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Stability through more participation? — Local direct 
elections and their impact on Communist rule in 

present-day China∗ 

Gunter Schubert 

The article brings into focus an ongoing research project on village elections in 
the PRC. Introduced in the late 1980s, they have undergone almost fifteen years of 
implementation. However, China scholars have started only in recent years to 
concentrate on village elections more systematically and to analyse their impact 
on Communist rule in the countryside. The empirical findings so far present a very 
contradictory picture, suggesting both more and less stability through the direct 
ballot. Also, much research has been done on electoral quality and participation 
patterns, while qualitative studies dealing with changes in the peasants‘ political 
awareness and behaviour lag somewhat behind. The project introduced here 
examines the peasant’s political culture in six villages situated in three provinces, 
trying to narrow the mentioned gap within contemporary research on local 
democracy in the PRC. 

Direct elections at the village level have been introduced to the political system of the 
PRC fifteen years ago.1 Almost ignored by China scholars at first, they have slowly 
become the focus of much empirical research in recent years. The reason for this 
growing academic (and political) interest in both the West and China is under-
standable. With more and more villages casting ballots to elect their governments, the 
quality of the electoral process gradually improving and first signs of genuine political 
mobilisation among the peasants being noticed, more and more people now have a 
second look at these elections. Additional interest has been stimulated by recent 

                                                           
∗ This article aims at bringing into perspective an ongoing research project titled "Village and Urban 

Neighborhood Elections in the PRC — Driving Force for Democracy or Institutional Arrangement to 
Consolidate One-party Rule?", jointly initiated by Prof. Thomas Heberer (Duisburg University) and 
this author and supported by the German Science Association (DFG) and the Ministry of Economic 
Cooperation of the German Federal Government. I will focus on the first part of village committee 
(cunmin weiyuanhui) elections and leave out the second one of urban neighborhood committee (jumin 
weiyuanhui) elections. The latter still lag far behind the degree of procedural implementation and 
political mobilisation that village elections have achieved to the day. Therefore, their impact on the 
urban population's political thinking and behaviour must be estimated much less significant. However, 
neighborhood committee elections have become more important in some cities recently and might 
slowly evolve into the urban counterpart of village elections. Here, our research must be considered 
pioneering work, as the issue of urban direct elections is clearly (and understandably) underresearched 
so far.  

1 The Organic Law of Village Committees was promulgated in 1987 on a trial basis first. Since its 
revision in 1989, direct elections for VCs are obligatory in the whole country. 


