 

Yet, counter to what some might think, however, the Chinese public opinion has not been 
kept ignorant of events in the Middle East. However, the information made available to 
them has been limited and manipulated in all the ways typical. Essentially the 
government’s approach has been to control access to, and sanitize presentation of, 
information that might be inflammatory or in some way negatively affect the country 
stability.  
 

In today’s China, the People’s Armed Police, not the army, is dealing with domestic un-
rest. Deployed to brutal effect in Tibet in 2008, and Xinjiang in 2009, no one knows how 
it might react to a major uprising in China’s heartland cities. Understandably enough, 
there are few in China wanting to test it. Yet, many may hope for change, while 
remaining sceptical that the government can look beyond its own interests and grant it.  
 

Although quite effective in governing the country through swift and effective transition 
towards convergence with the wealthiest nations of the world, the Chinese regime has 
painted a picture of itself which seems at times even more heavy-handed than might be 
necessary, hence, revealing a certain psychological fragileness. Certainly the Chinese 
government is authoritarian in nature, yet often it seems intent on displaying its power 
over the citizenry purely for the sake of reminding the populace of its dominance. 
 

Great economic reform with (much) lesser political reform 
 

As a matter of course, China is still widely depicted in the Western media as a totalitarian 
state, and its economic success as economic reform without political reform. Yet any 
sharp break with the Communist economic system inevitably entails political change, and 
                                                 
7 “Why is China Nervous About the Arab Uprisings”, in The New York Times, February 28, 2011, last ac-
cessed online on March 28, 2011, at http://www.nytimes.com/roomfordebate/2011/02/28 
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it is therefore far more accurate to describe the Chinese experience since 1978 as “great 
economic reform with (much) lesser political reform.”  
 

The significance of China’s economic miracle lies not only in the vastly improved living 
standards for the Chinese people, but also in its political implications. Reforms have 
dismantled the economic and institutional foundation of totalitarianism. With growing 
social mobility, the household registration and personal dossier systems have been 
drastically loosened. With rising prosperity, the rationing system for consumer goods 
disappeared. Most people no longer depend for their livelihood on the state, as most 
wealth and jobs today are generated outside the state sector. Market competition has 
reduced the role of the state and opened up a whole variety of opportunities for the entire 
society. The average person in China today has far more freedom of choice than at any 
time since 1949. Millions of people can make their own choices of jobs, housing, school, 
marriage and lei-sure, and can move freely within the country or go abroad given the 
means. Truly said, this marks a monumental change for most Chinese from the days of 
Mao’s total political control, and arises from the “lesser political reforms” adopted since 
1978. These changes make Chinese society more complex and dynamic and have altered 
the ways in which society is organized and interacts with the state apparatus. As society 
becomes more open, a middle class with more education and stronger economic base is 
emerging, claiming citizens’ rights and trying to assert itself in the policy-making 
process. 
 

A society on the move  
 

China’s drive towards modernization in the past 25 years has certainly created new 
opportunities for citizen participation. Chinese people are now seeking ways to organize 
their own institutions to respond to social needs and convey grievances and concerns. 
While this kind of quiet “revolution” has been going on in China, little of it has been re-
ported to the outside world. Yet, civil society is indeed emerging in present-day China, 
although not where many observers tell us: not at the barricades, nor in the rather 
contained world of intellectual-based activities.8 And, although it is certainly correct to 
see Chinese civil society as but the outcropping of a deep and long-term development, we 
should seek out those areas that reveal state, society, and individual in steady tension-
areas like the industrial workplaces and the realm of civil law. The evidence here so far is 
mixed, but it does suggest that the prospects for civil society in China are not entirely 
bleak. 
 

The popularization of digital media technologies has led to the liberalization of public 
discourse and provided the citizenry with new opportunities for political advocacy. Even 
though the Communist Party-led institutions have responded to new challenges with legal 
and technological measures (e.g. “Golden Shield” censorship firewall) designed to 
control political expression, new media have undoubtedly empowered China’s “netizens” 
and diminished the state’s ability to set the public agenda and shape political preferences. 
 

