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CHAPTER 1

Chinese Political Culture  
and Regime Sustainability

In 2013, the residents of a community in the city of Xiamen protested 
and demanded additional compensation from a land transfer legal agree-

ment that was signed 24 years prior between the community and a golf club 
owned by overseas investors. The protesters released their anger against lo-
cal authorities by injuring several police. They also decided to publicly hu-
miliate a female district government official by stripping her topless and 
making her stand on her knees and apologize to the public for not serving 
their needs. As a result, the district government allegedly agreed to build 
new roads and bridges, as well as a garbage processing center for the com-
munity. None of the protesters was arrested.1

Such a scene is almost a daily occurrence in today’s China, leading 
many observers to believe that such events indicate the increasing possi-
bility of democratization and the declining popularity of the Chinese au-
thoritarian government. These observers seem to forget another, equally 
well-known fact in the post-Mao Chinese political life—the strong public 
support for the Communist Party by the majority of people in all walks of 
Chinese society. Why and how these two seemingly contradictory trends 
coexist and interact with each other in contemporary Chinese politics re-
quire further theoretical and empirical analysis.

The event in Xiamen exemplifies several important features that are 
characteristic of Chinese political life. It shows a regime operating in the 
ideological tradition of Mass Line that directly connects the state with 
the public, often bypassing administrative regulations and the legal pro-
cedure, resulting in weak institutions and civic organizations. The state 
often encourages the public to participate in local politics in an effort 
to correct unpopular policies and purge incompetent officials. Conse-
quently, the mass public demonstrates a high level of political activism 
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and is eager to confront local authorities and engage in contentious po-
litical behavior. Such high-risk behavior, which may be subject to local 
government retribution, is reinforced by a high degree of interpersonal 
trust, which is a product of community solidarity nourished under so-
cialist central planning. In an authoritarian political system where com-
petitive elections are missing, the government struggles to maintain its 
political legitimacy by responding to public demand more quickly than 
in an electoral cycle. All of these phenomena explain the high degree of 
regime support at the Center.

In the remaining chapters, I develop a preliminary theory of populist 
authoritarianism, which includes the following elements: the Mass Line 
ideology, strong interpersonal trust and rich social capital, individual po-
litical activism and political contention, weak political institutions and 
an underdeveloped civic society, an often paranoid and highly responsive 
government, and strong regime support. While such a theory of Chinese 
political culture can explain how and why the seemingly conflicting com-
ponents are holding together for the time being, it cautions that such a 
process is highly unstable due to the lack of institutional guarantee.

This chapter discusses the historical and institutional context of the 
evolving Chinese political culture. Any discussion of “Chinese culture” 
can easily go back to the dynastic history. The focus of this chapter, how-
ever, is the political culture that was formed during the Chinese Commu-
nist movement in the early 20th century and continued to evolve after the 
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) seized political power in 1949.

WHY DOES POLITICAL CULTURE MATTER?

The concept of culture can be defined as social and psychological orienta-
tions. It is a “data container” including symbols, ideas, beliefs, norms, cus-
toms, knowledge, values, and attitudes (Sabetti 2007). Almond and Verba 
defined political culture as “the psychological or subjective orientations 
toward politics” (Almond and Verba 1963). Before examining political cul-
ture in China, it is necessary to establish political culture as a worthy sub-
ject for research. Political culture needs to assert itself against at least three 
sources of competition: institutionalism, rationalism, and ethnosymbol-
ism. First, institutionalism believes that political institutions, not individual 
attitudes and values, determine political outcome ( Jackman 1987; Jackman 
and Miller 1996a, 1996b; Tsebelis 2002; Rhodes, Binder, and Rockman 
2008). While an institutional environment sets important parameters and 
constraints for individual behavior, political actors’ personal beliefs still 
lead to different outcomes. It is not difficult to find examples of different 
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political leaders occupying the same institutional post but producing dif-
ferent policy outcomes.

