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Dear Reader,
In an address given on May 6th 1961, Bobby Kennedy spoke of how “All 

of us might wish at times that we lived in a more tranquil world, but we 
don't. And if our times are difficult and perplexing, so are they challenging 
and filled with opportunity.” The challenges of our time are immense, and it 
often seems as though international political solutions are unable to resolve 
the tensions that cause too much of humanity to suffer. Historical experience 
reminds us that this is nothing new. Creating a more tranquil world is an 
admirable goal, but an arduous task.

Humans can be despicable and dangerous in their social behavior, recently 
evidenced by the brutality of Isis operatives, Boko Haram, and the gunmen 
responsible for the Charlie Hebdo massacre. These perpetrators wage war 
against freedom of thought and preach intolerance, but are not the only ones 
to do so. The political agendas of many nations have fostered communities 
where manipulation and exploitation holds sway and horrendous working and 
living conditions still prevail in many parts of the world. Intolerance drives 
some of the most divisive social disputes both at home and abroad.

Ignorance and the control of knowledge are immediately connected to the 
suppression of human rights, and too often populations are unable to counter-
act the negative dominant tendencies of powerful persons or institutions. We 
must learn from the lessons of the past, and do better in the future.  

The gravity of these world issues is tremendous, but must not defeat the 
hope for a better world. Humanity, despite its flaws, also acts as an engine for 
positive change. Compassion and love can prevail over hatred and oppression. 
We must practice tolerance, and be concerned with what is happening in the 
world. Like Kennedy said, difficult times are accompanied by opportunities. 

The need for informed foreign policy making is as great as ever. Academ-
ic research plays a significant role in training a new generation of informed 
citizens, scholars, and leaders who can accurately assess the modern interna-

From the Editor tional climate and recognize the opportunities to make positive change. This 
requires an understanding of the intricacies, biases, risks, and repercussions 
associated with crafting policy with the long term betterment of humanity in 
mind. 

For over a decade, The Wilson Journal of International Affairs has pre-
sented some of the finest research completed by undergraduates at The Uni-
versity of Virginia. The articles presented in this edition of the journal provide 
insightful and nuanced analysis of contemporary world issues, and seek to 
inspire members of the University community and beyond to explore and de-
velop possible solutions. 

As much as the journal has changed over the years, its mission remains 
unchanged: the Wilson Journal seeks to actively promote the discussion of 
foreign policy issues by harnessing the expertise available on grounds. We 
seek to bring together students, professors, alumni, and others in an engaging 
conversation. While the journal stands as the sole repository for undergradu-
ate scholarship in foreign affairs at uva, its audience includes anyone who has 
a stake in international relations. 

The Wilson Journal would not be possible without the ongoing support of 
the University community. I would like to recognize and thank the Interna-
tional Relations Organization for their invaluable support. I must also thank 
the faculty and staff of the Politics and History departments not only for their 
promotion of the journal, but also for their dedication as mentors to the un-
dergraduate body here at uva. Lastly I wholeheartedly thank the members of 
the editorial staff, who work tirelessly to make this journal possible. 

Sincerely,

Michael Breger
Editor-in-Chief
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Implementing Party 
State Democracy in 
China

An Analysis of Existing Policy 
Measures and Potential Reforms 

Discussion of Chinese political development centers largely on the eventual 
attainment of western-style democracy. Other views assert that due to its 
Confucian culture and history of governance, China is simply incompatible 
with democracy. I contend that developing democracy under a one-party 
system provides a more realistic potential path for China. This paper seeks to 
analyze existing policy measures and potential reforms in order to determine 
how well they contribute to the idea of party-state democracy. The three 
main areas of policy that will be analyzed are grassroots democratization, 
intra-Party democracy, and minority rights. This paper concludes that while 
relative progress in each of these policy areas has been positive in creating a 
more democratic society, further developments are still needed. Party-state 
democracy should be considered a trajectory for policy rather than an absolute 
end goal. In sum, the main attraction of party-state democracy is its ability 
to consolidate leadership under the ccp while delivering more democratic 
benefits to citizens. 

By Sam Gruber

Traditional political 
paradigms in China have 
differed historically from 

those in the west. The relative stabil-
ity and longevity of China’s Confu-
cian-based political order stands in 
stark contrast to the development of 
the modern nation-state in the west. 
Liberal democracy grew slowly in a 
specifically Anglo-European con-
text. Applying this model directly 
to China has always been a difficult 
proposition. Nevertheless, western 
mainstream thought favors a west-
ern-style legislative democracy as 
the ultimate end goal for Chinese 
political development. This line of 
thinking is inherently problematic in 
that it confines China to a western 
paradigm based on a fundamentally 
different context.

In fact, arguments related to the 
potential democratization of China 
often take root in China’s political 
development. Confucian thought 
in the abstract promotes virtue and 
respect, which in China led to a 
historical obligation of benevolence 
on the part of the ruler toward his 
subjects. Once the emperor’s ac-
tions went against the interests of 
the people, he would theoretically 
lose his divine mandate to rule. This 

method of limiting the ruler’s power 
is admittedly problematic. Without 
the rule of law many critics worry 
that China’s continued reliance on a 
so-called “benevolent dictator” will 
yield negative outcomes.1 Opposition 
to authoritarian rule has subsequent-
ly resulted in the push for democratic 
reform in China from many foreign 
observers and Chinese citizens alike.

Within this pressure for democ-
ratization, opinions are diverse and 
arguments often invoke trends in 
East Asian democratic development. 
Many skeptics assert that due to its 
historical development, democracy is 
simply not suitable for China. How-
ever, this view is inconsistent with 
developments in the region.2 Al-
though Vietnam, North Korea, and 
Laos have retained a one-party com-
munist system, other states like Ja-
pan, South Korea, and Taiwan have 
become functioning democracies. 
Moreover, Japan, South Korea, and 
Taiwan were able to forge democrat-
ic systems in the context of a strong 
Confucian-based culture and society, 
challenging the idea that Confucian-
ism and democracy cannot coexist.3 
Other arguments contend that there 
exists a direct relationship between 
economic development and democ-
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ratization. That is to say, increased 
per capita Gdp and a burgeoning 
middle class will inevitably create a 
push for democracy. Though a pros-
perous and educated middle class 
may seek democracy, as evidenced 
by the Tiananmen Square protests of 
1989, this pressure is not necessarily 
a direct precursor to democracy. For 
example, Singapore, which enjoys 
an extraordinarily high level of Gdp 
per capita, is an obvious challenge 
to an economic heory of democracy. 
In short, there is no clear East Asian 
model of democratic development.4 
To be sure, comparisons among na-
tions in the region can be instructive; 
however, it is critical to view China’s 
path as occurring under a uniquely 
Chinese set of circumstances.

