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INSTITUTIONS OF DEMOCRATIC GOVERNANCE 

Context for Governance: Political Power and Ideological Reach of 
the Communist Party 

In China’s one-party, authoritarian political system,1 the Chinese 
Communist Party dominates the state and society.2 The Party con-
tinues to grow and is known to penetrate and exert its influence 
on politics and society at all levels through Party groups in govern-
mental agencies 3 and in a variety of organizations,4 including 
many businesses.5 International experts asserted that under Party 
General Secretary and President Xi Jinping, there is less separa-
tion of Party and government.6 During the Commission’s 2015 re-
porting year, central Party authorities emphasized ‘‘rectifying’’ 
weak grassroots-level Party organizations 7 and stressed the goal of 
further strengthening Party leadership over the government’s ad-
ministrative, judicial, legislative, and other institutions.8 Central 
Party leaders also expressed the intention to use the law as a tool 
to achieve those goals and impose the Party’s will, saying: ‘‘. . . the 
Party . . . acting within the scope of the Constitution and the law 
. . ., [will] be effective at making the Party’s standpoints become 
the national will through statutory procedures, be effective at en-
suring that the candidates recommended by Party organizations 
become leaders in State political bodies through statutory proce-
dures, be effective at implementing Party leadership over the coun-
try and society through State political bodies, and be effective at 
utilizing democratic centralist principles to safeguard the authority 
of the center . . . .’’ 9 In addition, they stressed ‘‘strengthen[ing] 
Party leadership over legislative work’’ 10 and maintaining the Par-
ty’s role in coordinating ‘‘all sides with people’s congresses, govern-
ments, consultative conferences, trial bodies and prosecutorial bod-
ies . . . .’’ 11 

During the reporting period, central Party leaders also further 
emphasized adherence to Party ideology. Party authorities, recall-
ing the important role Party branches played during China’s ‘‘revo-
lution, construction, and reform’’ periods, stressed requirements to 
establish Party branches in all state-affiliated agencies and organi-
zations, as well as in ‘‘economic, cultural, social, and other organi-
zations’’ in order ‘‘to ensure the implementation of the Party’s ide-
ology, principles, and policy directions through these important 
channels.’’ 12 Party leaders particularly underscored the Party’s 
leadership and control over, or the demand for, adherence to Party 
ideology by state-owned enterprises,13 universities,14 the military,15 
the courts,16 the media,17 and think tanks.18 Authorities reportedly 
also encouraged programs for artists to uphold the ‘‘correct view’’ 
of art.19 In addition, articles documented a ‘‘hardening’’ of political 
discourse,20 a tightening of ideological control,21 and an emphasis 
on ‘‘ideological security.’’ 22 

Reports described the Party’s insistence on drawing clear distinc-
tions between Chinese and Western ideology,23 norms and values,24 
and notions of judicial independence.25 State-run media reportedly 
emphasized that China’s ‘‘governing in accord with the constitu-
tion’’ is not the same as ‘‘constitutional democracy’’ in Western na-
tions.26 Reports also noted an upswing in demonizing the West 27 
and blaming overseas forces for China’s domestic problems.28 The 
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definition of national security in the new PRC National Security 
Law passed in July 2015 is very broad 29 and includes ‘‘political,’’ 
‘‘economic,’’ and ‘‘international’’ security, as well as ‘‘cultural and 
social security.’’ 30 One Chinese security expert reportedly ex-
plained that to ensure ‘‘cultural security’’ Chinese authorities need-
ed to promote traditional Chinese culture while repelling other per-
spectives including some Western values incompatible with Chi-
nese core values.31 

The Party made efforts to enforce prescribed ideological norms 
within academic and research circles, and repel Western ideals. 
These efforts included mandating quotas for student Internet prop-
aganda workers and issuing directives to report on ideological 
trends among students.32 News reports noted attacks on academics 
and social commentators for voicing their opinions.33 An official in-
ternal document—‘‘Document No. 30’’—reportedly called for a 
purge of ‘‘Western-inspired liberal ideas’’ from universities.34 There 
has been some pushback against the Party’s efforts.35 Chinese law-
yers, for example, inquired into the legal basis of the restrictions 
on teaching materials,36 and students, academics, and others 
raised questions about imposing ideological restrictions and launch-
ing attacks on Western ideology.37 