Second, rationalism downplays the importance of individual beliefs, 
feelings, and emotions. It argues that people make political decisions 
based on information gathering and the calculation of benefit and cost 
(Rowgoski 1976; Ferejohn and Kuklinski 1990; Popkin 1991; Sniderman, 
Brody, and Tetlock 1991; Page and Shapiro 1992; Lupia, McCubbins, and 
Popkin 2000). The study of political culture shares two things in common 
with rationalism. First, both stress the importance of individual political 
actors, their motivation, and their behavior. Second, both believe that 
individual motivation and behavior can be measured objectively, either 
through surveys, focus group studies, or lab experiments.

One problem for the rationalist view is its assumption that people can 
process information and take actions that lead to the optimal ratio be-
tween cost and benefit. Yet some studies show that people are not really 
capable of making objective decisions by using newly gathered informa-
tion. Instead, new information is selectively used to reinforce people’s 
preconceived beliefs (Taber, Lodge, and Glatha 2001; Lodge and Taber 
2005). Further, voters who are given all the necessary information may 
make worse decisions than those who don’t have the information but 
use their intuition instead (Lau and Redlawsk 2006). There is simply too 
much information, and it is too complicated to process.

A number of rational choice scholars have recognized this problem of 
information flooding. They introduced the idea of “bounded rational-
ity” in which people take shortcuts to make “low-information” decisions 
(Elster 1983; Simon 1991; Popkin 1991). They seem to think that people 
are rational as long as they make self-satisfying decisions based on ste-
reotypes, political ideology, consensus, and so on. By emphasizing the 
importance of these subjective orientations, however, these rationalist 
scholars are also suggesting the necessity of studying political culture.

The third challenge to the study of political culture using public opin-
ion survey data comes from ethnosymbolism. Ethnosymbolism is best 
articulated by Clifford Geertz in his anthropological study of cultures 
(Geertz 1973) and is also advocated by some political scientists (Eck-
stein 1988; Laitin and Wildavsky 1988). At the core of ethnosymbolism is 
the assertion that cultures are represented by their symbols, such as lan-
guages, religions, rituals, and historical narratives. Understanding these 
symbols through participant observation and ethnography is crucial in 
studying how culture influences political outcome (Laitin and Wildavsky 
1988). Ethnosymbolists are highly suspicious that subjective cultural ori-
entations can be detected by public opinion survey questions. For them, 
the same concept or action can mean different things in different cultural 
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contexts (Geertz 1973). For example, a survey question about interper-
sonal trust cannot detect the meaning of trust in different cultures, which 
can vary from trusting family members, community members, to strang-
ers. Neither do the ethnosymbolists think countries can or should be 
compared based on survey questions (Eckstein 1988). For them, compar-
ing the percentages of people who trust other people in different societ-
ies simply misses the variation in interpersonal trust between different 
subcultures within a country.

While ethnosymbolism makes important contributions in showing 
that subjective cultural orientations are linked to political actions and in 
expressing its well-founded concerns about the accuracy of survey data, 
relying exclusively on the ethnosymbolist notion is likely to run into sev-
eral problems. First, cultural symbols can be overly interpreted, and uni-
versal human experiences are often overlooked. In the Chinese context, 
for example, the concepts of guanxi (relationship or personal network) 
and mianzi (saving face or pride) have been described as cultural symbols 
that carry particular importance in Chinese culture (Yang 1994; Mann 
2000). Yet it wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say that the necessity of per-
sonal networks and the need to satisfy one’s pride can be found in any 
society, not only in China. Dwelling on such cultural symbols like guanxi 
and mianzi makes China seem unique and difficult to compare with other 
societies, while the meanings of these symbols are universal and can be 
easily compared across countries.

Further, relying on cultural stereotypes can blind the researcher from 
recognizing the diversity and the changing reality in a society. For ex-
ample, the concept of guanxi may no longer capture the reality in China 
when more formal rules are developed during rapid economic growth.

Another problem with the overemphasis on cultural symbols is to 
overlook the outcome. Sometimes people in different cultures do differ-
ent things or use different symbols to achieve the same outcome. For ex-
ample, people show their agreement by shaking their heads in India, and 
nodding in China. Focusing on the difference in this case is a waste of 
time if one’s research interest is whether people agree or disagree, regard-
less of whether they do so by nodding or shaking their heads.