When discussing China’s pursuit 
of a western political system, the 
focus tends to center on legislative 
democracy. However, it is useful to 
remember that China has already ad-
opted and adapted another western 
system of governance—communism. 
China’s development of communism 
demonstrates another case of western 
paradigms conflicting with the local 
Chinese context. Communism was a 
western invention, one that the Chi-
nese Communist Party (Ccp) adopt-

ed and modified to local conditions. 
The severity of the Sino-Soviet split 
during the Cold War reflected the 
extent to which the Ccp’s “commu-
nism” was distinctly Chinese. Any 
eventual adoption of democracy by 
China should be viewed through a 
similar lens of a western institution 
adapted to Chinese conditions.

Aside from this bias of perspective, 
another fundamental issue plagues 
discussion of western-style democ-
racy in China—political will. When 
evaluating democratic prospects, 
feasibility and likelihood of change 
must be taken into account. While 
multi-party democracy seems to be 
the end goal endorsed most frequent-
ly by the west, China’s political sit-
uation complicates this specific aim. 
The Ccp has been the sole political 
party controlling Mainland China 
since 1949. For more than half a cen-
tury, the Ccp has adeptly maintained 
its dominant position in politics and 
society, demonstrating an impres-
sive willingness to adapt and evolve 
to changing situations. The “Three 
Represents,” for instance, signaled 
a significant shift in the Ccp from 
a vanguard revolutionary party to a 
governing party open to the partic-
ipation of business professionals and 

intellectuals.5

In light of the Ccp’s historical ten-
dency to embrace change in order to 
retain power, why would Party lead-
ers seek a multi-party democracy? 
Multi-party democracy, in effect, is 
detrimental to the Party’s core in-
terest of maintaining one-party rule. 
Though numerous factors, such as 
an unexpected catastrophe or revo-
lution, could engender a democratic 
transition, the efforts of the Ccp to 
retain power make sudden changes 
in China’s governing situation un-
likely. Thus, political will is unlikely 
to favor implementing western-style 
democracy. Deng Xiaoping’s theory 
of democracy is a particularly apt 
demonstration of this last point. Ac-
cording to his theory, which has been 
included in both the Constitution of 
the People’s Republic of China (Prc) 
and the Party Constitution, democ-
racy is the ultimate goal of political 
reform, and most critically a dem-
ocratic system must fall under the 
leadership of the Party.6 Therefore, 
the will of Chinese leaders is likely to 
accept democracy if and only if it ac-
commodates the Ccp as China’s sole 
political party and can be achieved 
while maintaining stability.

This brings us to the topic of this 

paper: party-state democracy. Par-
ty-state democracy is broadly defined 
by Womack as “the achievement of 
effective power of the people within 
the framework of a single political 
party that cannot be challenged 
by other political parties.”7 More 
specifically, party-state democracy 
delineates power such that “the com-
munist party holds the prerogative 
of political leadership and the state 
is the administrative organ of pub-
lic affairs.”8 In theory, this system 
would guarantee the sole political 
leadership of the Party, consistent 
with Deng’s theory of democracy. 
At the same time, it could promote 
responsiveness to the majority, pro-
tection of minority rights, and po-
litical freedom. The core of this idea 
is essentially to generate democratic 
institutions in a system conducive to 
continued Ccp control.

At an abstract level, the likelihood 
that Chinese political leadership will 
continue to embrace this style of 
reform is much greater than that of 
pursuing legislative democracy. Top-
down regime reforms allow for a flex-
ible time table that can undergo ad-
justments when necessary. Moreover, 
a methodical, incremental approach 
to democratization (jianjin minzhu), 



14j
The Wilson Journal of International Affairs

15j
Spring 2015

as supported by Yu Keping, miti-
gates the risks or abuses associated 
with hasty transitions. The question 
of legitimacy is also important to 
consider. The most common refrain 
regarding China’s ruling party is that 
its legitimacy has stemmed from the 
remarkable economic growth and 
prosperity occurring since Reform 
and Opening. It follows that as 
growth inevitably slows, the Party 
will lose legitimacy and some form 
of regime change will ensue. Though 
this logic is debatable, it does draw 
attention to the need for the Ccp to 
develop a consistent and reliable 
mechanism for long-term legitimacy 
apart from economic performance. 
In this regard, one of democracy’s 
greatest strengths as a system “of the 
people” is its inherent legitimacy.

This paper’s discussion of par-
ty-state democracy in China is not 
intended to suggest a democratic 
China will be a better-governed 
China. Quality of governance and 
quality of democracy are not neces-
sarily directly related. Evaluating the 
specific merits of authoritarian and 
democratic governance is out of the 
scope of this paper. Rather, this paper 
focuses on China’s current policies 
and how they fit into the paradigm 

of party-state democracy. The three 
main policy areas of interest to this 
paper are grassroots democratization, 
intra-Party democracy, and the pro-
tection of minority rights. Grassroots 
democratization is a useful indicator 
of bottom-up democratization and 
political participation; intra-Party 
democracy highlights reform within 
the ruling party; and the safeguard 
of basic minority rights is crucial to 
ensuring protection from the major-
ity group. These three policy areas 
are not meant to be exhaustive, but 
rather are representative of the core 
components of party-state democ-
racy and a gradually democratizing 
society.
Grassroots Democratization

There are many methods through 
which a nation can become more 
democratic. The Ccp’s intra-Party 
democracy is a form of top-down (or 

“inside-out”) democratization. China 
has also undergone over two decades 
of experimentation and gradual in-
stitutionalization of bottom-up de-
mocratization, focusing primarily on 
local village elections. Elections at 
the lowest level of Chinese govern-
ment have long been discussed as a 
potential harbinger of a democratic 
China: the empowerment of a vast 

peasant population would lead to 
increased demands for participation 
in the political process, ultimately 
creating the conditions for democ-
racy. The view that village elections 
are solely designed to consolidate Ccp 
control balances the optimism for 
electoral democracy in China.9 These 
seemingly contradictory views are, in 
fact, complementary to some extent. 
Throughout the gradual institution-
alization of village elections, the Ccp 
has simultaneously consolidated its 
control over rural areas and increased 
the degree of democratic governance 
significantly. As Womack notes, for 
party-state democracy to be success-
ful “[t]he people must consider the 
process as their own, rather than 
as top-down policy […] A feeling 
of significant participation must be 
developed in the democratization 
process.”10 Grassroots democratiza-
tion has the potential to satisfy this 
criterion.

