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The Spreading of the Township Semi-competitive Elections: its causes

Abstract: Since late 1990s, first cases of the semi-competitive elections were introduced at some townships in China. And the new election practice began to spread since the. 

The spatial distribution of the township semi-competitive election goes against our expectation derived from the general theory on the development of democratic institutions and activities. Most cases are in economically less developed, agricultural, and rural provinces, rather than in developed, urbanized, and industrial costal line regions.

This research found that it was not any civil society movement that promotes the development of such election at townships. It was those county and prefecture party secretaries who were in charge of the nomenklatura power over township major positions that actively introduced the semi-competitive election.

However, it seems that the apparatchiks don’t introduce the semi-competitive election for the sake of democracy, but for the sake of their personal interests. Evidences show that only when the apparatchiks might gain something would they like to pay the cost of according some powers to their colleagues and the residents under their governance. To gain promotion or to prevent being demoted seems to be the motivation behind the initiation.

Promotion criteria in China changed since late 1970s. The more important criteria for promoting apparatchiks are their performance in promoting economic development and keeping social and stability, even at the price of softening the proletariat dictatorship and its associating ideology.

In different regions, apparatchiks have different resources and encounter different challenges to promote economic development and keep social and political stability. In economically developed and industrialized coastal line regions, authority has rich resources to keep economic development. In underdeveloped regions, local authority has few resources at hand, and is more pressurized to try other means including introducing the semi-competitive elections.