Central authorities provided more details about the government- 
controlled ‘‘social credit’’ system first introduced in 2014. Authori-
ties intend the ‘‘social credit’’ scheme to be part of China’s socialist 
market economic and ‘‘social governance’’ systems,38 to ‘‘strengthen 
sincerity in government affairs,’’ and to improve commercial and 
social ‘‘sincerity’’ and ‘‘judicial credibility.’’ 39 One journalist com-
mented that by making information available to the public regard-
ing legal compliance, the new system may be ‘‘a proxy for an un-
derdeveloped legal system.’’ 40 The ‘‘social credit’’ system will in-
clude a numerical index to evaluate individuals and organizations, 
including companies, on their financial standing, and social and 
moral behavior.41 It also will include an information database 
linked to citizen identification cards tracking citizens’ financial 
data, criminal records, travel history, and perhaps even Internet 
purchases and online behavior.42 An international China expert as-
serted that this system is similar to one formerly employed by the 
East German government that was intended to prevent a revolt 
against the state, but ‘‘the Chinese aim is far more ambitious: it 
is clearly an attempt to create a new citizen’’ by ‘‘incentivizing spe-
cific behaviors.’’ 43 

Intensified Crackdown on Democracy Advocates, Free Speech, 
Association, and Assembly 

Under Chinese Communist Party General Secretary and Presi-
dent Xi Jinping, Party repression reportedly has intensified 44 and 
the ongoing crackdown is stronger than ‘‘anything since the Mao 
era.’’ 45 Other reports assert that human rights abuses in China are 
‘‘the cruelest we have seen since 1989,’’ 46 that the ‘‘persecution of 
human rights defenders in 2014 was as severe as it has been since 
the mid-1990s,’’ 47 and that there has been a narrowing of tolerance 
for civic activism.48 Under Xi Jinping, there reportedly has been 
‘‘suppression of previously tolerated activities, topics, and individ-
uals.’’ 49 A disturbing trend is Chinese authorities’ increasing use 
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of retaliation against individuals who plan to or have reached out 
to UN human rights bodies, including preventing citizens from 
traveling abroad to attend UN treaty body reviews of China by con-
fiscating their passports and other means.50 Those individuals in-
clude Wang Qiuyun, a member of the Women’s Network Against 
HIV/AIDS whom authorities prevented from attending a review of 
China before the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination 
against Women,51 and Deng Chuanbin, who had planned to attend 
a human rights training session in Geneva, Switzerland, before au-
thorities confiscated his passport.52 

Chinese authorities also continued to harass, detain, and impose 
prison sentences on democracy advocates who exercised their rights 
to freedom of speech, assembly, association, and demonstration, in-
cluding individuals who advocated for democracy in Hong Kong.53 
Representative cases of democracy advocates targeted by authori-
ties are noted below: 

• Chen Shuqing. In September 2014, authorities detained 
Chen on suspicion of ‘‘inciting subversion of state power’’ for 
participating in activities associated with the banned China 
Democracy Party.54 
• Zhao Haitong. In November 2014, authorities sentenced 
Zhao to 14 years’ imprisonment for ‘‘inciting subversion of state 
power’’ for participating in peaceful demonstrations and for ad-
vocating for democratic reforms.55 
• Shen Yongping. In December 2014, authorities sentenced 
Shen, a filmmaker, to one year’s imprisonment for ‘‘illegal busi-
ness activity’’ for making available online for free his documen-
tary about historical efforts to establish constitutional govern-
ment in China.56 
• Yao Lifa. In late 2014, authorities held Yao in detention for 
over a month, possibly because he was invited to provide as-
sistance to an election candidate in Shandong province, among 
other possible reasons.57 

Authorities persecuted individuals for participating in memorial 
events in remembrance of the victims of the violent suppression of 
the 1989 Tiananmen protests. During the lead-up to the 26th anni-
versary of the Tiananmen protests, authorities questioned, held in 
custody,58 criminally detained,59 sent on forced ‘‘vacation,’’ 60 or 
harassed 61 individuals and warned or pressured artists and histo-
rians not to document the lives of Tiananmen protesters.62 Authori-
ties also pursued criminal cases against people detained prior to 
the 25th anniversary in 2014.63 Below are some representative 
cases of people affected by the ongoing crackdown. 