Following decollectivization and 
the decline of the commune sys-
tem, village politics were in utter 
disarray. The Party’s lack of control 
subsequently resulted in a political 
vacuum, leading many peasants to 
form village residents’ associations.11 
The spontaneous formation of vil-

lage-level organizations throughout 
China created pressure for the legal 
codification of this system. Article 
111 of The Constitution of the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China, adopted in 
1982, represents the first legal basis 
for the formation of villagers’ com-
mittees (Vcs, cunmin weiyuanhui). 
The article dictates that Vcs are “mass 
organizations of self-management 
at the grass-roots level” consisting 
of a chairman, vice-chairman, and 
members that are “elected by the 
residents.”12 Actual implementation 
of this system stalled at first, with 
much conservative resistance coming 
from the Organization Department 
and provincial leaders.13,14 The Orga-
nization Department’s control over 
performance evaluations and promo-
tions created an atmosphere wherein 
cadres were reluctant to resist its 
stance. Nevertheless, Peng Zhen, a 
senior National People’s Congress 
(Npc) official, led the push that even-
tually resulted in the trial version of 
the Organic Law of the Villagers’ 
Committees of the People’s Republic 
of China, which passed in 1987.

After the initial trial and exper-
imentation period of the Organic 
Law, a revised, permanent version 
was adopted in 1998. The Organic 
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Law granted Vcs wide-ranging and 
significant powers including: safe-
guarding the villagers’ rights and 
interests, managing village finances, 
collecting taxes, and administering 
collective resources and property.15 
The Ministry of Civil Affairs was 
then tasked with implementation of 
the new law.16 The passage of the re-
vised law in 1998 triggered increased 
institutionalization of the village 
election system, which gradually 
spread throughout the country. Ac-
cording to a 2002 survey, elections 
have been organized in 82% of villag-
es in China.17 In 2010, competitive 
elections occurred in nearly 850,000 
villages.18

Prior to embarking on an evalua-
tion of the merits and issues with the 
Organic Law, it is important to out-
line the basic structure of Vcs and the 
process through which Vc members 
are elected. As mentioned earlier, 
the Vc is composed of three to seven 
members, including a chairman, at 
least one vice-chairman, and addi-
tional members. Article 9 stipulates 
that Vcs must include an “appropriate 
number” of women members, as well 
as members to represent any signif-
icant ethnic minority population in 
the village. The term of office for Vc 

members is three years, after which 
time a new round of elections will 
be held for the next group of leaders. 
Importantly, candidacy for election 
is not restricted based on ethnici-
ty, race, gender, occupation, family 
background, religious belief, edu-
cation, property status, or length of 
residence. The only villagers barred 
from running for election are those 
less than 18 years of age and anyone 
stripped of political rights by law, as 
stipulated in Article 12. Affiliation 
with the Ccp is also not a prerequisite.

The procedure for electing the Vc 
outlined in the Organic Law is fairly 
basic. The first requirement is that 
the number of candidates be greater 
than the number of positions. While 
the law does indeed call for compet-
itive (cha’e) elections, not all village 
elections have successfully satisfied 
this requirement. Nevertheless, even 
non-competitive elections can lead 
to a “failed election” if the candidate 
does not receive a majority of the 
vote, at which time new elections 
will be organized.19

Elections are conducted by secret 
ballot and results are tallied publicly, 
both of which are important princi-
ples for guaranteeing a fair electoral 
procedure. The most vague part of 

the law is in reference to how a candi-
date wins. The only criteria specified 
within the law dictates that a candi-
date must win more than half of the 
votes. It is important to note that the 
Organic Law does not dictate official 
procedures for determining a final 
list of candidates or how to vote on 
each position. As a result, different 
villages have adopted a variety of 
procedures, leading to varying de-
grees of success.

In particular, the lack of spec-
ificity found in the Organic Law 
regarding nominating and selecting 
candidates has resulted in a great 
diversity of methods, including se-
lection by village representative as-
semblies, individual village groups, 
primary elections, and the village 
Party branch.20 Obviously, the extent 
to which each of these processes is 
democratic varies tremendously. For 
instance, selection of candidates by 
the village Party branch is by na-
ture undemocratic since it does not 
reflect the majority will, as required 
by the law. Some nomination pro-
cedures consist of a simple vote for 
candidates: the top nominees will 
then become candidates for the offi-
cial election. Similarly, in a primary 
election system the election steering 

committee publishes a list of nomi-
nees and the villagers subsequently 
vote on potential candidates.

Inconsistent systems breed cir-
cumstances that generate different 
results. The most democratic nomi-
nating procedure is a simple vote by 
all villagers. Direct and widespread 
participation by villagers in this 
process allows less room for ma-
nipulation of results. In contrast, it 
ensures equality of opportunity for 
candidates as well as equality of rep-
resentation among voters. Without 
a democratic nominating procedure, 
local elections lose their democratic 
value. To be sure, choosing among 
Party-selected candidates can in-
crease competition and accountabili-
ty among cadres. However, openness 
of elections to non-Party members is 
crucial. Voting is only a truly demo-
cratic mechanism when elections are 
open, fair, and free of manipulation.
Merits of the Village Commit-
tee System

Electoral democracy is particu-
larly adept at protecting the interests 
of local residents. Accountability to 
voters is one important factor. Since 
the prospect of reelection eliminates 
guaranteed job security, Vc leaders 
must cater to the interests of their 
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constituents.21 Moreover, account-
ability is not created just through 
reelection. Article 16 of the Organ-
ic Law stipulates that a “group of at 
least one-fifth of the villagers who 
have the right to elect in the village 
may propose the removal from office 
of members of the villagers commit-
tee.”22 The proposal must include 
specific reasons for the removal from 
office. Once that measure is proposed 
and the Vc member has an opportu-
nity to make a statement in defense, a 
simple majority vote is required to re-
move the official from office. Reelec-
tions and removal from office provide 
an effective incentive for Vc members 
to be responsive to the interests and 
demands of villagers. The aligning of 
interests between a given locality and 
its representatives, coupled with in-
stitutionalized accountability to the 
voters, is fundamental to democracy.