Finally, while the ethnosymbolists’ early criticism of survey research 
methodology is valid, such methodology has made tremendous progress 
since the 1970s. Survey researchers are capable of drawing more repre-
sentative national samples in a large number of countries, which makes it 
possible not only to compare countries but also to examine the variation 
between subgroups within a country. In addition, survey researchers have 
developed more detailed measures of concepts than before. For exam-
ple, they now ask people not only whether they trust each other but also 
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the specific type of people they trust, such as their family, community, 
or strangers. Further, the same surveys have been repeated over time, al-
lowing the researchers to approach their topics from a historical perspec-
tive as well as at a cross-section of time. Finally, survey researchers have 
made exciting progress in tackling the difficult problems of respondent 
truthfulness and establishing causal links between survey questions by 
embedding experiments in representative surveys. In short, even though 
the survey method still has many problems, it has the undeniable advan-
tage of drawing conclusions based on representative samples that enjoy a 
level of generalizability superior to the ethnographic method that relies 
on in-depth case studies.

Following the tradition of political socialization and psychology 
(Almond and Verba 1963; Dahl 1966; Almond 1989, 1990; Lane 1992; 
Jennings 2007; Shi 2015), this study takes a behaviorist approach and 
holds that beliefs, feelings, and values play important roles in shaping po-
litical behavior and political outcomes. These beliefs, feelings, and values 
are the results of political socialization, as well as social and economic 
changes in a society. A particular political culture is a specific configura-
tion of these beliefs, feelings, and values.

Political culture can be concretely defined and measured by a set or 
“rubric” (Reisinger 1995) of concepts that should be able to travel across 
country borders. These concepts include one’s identity to the country 
and/or to one’s own community, the level of confidence in political insti-
tutions, the relative importance between individual interest and group in-
terests, respect for authority and the law, relationships with other people 
(trust and tolerance), belief in the modes and consequences of conflict res-
olution and political participation, and so on. These concepts are widely 
measured in the cross-country public opinion surveys such as the World 
Values Surveys (WVSs), the surveys conducted by the International 
Social Science Programme, and the Chinese public opinion surveys used 
in this book (more on those later).

MASS LINE: THE ORIGIN OF THE POPULIST  
AUTHORITARIAN POLITICAL CULTURE

Contemporary Chinese political culture is shaped by the theory of the Mass 
Line. The term “Mass Line” (qunzhong luxian) was first used by Li Lisan, a 
Communist Party leader, in a speech in 1928 (Han and Ji 2013). It served 
as a powerful theoretical and organizational principle for political mobi-
lization by the CCP during the Communist movement in the first half of 
the 20th century. The theory of the Mass Line was most clearly articulated 
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by Mao in 1943. In the article “Some Questions Concerning Methods of 
Leadership,” Mao writes:

In all the practical work of our Party, all correct leadership is necessarily “from the 
masses, to the masses.” This means: take the ideas of the masses (scattered and unsys-
tematic ideas) and concentrate them (through study turn them into concentrated and 
systematic ideas), then go to the masses and propagate and explain these ideas until the 
masses embrace them as their own, hold fast to them and translate them into action, and 
test the correctness of such ideas in action. (Mao 1967, 119)

The key phrase in Mao’s statement is “from the masses, to the masses” 
which assumes a close and direct relationship between the Party and 
the masses, or between political power and society (Tsou 1986, 290). 
This direct relationship requires both accessible elites and available 
non-elites if it is to exhibit a high rate of mass behavior and elite–mass 
interaction.

The Mass Line bears certain similarities to the mass society described 
by Kornhauser in his study of social movement and state-building in the 
West. In a mass society, according to Kornhauser, elites are accessible and 
non-elites are available in that there is a lack of independent groups be-
tween the state and the family. In the absence of social autonomy at all 
levels of society, large numbers of people are pushed and pulled toward ac-
tivist modes of intervention in vital centers of society; and mass-oriented 
leaders have the opportunity to mobilize this activism for the capture of 
power (Kornhauser 1959, 41).

