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GOVERNMENT AND POLITICS IN CHINA

“Let China sleep. For when China wakes, it will shake the world.”

Napoleon Bonaparte

Ancient China was arguably one of the strongest, richest empires in existence — so much so that her rulers
saw little value in contacting anyone else in the world. Even though China’s power was much diminished
by the era of Napoleon, his words describing China as a sleeping giant prophesied the China of the early 21
century — a great civilization on the rise again.

Since western countries first began exploring the world several centuries ago, they have tended to either
ignore or exploit China in world politics. And yet the presence of China is deeply felt, sometimes promis-
ing riches and cooperation, and other times threatening competition and destruction. Today China stands as
one of the few remaining communist nations, with no signs of renouncing communism. China is by some
standards a less developed country, but on the other hand the country is emerging as a major world power,
partly because of recent dramatic improvements in GNP and standards of living. China no longer sleeps.
Its leaders now claim membership in the World Trade Organization, travel frequently to other countries, and
take active part in the United Nations. The world now comes to China for its vast array of products, and
more and more, China is going outside its borders for investments, labor supplies, and raw materials. Its
steady move toward capitalism has led some to argue that democratization will follow, yet the government
remains highly authoritarian, providing evidence that marketization and privatization do not always go hand
in hand with democracy.

SOVEREIGNTY, AUTHORITY, AND POWER

Until the 20" century China’s history was characterized by dynastie cycles — long periods of rule by a family
punctuated by times of “chaos”, when the family lost its power and was challenged by a new, and ultimately
successful, ruling dynasty. Power was determined by the mandate of heaven, or the right to rule as seen by
the collective ancestral wisdom that guided the empire from the heavens above. For many centuries public
authority rested in the hands of the emperor and an elaborate bureaucracy that exercised this highly central-
ized power. After a time of chaos in the early 20" century, Communist leader Mao Zedong took over China
in 1949, bringing in a new regime whose values often disagreed with traditional concepts of power. How
different is the new China from the old? Have the changes brought instability, or have they successfully
transformed the country into a modern world power?

China’s political structures reflect many modern influences, but the weight of tradition has shaped them in
unique ways. For example, China is technically governed by a constitution that grants formal authority to
both party and state executive and legislative offices. However, the country is still governed by authoritarian
elite that are not bound by rule of law. As long as the rulers are above the law, the constitution will not be a
major source of legitimacy for the state.

LEGITIMACY

Under dynastic rule, Chinese citizens were subjects of the emperor. Legitimacy was established through the
mandate of heaven, and power passed from one emperor to the next through hereditary connections within
the ruling family. As long as things went well, the emperor’s authority was generally accepted, but when
problems occurred and the dynasty weakened, rival families challenged the throne, claiming that the em-