At the same time, economic liberalization has created serious social problems such as 
urban unemployment, rural migration, huge disparity both between rich and poor and 
among regions, as well as serious corruption among officials and big corporations. That 
these problems exist and are growing suggests that the government alone can not deal 

                                                 
8 Zhang, Ye, China’s Emerging Civil society, The Brookings Institution, Washington DC, June 2008, p.14 
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with them all. New institutions will be instrumental in preserving stability and advancing 
society in the short term. 
 

China is now facing an urgent need to carry out changes in its political system. The last 
30 years of economic reform has turned China into a relative prosperous country, but 
such economic advances also have drastically transformed China’s society into a highly 
unstable one. In 2010 alone, as many as 120,000 “social incidents” have happened, 
including protests, strikes and mass petitions.9 Whilst these popular protests, small albeit 
wide-spread, are unlikely to trigger the down-fall of the regime in the foreseeable future, 
they may well generate additional pressure for political reform. So long as the Centre 
does not reverse its policies that do not benefit the masses, tension will continue to grow.  
 

The most fundamental way to deal with such incidents is to engage into long-delayed 
political changes to save off growing social disaffection. For sure, this is a daunting task 
as it tends to hurt people with vested interests. Such difficulty may explain why China’s 
previous three generations of leaders all have adopted a very cautious attitude on the 
issue of whether to launch structural political reform. China’s reforms are essentially 
attempts to facilitate economic development, not democratization, and to improve the 
efficiency of the existing political system, not to abandon it. Chinese leaders have said 
repeatedly in recent years that they see the combination of policies as crucial to 
forestalling unrest among a population now accustomed to greater prosperity and 
expecting more. Such approach has produced rather mixed results so far. On the one 
hand, China has maintained political stability for more than two decades, during which its 
economy expanded nine-fold, a level of growth unprecedented in Chinese history. On the 
other hand, it has sharply narrowed the scope of China’s political reform and is far from 
adequate to tackle the country’s multiplying problems, ranging from growing regional 
gaps to mounting corruption, from weak legal institutions to various “economic bubbles”. 
 
 

Towards a ‘Chinese model’ of political change? 
 
 

China is now the largest laboratory of economic, social and political change in human 
history. A new consensus seems to be emerging within the Chinese leadership that there 
should be a more substantial political reform to limit the power of bureaucrats, promote 
the rule of law and make the state more transparent and accountable to the people, 
eventually with more intra party democracy and increased legal protection of individual 
rights vis-à-vis the state. Yet, a strong state is likely to be maintained to ensure overall 
political and macro-economic stability.  
 

China’s largely successful economic reforms may well have set a pattern for political 
change: a gradual, experimental and accumulative approach, moving from soft reforms to 
hard reforms, and assimilating whatever is good in Chinese and foreign ideas and 
experiences. After more than a century of devastating wars and chaotic revolutions, and 
after two decades of moderate and successful economic reforms, the Chinese seem more 
willing to embrace such gradual and even partial political reforms than revolution.  
 

Developments that favour China’s democratization include vastly improved living 
standards, an emerging civil society, the information and communication revolution, 
increased levels of education, an expanding middle class and non-state sector, extensive 
ties with the outside world, and recognition by the Party that it cannot and shall not 

                                                 
9 “China Media Bulletin”, Freedom House, Issue 12, March 3, 2001, last accessed online on March 28, 
2011, at http://www.freedomhouse.org/template.cfm/page=640  



e-NOTE 5 
 

6 

micro-manage Chinese society. But full-fledged democratization may still be a long way 
off, for a number of reasons: the general perception of Deng Xiaoping’s gradual reform 
as a success and Mikhail Gorbachev’s radical change as a failure; inability of disaffected 
groups to organize themselves as a credible counter-force in China; the fear among the 
population that adversarial politics may cause an economic downturn and political chaos; 
and the absence of credible models for a large country like China to move out of 
authoritarianism. China’s rulers are caught between fear of a Soviet Union-style collapse 
if they be-gin political reform, and an Egypt-style overthrow if they do not. Given such 
forbidding scenarios, leaders in Beijing have decided that the maintenance of status quo 
with larger economic payoffs might be the only tenable option for them.   

It makes sense for China – a huge country with little tradition of democracy and with a 
population larger than those of the United States, Europe, Russia and Japan put together – 
to act with both determination and discretion. The transformation of the Chinese state is 
inevitable, but it is likely to be gradual, pragmatic and accumulative, in much the same 
way as China’s economic reforms unfolded. 