• Pu Zhiqiang. Authorities detained Pu on May 6, 2014, after 
he had attended a gathering in someone’s home during which 
participants discussed topics related to the 1989 Tiananmen 
protests.64 Pu also made videos of his interviews with officials 
under suspicion of corruption who allege they had been tor-
tured during their detention.65 According to the May 2015 in-
dictment, the charges against Pu were ‘‘picking quarrels and 
provoking trouble’’ and ‘‘inciting ethnic hatred.’’ Officials 
dropped two other charges.66 
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• Tang Jingling. Authorities detained Tang in May 2014 and 
later charged him with ‘‘inciting subversion of state power’’ re-
lated to his role in a ‘‘June Fourth Meditation’’ activity com-
memorating the 1989 Tiananmen protests through medita-
tion.67 His trial began on June 19, 2015, but ended after he 
dismissed his attorneys to protest procedural violations.68 
• Yu Shiwen and Chen Wei (husband and wife). Authori-
ties detained Yu and Chen in May 2014 after the couple re-
portedly organized a memorial service in Henan province in 
February 2014 that commemorated former Party leaders Hu 
Yaobang and Zhao Ziyang and victims of the crackdown on the 
1989 Tiananmen protests.69 Authorities later arrested them on 
the charge of ‘‘picking quarrels and provoking trouble.’’ Offi-
cials released Chen on bail in September 2014 but continued 
to hold Yu.70 
• Chen Yunfei. Authorities detained Chen on March 25, 2015, 
and formally arrested him on April 30 on the charges of ‘‘incit-
ing subversion of state power’’ and ‘‘picking quarrels and pro-
voking trouble’’ following his visit to the burial site of a 1989 
Tiananmen democracy protest crackdown victim.71 

Reform: Pledge To Expand ‘‘Socialist Political Democratic 
Consultative Processes’’ 

During the reporting year, central Party authorities did not 
pledge to undertake any significant democratic political reforms.72 
They did, however, pledge to improve and develop the existing ‘‘so-
cialist political democratic consultative system’’ 73 in order to 
strengthen Party leadership. Chinese officials describe China’s po-
litical system as a ‘‘socialist democracy’’ with ‘‘multi-party coopera-
tion’’ and ‘‘political consultation’’ under the leadership of the Com-
munist Party.74 Previously, types of ‘‘consultation’’ have included: 
input (intraparty) on decisions about Party cadre appointments; 
input on development projects at grassroots levels; input on some 
draft laws; and discussions between Party representatives and the 
national Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference 
(CPPCC) and the eight ‘‘democratic’’ minor parties under the 
CPPCC umbrella.75 

In line with the pledge to improve China’s ‘‘socialist political 
democratic consultative system,’’ in February 2015, authorities 
issued an opinion stipulating improvement of vaguely defined 
Party-led 76 ‘‘democratic consultation’’ channels while ‘‘using pro-
motion of consultative democracy to improve and strengthen the 
Party’s leadership and consolidate the Party’s hold on power.’’ 77 
The opinion emphasized allowing mass organizations 78 to fully de-
velop as Party conduits to the public,79 and stipulated strength-
ening consultation between the CPPCC and eight ‘‘democratic’’ 
minor parties and the judiciary and government.80 The opinion also 
called for gradual exploration of the involvement of ‘‘social organi-
zations’’—non-governmental groups, professional associations, and 
non-profit groups able to register with the government 81—in unde-
fined consultation processes.82 
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Reform: Party Promotes ‘‘Administration According to Law’’ 

During the reporting period, central Party leaders emphasized 
government reforms promoting ‘‘administration according to law’’ 83 
and ‘‘modernizing government and governing capacity’’ 84 in the De-
cision on Several Major Issues in Comprehensively Advancing Gov-
ernance of the Country According to Law (Decision) passed at the 
Fourth Plenum of the 18th National Congress of the Chinese Com-
munist Party Central Committee in October 2014 (Fourth Ple-
num).85 The Fourth Plenum Decision emphasized components of 
‘‘administration according to law,’’ such as strengthening legal en-
forcement; 86 improving the organization of government and bol-
stering administrative procedure systems of law; 87 and developing 
statutory procedures for incorporating public and expert participa-
tion, risk assessments, and collective discussion during certain ad-
ministrative policy decisionmaking processes.88 The Decision also 
mandated improving administrative procedural transparency and 
tightening restraints on and supervision over the use of govern-
ment administrative authority.89 In addition, it specified the estab-
lishment of top-down systems whereby government leaders would 
‘‘assume lifelong accountability for major policy decisions and a 
mechanism for tracking down and investigating those responsible 
for the decisionmaking’’ even after they leave office.90 