In China, the Communist Party weakened and even destroyed the tra-
ditional intermediate groups such as the rural gentry class and landown-
ers, and it relied on the Mass Line as a method of political mobilization to 
win over the popular support by the peasantry and eventually defeated 
the Nationalist government in 1949.

The CCP’s populist orientation continued after 1949. It was so effec-
tive for the CCP to gain political power that it continued to rely on the 
Mass Line in state-building, government policy making, economic de-
velopment, and social restructuring. From 1949 to 1976, Mao and his 
followers in the CCP launched a series of political campaigns in order to 
consolidate the communist regime and promote social and economic de-
velopment. One such campaign was the People’s Commune Movement, 
launched in 1958, in which agricultural production was collectivized and 
rural communities played important roles in social, economic, and polit-
ical life, partially replacing the role of the traditional family. Another im-
portant campaign was the Great Leap Forward Movement in 1958. Mao 
and other radical leaders of the CCP believed that the Mass Line could be 
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used to promote China’s industrial development by mobilizing the public 
enthusiasm rather than relying on the educated elites.

The most extreme mass political campaign in the early years of the 
post-1949 Communist regime was the Great Proletariat Culture Revo-
lution, which lasted from 1966 until Mao’s death in 1976. The Cultural 
Revolution was a massive social and political movement. Mao and his fol-
lowers bypassed and destroyed the intermediate bureaucratic institutions 
and professional organizations and attempted to reach and mobilize the 
very bottom of Chinese society in order to achieve economic growth and 
social and political egalitarianism.

Some observers see the totalitarian nature of the Mass Line. For ex-
ample, Graham Young argues that Party leadership is central in the con-
ception of the Mass Line, in which the Party must provide the policy 
guidance at all levels and over all areas of activity of state and society, and 
the Party’s policy can be effected only through Party leadership (Young 
1980). In his study of the Communist movement in eastern and central 
China from 1937 to 1945, Y. Chen (1986) contends that the Mass Line 
is merely the Party’s “techniques of controlled polarization” between the 
peasant and landlord classes. By drawing a sharp line and by intensify-
ing the tension between the two classes, the CCP was able to mobilize 
the peasant class and successfully destroy its potential rivalry—the tradi-
tional rural elites, and eventually rely on the support of the rural masses 
in defeating the Nationalist Party in the civil war. In short, the essence of 
the Mass Line is a relationship between the CCP as the manipulator and 
the masses as the manipulated.

Other scholars, however, see the empowerment of society under the 
Mass Line. For example, Meisner (1978) observed that under the so-
cialist economic system, the Mass Line is ideally accompanied by the 
formation of more and more self-governing communities of producers. 
Politically, these “associations of producers” are capable of standing 
up against bureaucratic or political hierarchies, while at the same time 
recognizing their own interests that also tend to enhance the overall 
development of the society. Effective adaptation of the Mass Line may 
require political activism within grass-roots communities, which en-
hances solidarity, enthusiasm, and broadened awareness of social goals. 
It can also mobilize and strengthen community power in relation to 
higher political or bureaucratic authorities (Meisner 1978). Therefore, it 
is at the community level where the democratic nature of the Mass Line 
is realized.

Others describe the Mass Line as a democratic decision-making proc-
ess (Blecher 1979). In the spirit of the Mass Line, statements on policy 
put forward by local leaders would not be regarded as final decisions or 
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firm directives but as provisional formulations which the masses would be 
able to discuss, clarify, modify, or reject. Moreover, the masses could also 
influence the policy by their decisions about specification or implementa-
tion. A process of this sort could be described as the politics of consensus 
in which formal voting would be unnecessary (Blecher 1979, 109).

