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This paper discusses the current perspectives and scenarios of 
China’s democratic transit. For that purpose, the paper accents the 
external political environment and current state of democracy throughout 
the world and internal, institutional, structural, and cultural aspects of the 
potential regime change in China. The paper outlines the circumstances 
of democratic development in China, assumes that there is a small 
probability of democratic transit, underlines wishful thinking in public and 
academic discourse and generally describes diverse scenarios. 
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It seems it was not long ago when the world was experiencing a third 

wave of democratization by including different countries from the cultural and 
geographic background [1]. The last high tides of the wave were signified by 
the collapse of the Soviet Union and initial democratization of former soviet 
republics. It was then, when Fukuyama [2] manifested the end of history and 
triumph of the liberal democratic model. The emergence of Russia and China 
[3], Islamic radicalism [4], financial-economic crises, right-wing populism 
made many authors claim the “end of the end of history” [5], [6], which even 
Fukuyama himself admitted [7].   

The discussions around democracy and various arguments from all 
sides seem to have no end. One reason for this is the difficulty to define, 
measure democracy and diverging approaches to it. As a form of 
reductionism academic literature considers democracy as a categorical 
variable, while in many ways it is a continuous one [8]. The problem with 
quantifying the state of democracy and democratic performance in many 
ways is a representation of the sorites paradox, where it is hard to 
understand the scarcity or absence of which features makes a country more 
or less democratic.  

Literature offers diverse characteristics for describing democracy: from 
simpler, where holding elections [9] is sufficient to be considered as 
democracy, to more advanced: besides mass suffrage and elective officials’ 
existence of civil and political rights and freedoms [10], [11], [12], to more 
comprehensive ones: where collective decision making and pro-active 
participation [13]; consensus, minority political rights, communal autonomy 
[14] are present. 
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Although depending on the model to assess democracy there is a 
general understanding that democratic performance in recent years has 
declined [15, p. 147]. The downward trend in authoritarian states is much 
steeper and more evident. Since 2015 we can see the situation, the trend got 
much steeper. Moreover, since the democratic recession in 2006, 
democracy has been failing in strategically significant states, such as 
Bangladesh, Thailand, Turkey, the Philippines, and for the first time in an EU 
member country – Hungary [16]. The reasons behind this situation are 
complex: the rising gap between incomes and return on capital thus resulting 
in high inequality [17]; economic hardships [18], especially due to the 
pandemic; bad governance and lack of transparency [19, p. 150]; migration 
and change of socio-demographic picture, due to the latter rise of right-wing 
populism [20].  

Another major reason is the relative decline of the US hegemony, the 
emergence of post-America [21] and isolationism, especially during the 
Trump administration.  

“Internationally, promoting democracy abroad scores close to the 
bottom of the public’s foreign-policy priorities. And the international 
perception is that democracy promotion has already receded as an 
actual priority of U.S. foreign policy.” [22, p. 152] 

The weakening of Western democracies, economic achievements of 
several authoritarian states make it easier for autocratic regimes to justify 
their actions and subvert democratic aspirations. Furthermore, the 
authoritarian regimes do not feel the same organized pressure for human 
right violations, sabotage of democratic norms. Authoritarian regimes in 
response to their disastrous actions are only receiving “the last Chinese 
warnings”.  

To conclude this part, we can state that assumptions of the third 
democracy ebb is now “morphed into a substantial, comprehensive 
regression of freedom and democracy in the world” [23, p. 28], which is facing 
threats from the Russian rage, Chinese ambition and American 
complacency. 

Although great powers such as China “make their own history, but they 
do not make it as they please; they do not make it under self-selected 
circumstances, but under circumstances existing already, given and 
transmitted from the past” [24].  Hence, to understand the Chinese 
democratic perspectives it is essential to outline its political culture and path 
of dependency on the institutional environment. 

The authoritarian, personified rule has accompanied China throughout 
its history, so it is fair to say that patrimonialism is dominant in Chinese 
statehood, in spite of some Confucian bureaucratic-rational elements [25]. 
China within its cluster is the most traditional one and the second for survival 
values on the Inglehart-Welzel cultural map [26]. Under Communist rule, 
China reached its peak of patrimonialism during Mao’s reign. The 
devastating cult of personality, economic dictate and severe constraints on 
rights and freedoms made the Chinese elite rethink the lessons of 
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Maoism.  Economic liberalization, market economy and consequently rapid 
economic growth made many scholars [27] and experts apply linear 
modernization theory and afterwards the distributional one for Chinese 
democratic prospects. Their major assumption was that the improvement of 
living standards and the emergence of a strong middle class and civil society 
will shift Chinese people towards post-materialistic values, such as 
democracy, rule of law as in Western countries [28]. With the introduction of 
elections at the lowest level, those assumptions seemed to have ground. 