Voter turnout is another issue 
worthy of consideration. Although 
many functioning democracies ex-
perience low voter turnout (particu-
larly during lower level elections), it 
is reasonable to argue that without 
sufficient turnout election results 
will not be an accurate reflection of 
popular opinion. Similarly, if only a 
select faction or group of people par-

ticipates in the voting process—and 
another is left out—the results would 
be comparably skewed. Without 
delving into the question of whether 
voting should be a responsibility or a 
choice, it is interesting to note trends 
in voter turnout in local Chinese elec-
tions. In a study of 30 rural election 
districts, Landry, Davis, and Wang 
concluded that choice and compe-
tition were the two most significant 
factors influencing voter turnout.23 
This trend is logical: people will par-
ticipate when their vote truly matters. 
Studies cited by Minxin Pei report 
voter turnout from seven provinces 
reached an impressive 90 percent, 
though this should be considered an 
optimistic anecdote and by no means 
a representative sample.24 Effective 
democratization of villages, in turn, 
depends on mutually reinforcing 
factors. Competitive, open elections 
attract voter participation, which 
subsequently validates the legitimacy 
of elections and perpetuates the tra-
dition.

Transparency of government has 
a significant impact on promoting 
legitimacy from the perspective 
of average citizens. Furthermore, 
transparency is crucial to providing 
the citizenry with the information 

necessary to make informed deci-
sions. Central to the Organic Law 
is the requirement that information 
pertinent to the villagers’ interests 
be made available, including fiscal 
matters.25 Publicizing local finan-
cial information allows villagers to 
monitor the actual implementation 
of policy and ensure funds are not 
mismanaged. Similar to the mech-
anisms of voting and removal from 
office, transparency of a village’s fi-
nances is another means of increasing 
open access to information, thereby 
shifting the balance of power toward 
the people.

Disclosure of finances at the local 
level has by no means been com-
prehensive throughout the country. 
Yet when it has been implemented 
effectively, there has 
been much reason for 
optimism. A case study 
carried out by Zhenglin 
and Bernstein provides 
good anecdotal evi-
dence for the potential-
ly decisive influence of 
financial control of vil-
lage finances.26 The case 
study revolves around 
the balance of power 
between the Vc and the 

village Party branch. The Vc chair-
man—who was not a Party mem-
ber—attempted to assert control over 
the village’s finances, prompting a 
confrontation with the village Par-
ty Secretary. The crux of the debate 
centered upon a clause found in the 
Organic Law that stipulates the Ccp 
will retain its role as the core lead-
ership (lingdao hexin) in the village. 
This somewhat abstract designation 
of power contrasts with the concrete 
powers afforded to the Vc in the same 
law. Unsurprisingly, the village Party 
Secretary was opposed to relinquish-
ing his control over village finances. 
Nevertheless, the Vc chairman’s ar-
gument eventually proved successful. 
Zhenglin and Bernstein describe the 
subsequent shift in responsibilities:

He [the Vc chairman] chaired the Vc meeting 
at which tasks were allocated among the mem-
bers. He worked out procedures for the Vc, he 
posted data on village affairs, he settled villag-
er disputes, received superior officials, and he 
devoted himself to planning the village’s fu-
ture development. The Vc member in charge of 
economic affairs dealt with the management of 
the village enterprises…The committee mem-
ber in charge of security ran the village secu-
rity team… Another member was in charge of 
villagers family planning…27
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In stark contrast to this increased 
activity within the Vc, the village 
Party Secretary was left with lit-
tle tangible responsibility. He was 
nominally considered the “core” of 
village leadership, but only retained a 
minimal role in village affairs. While 
this case study is simply an anecdotal 
example of one potential outcome 
of grassroots democratization, it 
does demonstrate one exemplar for 
success. In addition, it shows the 
centrality of finances to the control 
of governance. Insofar as the Vc can 
successfully assert control over a vil-
lage’s finances, local elections will 
become increasingly meaningful.

Another potential obstacle to the 
local autonomy of Vcs is direct control 
by township governments (the level 
of government directly above villag-
es). If township governments, which 
have, for the most part, not begun 
experimentation with elections, were 
able to directly control activity at the 
village level, then Vcs would become 
obsolete. Importantly, the Organic 
Law contains a clause describing the 
role of township governments as one 
of “guidance” (zhidao), as opposed to 
leadership. The practical significance 
of this distinction is to ensure the 
autonomy of the Vc and limit direct 

control from above by township gov-
ernments.28 As a result, the Organic 
Law safeguards the autonomy of Vcs 
from intrusion by both the local Par-
ty branch and township government. 
Nonetheless, the Ccp frequently tries 
to recruit non-Party Vc chairmen “so 
as to ensure that it remains in charge 
while giving farmers the leaders they 
want.”29

At a more abstract level, local elec-
tions have the capacity to empower 
village residents and build political 
efficacy.30 Political efficacy refers 
generally to the belief that one can 
have an effect on government policy. 
An individual’s perception of his or 
her ability to influence policy can 
have profound effects on behavior 
and attitude. For instance, empow-
erment through local elections can 
create the impetus for an extension 
of elections to the township level 
and beyond. While an electorate of 
over one billion people may seem to 
render a single vote meaningless in 
deciding the outcome of the election, 
efficacy can also be derived from 
the ability to affect change in a lo-
cality. Similarly, once villagers have 
experienced a degree of autonomy in 
controlling local governance, it be-
comes increasingly unlikely that they 

would be willing to relinquish that 
influence.31 Sylvia Chan notes that 
this process is already evident in the 
number of complaints related to elec-
tion procedures and violations of the 
Organic Law, which demonstrates 
the growing expectations of villag-
ers.32 Although this type of empow-
erment may only occur gradually and 
inconsistently in different regions, its 
very existence is cause for optimism.

Village elections also play an im-
portant role in curbing corruption 
and abuse of power at the local level. 
The benefits are twofold: First, reduc-
ing corruption increases efficiency 
and improves governance in general. 
Second—and perhaps more import-
ant for the Ccp’s continued support 
of village elections—is that fighting 
corruption is one of the Party’s cen-
tral policy priorities. The problem 
of corruption in Chinese politics is 
severe. According to statistics, in the 
past few decades only around 3% of 
corrupt officials have been prosecuted 
and imprisoned, “making corruption 
a high-return, low-risk activity.”33 
The widespread scale of corruption 
is also staggering. Corrupt activity 
generally concentrates in depart-
ments that wield public power, such 
as construction, transportation, fi-

nance, business, taxes, customs, and 
education, to name just a few.34

As a result of the ubiquity of cor-
rupt behavior in China, anti-cor-
ruption efforts have been especially 
prominent under Xi Jinping’s regime. 
The Ccp Central Committee Resolu-
tion Concerning Some Major Issues 
in Comprehensively Deepening Re-
form, which was passed at the 3rd 
Plenum of the 18th Party Congress, 
repeatedly calls for strong anti-cor-
ruption efforts. According to the 
document, the Ccp must “Strengthen 
anti-corruption structure and mech-
anism innovation and institutional 
guarantees” and ensure that “govern-
ment is clean and politics are clear.” 
At the same plenary session, Xi 
Jinping called for strict anti-corrup-
tion discipline measures and warned 
against letting those measures be-
come “paper tigers” or “scarecrows.”35 
In a similar vein, the Chief of the Ccp 
Central Commission for Discipline 
Inspection, Wang Qishan, stated 
that the Party “should have zero tol-
erance for corruption.”36