Local Elections in China’s One-Party State 

Chinese leaders continued to encourage some popular participa-
tion in elections at local levels, but China’s political institutions re-
main out of compliance with international human rights standards. 
In China, elections are held at the very lowest administrative lev-
els for rural village and urban community residents’ committees.91 
Elections for local people’s congresses exist but take place only at 
the county level and below.92 The Chinese Communist Party em-
ploys both ‘‘intraparty’’ elections and selection processes at local 
and national levels,93 but use of the term ‘‘intraparty democracy’’ 
in recent years reportedly has reached a low point in the media dis-
course of Chinese leaders.94 There are no national-level elections 
for government officials.95 Chinese political institutions do not 
meet the standards defined in Article 25 of the International Cov-
enant on Civil and Political Rights,96 which China has signed and 
declared an intention to ratify.97 Chinese political institutions also 
remain out of compliance with the standards set forth in Article 21 
of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which stipulates 
that the ‘‘will of the people’’ should be ‘‘expressed in periodic and 
genuine elections which shall be by universal and equal suf-
frage.’’ 98 

Chinese authorities claimed that, by the end of 2013, 98 percent 
of villages directly elected their Party committees,99 but this figure 
does not reflect the quality of those elections, which in some cases 
may not be free or fair. During the reporting year, for example, 
Party authorities in a prefecture in the Tibet Autonomous Region 
discriminated against certain types of individuals through codified 
restrictions on village committee and Party committee election can-
didates.100 Prefectural authorities mandated that village committee 
candidates be members or soon-to-be members of the Communist 
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Party and cannot have ‘‘practiced evil religions’’ or ‘‘attended over-
seas ‘religious gatherings’ organized by the Fourteenth Dalai,’’ 
among other restrictions.101 Other reports highlighted additional 
problems with local village committee elections, including inter-
ference from officials,102 gender inequality,103 irregular election 
procedures,104 failure to recognize election outcomes,105 silencing 
candidates whom Party authorities deem to be challenging,106 and 
physical violence.107 

Open Government Affairs and Citizen Access to Information 

Chinese authorities reiterated their intent to improve ‘‘open gov-
ernment affairs’’ (proactive government transparency) and to aim 
for information disclosure as the norm.108 The Fourth Plenum De-
cision urged transparency, especially in government finances and 
budgets, distribution of public funding, approval and implementa-
tion of major construction projects, and public interest affairs.109 In 
November 2014, the State Council General Office issued an opinion 
calling on government agencies to improve their websites, strength-
en public trust in the government, and make government websites 
the primary source of government information.110 In April 2015, 
the State Council issued a decision calling on government agencies 
to make available to the public lists itemizing their administrative 
powers—including compulsory enforcement, administrative fines, 
and other related information—in an attempt to improve trans-
parency, promote administrative reform, and restrain arbitrary au-
thority.111 

Despite these policy and regulatory measures, transparency and 
access to government data is still lacking and government imple-
mentation of the 2008 Open Government Information Regula-
tions 112 remains problematic. A source noted that it is getting 
more difficult for Chinese scientists to obtain good-quality public 
data, most of which are held by government departments.113 The 
lack of regulatory transparency reportedly has contributed to the 
complexity of the environment for U.S. businesses in China.114 In 
August 2015, authorities called on the media to use only approved 
story lines, tried to censor news reports, and blocked journalists 
from reporting on the August 12 chemical fire and explosions in 
Tianjin municipality that reportedly caused the death of 173 peo-
ple.115 Before and after restrictions took effect and government 
agencies issued statements, however, social media and mainstream 
media reported on the disaster.116 