However, the reality is different. Since the introduction of the elections 
in the 1980s, it has not touched any other polity.  Moreover, the liberalization 
of the economy did not loosen the political grip of Communist Party. It is 
essential that for the Chinese elite the collapse of the USSR was perceived 
as due to Gorbachev’s political liberalization: perestroika and glasnost. “Six 
why’s” [29], where the mono-party rule is justified, and claims of political 
liberalization: separation of powers, respect of political freedoms, are called 
redundant. This manifest clearly shows the unwillingness of the current elites 
to initiate a democratic change.  

Regarding the collapse of the Communist bloc McFaul [30] outlines three 
scenarios of democratization through non-cooperative relations of their 
actors: 1) an imbalance of power in favor of the democratic challengers, 
which mostly resulted in democracy, 2) distribution favors the rulers of the 
ancient regime that results autocracy 3) more equally divided distribution of 
power, affecting wide range results from partial democracy to partial 
dictatorship. This framework can be applied to Chinese democratic 
perspectives as well. It is hard to observe the democratic challengers on the 
Chinese political map due to the censorship and strict control of 
communications. Mass introduction of ICT and the emergence of some forms 
of civil society made the government react rapidly. With the more spending 
on inner security than on defense, the government uses those resources to 
track, censor and disorganize the undesired cradles of democracy [31]. More 
importantly the data [32] shows that the majority of the citizens support the 
government and its measures to limit civic freedoms. Interestingly around 
90% of respondents value the democratic system, while ~50% find that the 
government is democratic. Moreover, 90% find there is respect for human 
rights in China. So, from the above-mentioned data, we can state that the 
democratic challengers are either marginalized and/or disorganized.  

Hence, with the power distribution favoring the current regime, it moves 
toward the consolidation of authoritarian rule. With the abolishing presidential 
term limits and the introduction of the constitution “Xi Jinping Thought on 
Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for the New Era,” it seems the specter 
of personality cult is haunting China again since the end of Maoism. Would 
this resurgence be a tragedy or a farce, history will show? 

Conclusion 
To conclude, we can state that with the current state of affairs, when 

there is no significant external pressure and inner demand for democracy 
when the elites based on economic performance are able to finance the 
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repressive apparatus and successfully distribute material and non-material 
goods between elites and population, the Chinese robust market of goods 
will not have the same level market of ideas. “Without which democracy can 
be easily hijacked by interest groups and undermined by the tyranny of the 
majority. The performance of democracy critically depends on the market for 
ideas, just like privatization depends on the market for capital assets” [33].   

Unless the economic growth is stagnated, the regime will effectively 
tackle its challengers. However, the two main questions are: a) with the 
personalization of power and deprivation of several members of elites from 
power resources how those elites will respond? Will they have enough 
organizational capacity to resist and even democratize the emerging more 
authoritarian system, b) how will the ruling elite react when it faces economic 
hardships, when faltering revenues will not satisfy elites, population and 
finance repressive apparatus? The choice among those three options will 
define the features of the future Chinese regime.  
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ՉԻՆԱՍՏԱՆԻ ՀՆԱՐԱՎՈՐ ԺՈՂՈՎՐԴԱՎԱՐԱԿԱՆ ԱՆՑՄԱՆ ՈՐՈՇ 
ԻՆՍՏԻՏՈՒՑԻՈՆԱԼ ԱՍՊԵԿՏՆԵՐԻ ՄԱՍԻՆ 

ՏԻԳՐԱՆ ՄՈՒՂՆԵՑՅԱՆ 

Հայաստանի Հանրապետության պետական կառավարման ակադեմիա 

Հոդվածում քննարկվում է Չինաստանի ժողովրդավարական անց-
ման արդի հնարավորություններն ու սցենարները։ Այդ նպատակով 
շեշտադրվում է արտաքին քաղաքական միջավայրն ու ժողովրդավա-
րության ներկա կարգավիճակը, ինչպես նաև առանձնահատուկ կերպով 
անդրադառնում Չինաստանի ռեժիմի հնարավոր փոփոխության ներքին, 
ինստիտուցիոնալ, կառուցվածքային, մշակութաjին հարթությունները։ 
Հոդվածում նաև նկարագրվում է Չինաստանում ժողովրդավարության 
զարգացման հանգամանքները, կանխատեսվում, որ առկա է ցածր 
հնարավորություն ժողովրդավարական անցման, ընդգծվում է հանրային 
և ակադեմիական դիսկուրսում առկա թյուրընկալումները և քննարկվում 
զարգացման տարբեր սցենարներ։ 

Բանալի բառեր ․  ժողովրդավարական անցում, ինստիտուցիոնալ 
միջավայր, Չինաստան, վարչակարգի փոփոխություն։ 
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В статье обсуждаются настоящие возможности и сценарии демок-
ратического транзита в Китае. Для этого статья акцентирует внешнюю 
политическую обстановку и современное состояние демократии в мире, 
а также детально рассматривает внутренние, институциональные, 
структурные, культурные аспекты возможного смена режима в Китае. В 
статье также описаны обстановки демократического развития в Китае, 
спрогнозирована низкая вероятность смены режима и выявлены дейст-
вующие изъяны, упущения в публичных и академических дискурсах.       

Ключевые слова: демократический транзит, институциональная 
среда, Китай, смена режима. 
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