In fact, corruption has long 
plagued China. One of the original 
reasons for the creation of village 
elections was to prevent corruption at 
the local level.37 Given the Party’s re-
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newed emphasis on anti-corruption 
efforts as of late, commitment to vil-
lage elections should remain strong. 
As mentioned earlier, accountabil-
ity to villagers and the demands for 
transparency of information create 
an environment wherein officials are 
less likely to abuse power. Through 
the methods of monitoring and se-
lection of officials, villagers can weed 
out corrupt leaders and ensure more 
responsive, cleaner governance. Of 
course, this logic depends on the ac-
tive participation and dynamism of 
villagers. It is telling, therefore, that 
the majority of protests in China are 
actually directed at local officials in-
stead of Beijing.38 The willingness for 
villagers to engage in these protests 
demonstrates an increasing percep-
tion of efficacy.39 Moreover, group 
demonstrations have been occurring 
at record rates. According to Sun 
Liping, a professor of Sociology at 
Tsinghua University and the former 
PhD advisor of Xi Jinping, between 
2006 and 2010 the number of mass 
incidents (quntixing shijian) has dou-
bled to at least 180,000.40

Although there is debate regard-
ing how to determine and classify 
the exact number of demonstrations, 
the upward trend is clear. This is not 

to say that an increase in localized 
demonstrations is necessarily a direct 
result of village elections. Howev-
er, a greater sense of empowerment 
stemming from these elections has 
undoubtedly played a role in the 
frequency and boldness of protests. 
Corruption is a natural target for 
these public demonstrations. Since 
both peasants and officials in Beijing 
share the goal of eliminating corrup-
tion, the center has allowed for more 
leniency toward this type of behavior 
at the local level.
Challenges to Grassroots De-
mocratization

The optimism created by village 
elections must not be overstated. Ef-
forts at grassroots democratization 
face a myriad of intrinsic and insti-
tutional challenges. As Bernstein 
argues, the simple fact that Vcs op-
erate within an authoritarian context 
makes the body largely irrelevant. 
Authoritarian systems, after all, are 
not designed to be responsive to the 
interests of the people. He goes on 
to add that many of the “solutions to 
problems of the greatest concern that 
face rural China are largely beyond 
the capacity of village committees 
to solve.”41 However, simply because 
village democracy may not address 

national problems does not diminish 
its potential to affect change on the 
lives of residents. In many modern 
democracies, the usefulness of lo-
cal-level democracy does not extend 
to the nation as a whole and instead 
focuses on local issues requiring local 
solutions; this should not be viewed 
as a flaw. It also seems overstated to 
assert that village democracy cannot 
function well in an authoritarian 
context. Although an authoritarian 
state that grants villagers political 
power is most likely doing so for its 
own gain, this is not necessarily an 
inherent limitation. If an authoritari-
an state institutes an electoral system 
in lower levels of government, the 
central government will effectively 
relinquish much of the responsibility 
of governance and the challenges that 
entail. Once villagers take democrat-
ic responsibility for their own gover-
nance, interest articulation becomes 
more direct. Potential grievances are 
directed locally instead of nationally, 
which is amenable to the interests of 
the Ccp and villagers alike.

O’Brien and Li have a slightly less 
cynical view of village elections: Al-
though a greater degree of self-gov-
ernance at the local level helps rid 
villages of corrupt and inept lead-

ers, these elections are ultimately a 
strategy designed to strengthen the 
Ccp’s hold on localities.42 Similarly, 
if nomination procedures in some 
elections are not open, and all can-
didates are first assessed by the Ccp, 
elections are largely devoid of any 
significance—even when competi-
tive. Yet the worry that domination 
by Ccp members could render local 
elections meaningless seems to be 
exaggerated. In fact, nearly half of all 
elected Vc members are not members 
of the Ccp.43 Even if Ccp members 
are disproportionally more likely to 
be competitive candidates for Vc po-
sitions, this fact alone does not imply 
a lack of fairness or openness. Since 
the Ccp targets its recruiting efforts 
at the most educated and talented 
members of society, it is logical that 
Party members would be more suc-
cessful in elections.44

Chinese village elections must 
also contend with the influence of 
kinships and lineage relationships. 
Lineage ties have the capacity to cre-
ate natural factional lines within vil-
lages, breeding distrust and a some-
times-polarizing environment.45,46 
While the role of surnames may cre-
ate contention among groups within 
a village, there is nothing inherently 
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undemocratic about groups form-
ing around a certain shared identity. 
Political identities are structured 
around a variety of characteristics: 
gender, race, occupation, and socio-
economic situation, to name just a 
few. Consolidating interest groups 
and voting blocs under these discrete 
categories is a natural part of the 
democratic process. Shared values 
and interests often lie at the core of 
one’s decision to vote for a particular 
candidate. Common values and in-
terests can be forged around a variety 
of factors, and there is little reason 
why lineage ties pose a greater chal-
lenge to the democratic process than 
other frequently-mentioned group 
divisions.

In addition, village elections as 
mandated by the Organic Law lack 
a certain degree of universality since 
the system does not apply to urban ar-
eas. Due to the patterns of labor mi-
gration to cities in recent decades, for 
the first time in history the majority 
of China’s population resides in urban 
regions instead of the countryside.47 
Consequently, while rural areas still 
remain a crucial component of Chi-
nese life, culture, and politics, urban 
areas must not be overlooked when 
discussing grassroots democratiza-

tion. Although there has indeed been 
some experimentation with elections 
for urban Residential Committees 
(RCs; shequ jumin weiyuanhui) in 
large cities such as Beijing, Shenyang, 
Shenzhen, and Guangzhou, the scale 
is negligible when compared to that 
of village elections.48 In some cities, 
elections are held on a three-year cy-
cle, similar to those in villages. Yet 
there are distinct limits on the effec-
tiveness of urban RCs. In particular, 
voting is sometimes restricted to 
RC-nominated representatives and 
government offices tend to assert 
control over the process in general.49 
The greatest flaw in the Organic Law, 
therefore, seems to arise from not its 
content but its omissions. Nonethe-
less, it would be harsh to disparage 
the shortcomings of Chinese grass-
roots democratization simply be-
cause experimentation in urban areas 
is still nascent. Instead, expansion of 
coverage and eventual universality of 
local level elections should be a goal 
to strive for.
Concurrent Office Holding

Concurrent office holding rep-
resents a positive trend for legiti-
mizing Ccp control at the local level 
through the popular mandate. In 
effect, concurrent office holding 

occurs when the local 
village Party Secretary 
is also the Vc chair-
man, thereby holding 
the two most powerful 
and prominent po-
sitions in the village. 
Although the Organic Law dictates 
that the Party should continue to be 
the village’s source of core leadership, 
village Party branches have been no-
ticeably weakened as Vcs have found 
new ways to assert control over vil-
lage affairs.50 The central component 
of tension between Party branch-
es and Vcs is the issue of a popular 
mandate.