Corruption 

Widespread corruption continued to be a serious challenge facing 
China, alarming both Chinese leaders and members of the inter-
national community.117 News sources reported on corruption re-
lated to the procurement of government and military equipment 
and services,118 as well as corruption in the media,119 sports,120 
art,121 and intelligence and security 122 sectors. News reports also 
highlighted serious problems with the buying and selling of official 
positions 123 and collusion between business and government offi-
cials.124 
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SNARING ‘‘TIGERS AND FLIES’’ 

During the reporting year, Chinese leaders’ wide-reaching 
anticorruption campaign continued snaring so-called ‘‘flies’’ and ‘‘ti-
gers,’’ 125 including high-level officials in the government,126 peo-
ple’s congresses,127 the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Con-
ference,128 the military,129 state-owned enterprises,130 the 
media,131 the Party’s discipline inspection apparatus,132 and the 
state security apparatus.133 According to Xinhua, the Supreme Peo-
ple’s Procuratorate’s corruption probe data indicated that in 2014, 
procuratorates investigated a total of 55,101 people in 41,487 cases 
of violations related to their official jobs, an increase of 7.4 percent 
over the previous year.134 

The highest ranking official snared in the anticorruption cam-
paign was Zhou Yongkang, a former member of the Standing Com-
mittee of the Political Bureau of the Communist Party Central 
Committee and head of the Party Central Committee Political and 
Legal Affairs Commission.135 On June 11, 2015, the Tianjin No. 1 
Intermediate People’s Court sentenced Zhou to life imprisonment 
and loss of political rights for life, and confiscated his personal as-
sets for the crimes of accepting bribes, abuse of power, and inten-
tionally leaking state secrets, following a closed trial that began on 
May 22.136 Other high-level officials suspected of corruption in-
cluded Xu Caihou 137 and Guo Boxiong, both former vice chairmen 
of the Central Military Commission,138 and Ling Jihua, a key aide 
to former Party General Secretary and President Hu Jintao.139 

ANTICORRUPTION MEASURES 

The anticorruption campaign in China continued, but authorities 
persisted in punishing citizen anticorruption advocacy efforts. The 
Fourth Plenum Decision called for ‘‘acceleration’’ of anticorruption 
legislation.140 Authorities reportedly announced that the 
anticorruption drive would become more ‘‘targeted and focused,’’ 141 
while other sources indicated authorities would focus on political 
factions and organized corruption within the Party.142 
Anticorruption authorities reportedly called for more public partici-
pation in the campaign against corruption but emphasized that the 
campaign would not lead to ‘‘mass movements’’ that disrupt social 
stability.143 At the same time, anticorruption advocates Ding 
Jiaxi,144 Liu Ping,145 and Huang Wenxun 146 remained imprisoned. 

The anticorruption campaign also included several specific Party 
and governmental anticorruption measures and institutional 
changes. The Supreme People’s Procuratorate (SPP) set up Party 
discipline inspection offices inside all of the approximately 140 cen-
tral Party and government agencies as well as central legislative 
and consultative bodies.147 Central authorities also overhauled the 
anticorruption bureau under the SPP, elevating its status, and re-
naming it the General Office of Anticorruption.148 In addition, au-
thorities instituted a national real estate registry 149 and stepped 
up efforts to locate and bring to justice Chinese nationals living 
overseas who are corruption suspects.150 To ensure smooth develop-
ment of corruption informant tip procedures, the SPP issued a re-
vised version of the SPP Informant Tip Work Provisions.151 These 
rules further clarified the rights of informants,152 increased reward 
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amounts for informants,153 and toughened legal liabilities for indi-
viduals who threaten whistleblowers.154 

Despite the seriousness of anticorruption efforts at the central 
level, preventing corruption remains challenging,155 and reports 
highlighting the darker sides of the anticorruption drive continued 
to surface. One article noted President Xi Jinping’s vulnerability to 
claims that political motives may be driving decisions about corrup-
tion investigation targets.156 Other articles raised ongoing accounts 
of torture 157 and abnormal deaths of officials,158 including alleged 
‘‘suicides.’’ 159 One Chinese news article reported that government 
institutions were ordered to collect data on officials who died ‘‘un-
natural’’ deaths and noted that, based on a survey of news articles, 
an estimated 50 Party officials died unnatural deaths between No-
vember 2012 and December 2014.160 An opinion piece in China 
Daily reported an increase in the occurrence of suicides by officials 
over the last few years, approximately 30 percent of which have 
been linked to corruption investigations.161 
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