According to Blecher, the existence of this process of consensus poli-
tics can be proven by the facts that policy directives are generally clearer 
about the goals than the concrete forms; that new policies undergo con-
siderable testing before promulgation; the frequency of “summing-up,” 
“consolidation,” and “rectification” campaigns at the mass level; and the 
frequent shifts of direction and emphasis in Chinese policy. These facts 
are all consistent with the Mass Line view that policy decisions are always 
somewhat provisional, subject to revision according to the masses’ objec-
tions, suggestions, and interpretation (Blecher 1979, 108–109). Therefore, 
under the Mass Line, mass participation and influence are extensive and 
substantive. Angle compares democratic centralism—the guiding princi-
ple of the Mass Line, with Rawls’ “decent society” (Rawls 1999, 64–66), 
in which people are rational, responsible, cooperative participants of 
social and political life (Angle 2005, 521).

While the Mass Line seems to resemble a democratic style of lead-
ership, it is fundamentally different from liberal democracy. Liberal 
democracy consists of an elaborate set of institutions and game rules 
to implement the principle of “consent of the governed” and to compel 
rulers to take into account the interests, wants, preferences, and aspira-
tions of the citizens more fully than under other forms of government 
(Tsou 1986, 271–272). On the other hand, the Mass Line is different 
from totalitarianism. Totalitarianism focuses on the total control of soci-
ety by the state, while the Mass Line can be described as “totalist politics” 
which is built on the full-scale interaction between the state and society 
(Tsou 1986).

Another key difference between a mass society and a civil society is 
the role of social organizations. In a civil society, these organizations 
enjoy autonomy and the freedom from state control. In a mass society like 
China, social organizations such as trade unions, political parties, profes-
sional associations, and NGOs are co-opted under the same principle of 
democratic centralism (Salmenkari 2010).

Regardless the debate about whether the Mass Line embodies dem-
ocratic or totalitarian nature of governance, it is undeniable that it pro-
foundly shaped the political culture in contemporary Chinese society. 
Inherent in the Mass Line ideology are its three key components: (1) a 
direct link between the state and society with minimum interference of 
intermediate organizations and institutions, (2) a thorough mobilization 
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of the masses in political participation, and (3) an implicit concept of 
social contract in which the elites serve the interest of the masses who in 
return grant political support for the state.2 As is shown later in this chap-
ter, the Mass Line continues to serve as a linkage between the state and 
society in the post-Mao Chinese political culture and a powerful instru-
ment for political mobilization and regime legitimacy.

PRIMITIVE ACCUMULATION OF SOCIAL CAPITAL 
IN CHINA

While the Mass Line provided the political capital for the CCP’s rule, the 
radical social and economic transformation in the early years of the social-
ist regime produced the social capital that became an important part of the 
Chinese political culture.

Marx (1867) used to describe the early stage of capitalism as a process 
of primitive accumulation of capital in which the capitalists acquired the 
means of production by force, such as the enclosure of land by capitalists 
in England. This process laid the foundation for the later development of 
the capitalist economic system. To use a similar metaphor, one can see the 
early stage of the communist regime in China as a process of the primi-
tive accumulation of social capital which in turn laid the foundation for 
its political rule. After the Communists defeated the Nationalists in 1949, 
the new regime attempted to establish an egalitarian society under the 
dictatorship of the CCP. In their pioneer studies based on interviews with 
Chinese immigrants in the 1970s, William Parish and Martin Whyte 
detail the CCP’s effort to build such an egalitarian society in rural and 
urban China. According to their studies (Parish and Whyte 1978; Whyte 
and Parish 1984), this equalitarianism is represented by public ownership 
of land, reduction of the role of the family, and the promotion of social 
equality.

The CCP first abolished private ownership of land, and collectivized 
both agricultural and industrial productions, in the 1950s. During the 
radical years of the Cultural Revolution in the 1960s and 1970s, the tra-
ditional role of family as the basic economic unit was weakened by the 
expansion of social services, such as public education, employment se-
curity, public health care, and pension programs. Social services drasti-
cally reduced parental influence and promoted equal access to education 
and employment, and greater equality in household income distribution. 
Although some traditional practices in gender discrimination persisted, 
the expansion of social services further promoted gender equality in edu-
cation, female labor force participation, reduced fertility rates, improved 