Popular mandates provide the 
expectation that leaders will be re-
sponsive to the will of the people. As 
elections provide legitimacy for the 
victor, perceptions of who should 
actually exercise power may shift 
accordingly. Since the voters are ul-
timately responsible for the assign-
ment of Vc members, the village Par-
ty branch may feel as if its authority 
has been challenged.51 This has led 
to a phenomenon in certain villages 
where Party branch secretaries run 
for the position of Vc chairman. Guo 
and Bernstein succinctly summarize 
the root causes of this trend:

While tension between the village 
Party branch and the Vc can admit-
tedly create confusion and ambiguity 
in local governance, concurrent of-
fice holding could potentially create 
a system in which local cadres must 
seek electoral approval to legitimize 
their appointed Party role. Despite 
the lack of institutionalization of 
concurrent office holding, it is still 
an optimistic note for future de facto 
delineations of power at the village 
level—a structural adjustment that,

though not essential for the fur-
ther development of local democrati-
zation, is beneficial nonetheless.
Concluding Thoughts on 
Grassroots Democratization

It is clear that when implement-
ed correctly and comprehensively, 
bottom-up democratization at the 
grassroots level has been effective in 
promoting democratic governance. 
Elections provide a mechanism for 
accountability to the voters, which 
subsequently necessitates increased 

Concurrent office holding represented offi-
cial recognition that the Ccp had to refurbish 
its legitimacy and authority in the villages by 
requiring that its village secretaries and often 
many of most branch members as well had to 
seek electoral approval.52
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responsiveness to villager interests 
and transparency of information. In 
terms of generating the benefits asso-
ciated with democracy, the principles 
listed above are undoubtedly funda-
mental.

Chinese civilization has histori-
cally revolved around the village as 
the central unit of local organization. 
It could be argued that increased 
urbanization will render village elec-
tions increasingly irrelevant—espe-
cially if grassroots democratization 
in urban areas does not gain momen-
tum. The Ccp recently released a new 
plan for urbanization 
for the period 2014-
2020. The plan aims 
for an increase in the 
permanent urban pop-
ulation from its current 
level of 53.7% to 60% by 
2020.53 Liberalization of 
the hukou (household 
registration) system will be the main 
driving factor behind this change, 
allowing 100 million migrant work-
ers to become official city residents. 
While an official plan for urbaniza-
tion is a long-awaited development, 
roughly 200 million migrant workers 
in cities will still lack the proper huk-
ou status by 2020.54 Though gradual 

urbanization in the coming years 
will have significant ramifications, 
the targets of the new plan are mod-
est when compared to urbanization 
rates in other developed countries. 
Thus, villages will still maintain their 
importance, particularly in influenc-
ing the implementation of national 
policy, which often varies according 
to local conditions.

The main issue with the current 
state of grassroots democratization 
in China arises from scope and scale. 
Manion summarizes this problem 
concisely:

Gradual expansion of township 
elections and urban RCs would be 
a positive development, though by 
no means an easy one. A change to 
this effect would signal that central 
policymakers consider expanding 
electoral democracy a preferred path 
for development. Even if expansion 
of this system does not take root, 

Between village and nation are townships, 
counties, municipalities, and provinces. Al-
though a few townships have seen a few bold 
electoral experiments, democratic elector-
al quality is most evident at the lowest level, 
where it matters greatly for governance and 
stability but least of all for policy making.55

village elections as stipulated in the 
Organic Law are still an important 
part of broader democratization 
efforts in China. Empowerment of 
ordinary citizens through the pop-
ularization of democratic norms and 
procedures is critical. However, top-
down change must accompany this 
progress to more holistically satisfy 
the demands of democracy within 
a one-party state—something that 
intra-Party reform strives to accom-
plish.
Intra-Party Democracy

Intra-Party democracy as a more 
abstract political goal was first sug-
gested during the late 1980s under 
Zhao Ziyang’s administration.56 At 
the time, the focus was predominate-
ly on increased competition within 
the Party in order to ensure the selec-
tion and promotion of the most capa-
ble candidates. The first steps came 
in 1982 at the 12th Party Congress: 
within the list of Central Commit-
tee nominees, delegates were given 
the option to add or remove names.57 
At the subsequent Party Congress in 
1987, the number of potential mem-
bership candidates was required to be 
at least 5% greater than the number 
of open positions.58

It was not until the turn of the 

millennium that the concept be-
came a viable potential path of de-
velopment for the Ccp. Following 
widespread disappointment with 
the “half-hearted reforms” of the 
15th Party Congress, Premier Zhu 
Rongji “announced the establish-
ment of a democratic political system 
as the core of the Tenth Five-Year 
Plan (2001-2005).”59 The 17th Party 
Congress in 2002 expanded on these 
efforts and reiterated the need to 
pursue a Chinese model of democ-
ratization.60 However, the creation 
of a democratic political system did 
not reference any type of multi-par-
ty system. Rather, it referred to the 
concept of intra-Party democracy 
(dangnei minzhu).

The structure of intra-party de-
mocracy is vague and thus difficult to 
define. Cheng Li says that intra-Par-
ty democracy denotes “the idea 
that the Ccp should institutionalize 
checks and balances within its lead-
ership.”61 Zheng Yongnian describes 
intra-Party democracy as a type of 

“internal openness,” meaning the 
“opening of [the] political process to 
different factions.”62 Zhang Shulin 
expands this definition by focusing 
on the right of every Party member 
to participate in the decision-mak-
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ing and management 
of the Party, through 
either direct or indirect 
means.63 These defini-
tions are not exhaustive 
because leaders shape 
definitions to their own ends.

