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Why the Topic?

• The surprising emergence of deliberative 
politics in China

• There are few studies on deliberative 
institutions in non‐liberal societies

• Comparative democratic theory can help to 
identify democratic possibilities in a country 
that contains one‐half of the world’s 
population still living under authoritarian 
regimes
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Main Arguments

identify four interrelated concepts and illustrate 
them with the Chinese case:

• Governance‐driven deliberation

• Authoritarian deliberation 

• Deliberative authoritarianism

• Deliberation‐led democratization



Why use the term “deliberation”? 
Distinction between consultation and 

deliberation 
• While deliberation continues Confucian and socialist 

consultative tradition, it is different from consultation, 
mobilization & cooptation

• The terms “paternalistic consultation” and “consultative 
Leninism” do not capture the phenomenon

• Deliberation is a mode of communication involving 
persuasion‐based influence

• It is governance by discussion: communicative arguments and 
reasons brought to bear on collective problems and conflicts; 
participants and local leaders exchange their opinions, make 
counter‐arguments, and change their preferences.

• Legal requirement to hold public hearings, and a set of well‐
defined procedures



Why the CCP is turning to deliberation

• Broad political, economic, and social problems: 
legitimacy crisis, unemployment, local safety and 
security

• Increasing labor dispute, strike, sporadic protests, 
and “rightful resistance”

• New rights demands by villagers and homeowners

• State attempts to rationalize conflicts by granting 
some rights and providing venues for orderly 
participation
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Deliberation as a Response to
Problems of Governance

• A stabilizer to maintain local order
• A solution to problems arising from tensions 
between market forces and communities

• A new art of ruling that generates 
administrative order through consultation

• More compliance, effective implementation 
of policy

• Hence “governance‐driven deliberation”
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Chinese Terms for Deliberative 
Institutions

• �����, �������������������
���������, ��������(�)��

• A citizen building mechanism (��������
and �����)  
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Kinds of Deliberative Institutions 
in China today

• Consultative and deliberative meetings 

• Citizen evaluation meetings

• Residential or village representative 
assemblies

• Policy dialogues, citizens’ juries, deliberative 
opinion polls, dialogical networks, and some 
forms of public inquiries
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 Consultative Meeting 

(Consensus Conference) 

Evaluation Meeting 

(Citizen Assessment)   

Urban and Village 

Representative 

Assembly 

Aims Consult with people Evaluate and rank local 

cadres and their 

performance 

Discuss urban or village 

development,  or 

community-related 

issues  

Persons Representative and/or voluntary Proportionally 

representative 

Elected representatives, 

committee members 

Number of Persons 20-300 60-200 

(number varies if a 

survey is carried out) 

15-30 

Methods Discussion without vote Discussion, filling 

evaluation forms, voting 

Discussion, consultation, 

deliberation, and voting 

Frequency Multiple One or two, once a year Varies from 1-20 or 

more 

Length of time 2 hours 2-3 hours 2-3 hours (or longer) 

Interests at stake High Middle Middle or high 

Effectiveness  Middle High High 

Monitoring Low High Middle 

Mobilization  Middle or low Middle or high Middle or high  

Authenticity Middle or high Middle  Low or Middle 

Scope of control Wide Middle Narrow or Middle 

Deliberation Varies  Low  Middle or high  

 



Summary

• Widespread in Beijing, Zhejiang, Shanghai, 
Fujian, Shangdong

• Impressive number: 2000 deliberative forums 
in one city (Wenling in last five years)

• From village and street to city and to National 

• New regulation in 2008: All county and city 
must hold public hearings for major social 
policy



Variations

• Local & regional differences

• Some are formalism (50%?), some are 
substantial (20‐40%?)

• Some legitimize government policies, or 
merely co‐opt the population, still the other 
empower citizens (the rights to equal concern,  
to be heard, to initiate a meeting, or to set an 
agenda)
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Authoritarian deliberation in China

• A unique combination of authoritarianism and 
deliberation with internal contradictions

• Deliberation takes place under one‐party which 
constraints the development of democratic 
deliberation.

• Authoritarianism needs deliberative techniques or 
mechanism to provide reason‐based legitimacy and 
stabilize authoritarian rule.
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The Contradictory Logic of 
Authoritarian Deliberation 1: 

Deliberative Authoritarianism

• consultative authoritarianism (Hamrin & Harding), 
resilience of authoritarianism (Nathan) , electoral 
authoritarianism  (Diamond)

• Now a new form of authoritarianism (civilize and 
soften authoritarian power, giving up cruder forms 
of power in favor of more subtle and effective 
forms under conditions of complexity, new grounds 
of legitimacy)

• Strengthening & Rescuing authoritarianism



The Contradictory Logic of 
Authoritarian Deliberation 2: 

Deliberation‐led Democratization

• Deliberative legitimacy tends toward inclusion of all 
affected

• Experiences of deliberative influence changes 
citizen expectations in democratic directions

• Because deliberation does not necessarily lead to 
consensus, voting becomes more important

• Even controlled deliberation tends toward 
institutionalized political decision‐making 
procedures
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Conclusion

• In the short term we expect deliberative 
authoritarianism to prevail, though 
deliberation‐led democratization is one 
longer‐term possibility. 
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