The promotion of intra-Party de-
mocracy has continued throughout 
the past decade. During the Fourth 
Plenary Session of the 17th Central 
Committee in September 2009, the 
Ccp referred to intra-Party democra-
cy as the “lifeblood” (shengming) of 
the Party—a core objective critical to 
the Party’s future success. This begs 
the question: Why has intra-Party 
democracy been so important to Par-
ty leaders in recent years, and what 
benefits does it stand to offer the

Party’s development? For a pre-
liminary answer to this question, it is 
instructive to look at a summary of 
directives issued at the Fourth Plena-
ry Session of the 17th Party Congress. 
Political reforms centered on the fol-
lowing criteria:

In short, these directives mainly 
concern competition, consensus, ac-
countability, and transparency. From 
a strictly self-interested perspective, 
all of these characteristics are useful 
to ensuring the Party’s future surviv-
al and success. Competition makes 
the system more meritocratic and ef-
ficient; decision by consensus reduces 
the risks associated with strongman 
politics; accountability and transpar-
ency both help to imbue the Party 
with legitimacy. In addition to help-
ing ensure the Party’s survival, the 
aforementioned criteria also con-
tribute—if somewhat indirectly—to 
a more democratic and responsive 
political system.

Views regarding intra-Party de-
mocracy and its role in Chinese pol-
itics vary greatly. It is easy to deride 

the concept as rhetoric 
aimed at placating the 
populace. Cheng Li 
explains that the Par-
ty “has often invoked 
democracy to justify 

1) more competitive inner-party elections to 
choose Ccp officials; 2) a more consensus-based 
decision-making process called ‘decision by 
votes’ (piaojuezhi); 3) more restrictive rules to 
regulate the tenure, transfer, regional allocation 

of high-ranking leaders; 4) a multi-dimension-
al supervision system to restrain official cor-
ruption and other forms of power abuses; and 
5) a new emphasis on the transparency of Party 
affairs.64

political forces whose actions and 
values were distinctly non- or even 
antidemocratic.”65 However, this 
cynical attitude overlooks the nu-
merous improvements that have been 
institutionalized within the Party. In 
contrast to this pessimistic view, oth-
ers argue that intra-Party democracy 
is a step in the right direction. Gao 
Fang describes intra-Party democra-
cy as a “precondition” (qianti tiaojian) 
to any eventual implementation of a 
democratic system.66 Some optimists 
may hope for the eventual attain-
ment of a liberal, multi-party democ-
racy. While this may not be impos-
sible, intra-Party democratization is 
an incremental process, not one that 
is likely to engender revolutionary 
change. Instead, a more realistic 
assessment is that continuing insti-
tutionalization of norms and proce-
dures within the Ccp is a safe, exper-
imental path to a more democratic 
system—a process that benefits both 
the Party and the people it governs.

One of the most significant 
changes in China’s recent political 
history has been the immense shift 
in the structure of political power. 
Central to this change has been the 

“transition from a monolithic par-
ty apparatus led by a single strong 

leader (Mao then Deng) to a di-
verse system of collective leadership 
in which rival factions compete for 
power, influence, and policy sway.”67 
The new leadership style has many 
names—collective leadership, demo-
cratic centralism, intra-Party democ-
racy—but they all indicate one im-
portant fact: Decisions are made by 
the group instead of the paramount 
leader. Consensus building among 
top leaders has replaced the omnipo-
tence of a single leader. This is a clear 
improvement from previous regimes 
but not a laurel to rest upon.

Within the power structure of 
collective leadership, the Ccp has es-
tablished a set of restrictions for Par-
ty officials. The first institutionalized 
norm to consider is the age limit for 
national Party leaders. In particular, 
this refers to Politburo members (in-
cluding both regular members and 
Standing Committee members) and 
members of the Central Committee. 
Politburo members generally must 
retire by around 70, while Central 
Committee members retire at 65–68 
Similar measures were applied to 
members of the Central Military 
Commission in 2012.69 The age limit 
found in the upper echelons of Ccp 
leadership contributes to a high flu-
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idity of succession and office turn-
over. For instance, in the past 25 years 
Central Committee membership has 
been comprised of an average of 62% 
new membership per Party Con-
gress.70 Another method utilized by 
the Ccp to maintain fluid leadership 
is evidenced by the circulation of 
provincial officials. Many top pro-
vincial officials are non-natives to 
their assigned provinces. As a result 
of these measures, “leaders are now 
also interested in establishing their 
legitimacy through institutional 
channels rather than primarily rely-
ing on patron-client ties and politi-
cal connections.”71 In addition, the 
risk of one official usurping lifelong 
power at the national level is reduced. 
Last, high turnover of elite officials 
creates diversity of experience and 
opinion within the leadership.

Representation of provinces in the 
Central Committee is an important 
addition to the previous institution-
al norms. With only a few excep-
tions, since 1997 each province has 
had equal representation within the 
Central Committee.72 Regardless 
of a province’s size or economic and 
political importance, each province 
has had relatively equal access to the 
Central Committee. Ideally, a great-

er degree of consistency and equality 
among provinces means that the in-
terests of certain constituencies will 
not be overlooked in favor of others. 
Responsiveness to the interests and 
demands of each province is critical 
to ensuring citizens are represented 
fairly.

Age limits, the rapid circulation 
of provincial officials, and equal 
representation provide a clear degree 
of institutional constraint within 
the Party. So too does the system 
of term limits implemented by the 
Ccp. Top officials in both the Party 
and state are limited to a maximum 
of two terms in office, equivalent to 
about ten years.73 Within the most 
prominent position, the Ccp General 
Secretary, regular and peaceful tran-
sitions of power began with Jiang 
Zemin’s transition to Hu Jintao and 
have subsequently continued with 
Hu’s transition to Xi Jinping. This 
is yet another tool the Party uses to 
check the power of leaders and re-
inforce the new norm of decision by 
consensus.

Another positive effect of in-
tra-Party democracy can be found in 
China’s economic success. In gener-
al, the institutionalization of norms 
and rules of governance increases 

predictability, thereby creating a 
more stable and reliable political sys-
tem. This political stability, in turn, 
lays the groundwork for economic 
stability. Joseph Fewsmith makes 
an observation consistent with this 
logic: “One has to say that China’s 
political reforms—the regularization 
of elite politics and the elaboration 
of rules governing the selection and 
promotion of lower-level cadres—
have yielded very positive economic 
results.”74 The most obvious contrast 
can be seen in Mao’s Zedong’s in-
sulated and ultimately catastrophic 
decision-making during the Great 
Leap Forward. Had a power-sharing 
structure been in place during this 
period, it is arguable that the neces-
sity to build a consensus would have 
prevented such a tragedy. Although 
economic stability is certainly not 
necessary for democracy, it is none-
theless important for creating pros-
perity and good governance.
The Role of Factional Politics

While the Ccp places a distinct 
emphasis on maintaining a façade of 
unity, the consensus building process 
has inevitably led to differing opin-
ions, eventually culminating in the 
formation of factions. Factions are 
not official entities; they are informal 

collections of leaders. Factions with-
in the Party can be ambiguous and 
overlapping, but they are nonetheless 
significant in shaping the balance of 
power within China’s most influen-
tial decision-making bodies. Political 
factions can be roughly divided into 
the following:

• Elitist Coalition: Made up main-
ly of princelings (taizidang, children 
of senior officials that are well-con-
nected), entrepreneurs, and the 

“Shanghai Gang,” this group general-
ly emphasizes economic development 
and promotes business interests, and 
places less of an emphasis on the 
environment and social equality.75 
Notable examples from the current 
Politburo Standing Committee in-
clude Xi Jinping, Wang Qishan, and 
Yu Zhengsheng.76

• Populist Coalition: Composed 
primarily of leaders that have come 
to power through the Communist 
Youth League (tuanpai). Populists 
generate considerable support from 
rural and inland areas. This group 
generally emphasizes social harmony 
and sustainable development, instead 
of an exclusively growth-oriented 
focus. Notable affiliates include Hu 
Jintao and Li Keqiang.77

• Shanghai Gang: This faction, 
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which overlaps in certain ways with 
the elitist category, is led by the in-
fluential former General Secretary 
of the Ccp, Jiang Zemin, and is com-
prised mainly of officials that have 
risen to power through the Shanghai 
municipal Party and government 
apparatuses. However, this group’s 
influence has declined somewhat in 
recent years.78

Factions should not be mistaken 
for political parties or rigid partisan 
splits. They are informal, dynamic, 
and undefined groups within the Ccp 
that attempt to promote their ide-
ology and interests. An unintended 
yet important consequence of this 
phenomenon is the creation of an in-
formal mechanism of checks and bal-
ances within the upper echelons of 
the Party. Under these conditions it 
is highly unlikely that a single, dog-
matic leader will rise to power and 
dominate political decision-mak-
ing. Rather, informal factions with 
conflicting interests will engage in 
compromise and consensus building. 
Some scholars believe that informal 
factions have the potential to devel-
op into something more: Thornton 
postulates that the “Ccp may one 
day resemble Japan's ruling Liber-
al Democratic Party, within which 

formal, organized factions compete 
for senior political slots and advocate 
different policy positions.”79 More-
over, there is a chance that factional 
competition could represent a na-
scent stage of a multiparty system.80

Regardless of what factional com-
petition might one day become, in 
the short term it provides a check on 
the power of leaders and a structural 
element that encourages debate and 
compromise.

A system that checks itself 
through informal mechanisms rath-
er than formal, codified restrictions 
runs the risk of a possible reversal 
of policy. Democratic constitutions 
are not always an effective solution 
to this problem. Indeed, they are 
often tampered with and frequently 
lack longevity. In this case, the risk 
is evident in the use of underhanded 
means to rid rival groups of powerful 
leaders. A prominent example is the 
political downfall of Bo Xilai, the 
former secretary of the Chongqing 
Municipal Committee of the Ccp. 
After much publicity and uncertainty 
regarding the nature and validity of 
accusations, Bo received a life sen-
tence in prison for large-scale bribery, 
embezzlement, and abuse of power.81 
What differentiates this case from 

other bribery-related convictions is 
its high profile nature and alleged 
connection with factional infighting. 
Throughout proceedings, the por-
trayal of Bo’s case as a fight against 
corruption was overshadowed by its 
link to elite power struggles.82 The 
decision to target Bo and the pro-
found disagreement about his fate 
demonstrates the deep divide among 
top leadership.83 Insofar as rifts in 
the leadership act as a mechanism 
of checks and balances, informal 
factionalism can be a good thing. 
However, the development of infor-
mal factions within the Ccp can be 
dangerous if it is used merely as an 
excuse to attack opponents and pur-
sue self-interested ends.

In addition, the informal nature 
of factional politics “will not help 
in establishing ‘voice’ mechanisms 
for different social groups.”84 Since 
factions cannot directly link to any 
social groups, factions do not nec-
essarily directly represent group or 
personal interests. If factions become 
more formal and are allowed to create 
associations with groups, they could 
provide an avenue for direct interest 
articulation to the ruling elite.

Intra-party democracy would 
be beneficial to the Ccp since it has 

widespread support. Its reach at 
the grassroots level extends to over 
85 million members, making it the 
world’s largest ruling party in terms 
of raw numbers (though this figure 
is less striking as a proportion of the 
total population).85 Given the lack of 
formal and organized competition 
from outside of the Party, the most 
immediate and prudent method of 
generating increased democratic 
content—in this case, the institu-
tionalization of checks and balances 
and increased competition—must 
come from within the Ccp. The next 
section will discuss critiques of in-
tra-Party democracy, but it is import-
ant to keep in mind that intra-Party 
democracy’s greatest strength is its 
feasibility. The Party’s organizational 
and institutional power is something 
that exterior groups lack, and this 
power is ultimately necessary to en-
gender a change of this magnitude. 
The Party as an organizational body 
seeks survival above all else. As 
demonstrated throughout its history, 
if adaptation (in this case, increased 
intra-Party democratization) is need-
ed to maintain power, the Ccp should 
prove willing to make the necessary 
reforms.
Potential Problems with In-
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tra-Party Democracy
Intra-Party democracy faces a 

myriad of potential pitfalls and chal-
lenges to its effectiveness. One argu-
ment that condemns the core concept 
of intra-Party democracy is that Ccp 
democratization measures are “akin 
to asking a doctor to perform surgery 
on his or her own body.”86 In other 
words, the vested interests of leaders 
in the ruling party will render some 
necessary changes exceedingly diffi-
cult (though this same critique could 
be made of officials in other coun-
tries that are elected democratically). 
Nevertheless, this line of thinking 
ignores the idea that simultaneous-
ly increasing democratization and 
consolidating the ruling party are 
not necessarily mutually exclusive. 
If the core of intra-Party democra-
cy—increased competition and the 
institutionalization of checks and 
balances—is accepted as a funda-
mentally good path, any difficulties 
along the way should not mean that 
pursuing intra-Party democracy is 
simply wasted effort.

Although intra-Party democracy 
was deemed the “lifeblood” of the 
Party just a few years ago, progress 
in recent years has been disappoint-
ingly slow.87 To put it frankly, actual 

changes have yet to match the level 
of rhetoric from Party leadership. 
Top Party positions are still decid-
ed through closed-door consensus 
and dealings, rather than multican-
didate elections. Gang Lin asserts 
that “Party leaders obviously prefer 
coordination and consensus building 
to electoral competition and majority 
votes.”88 The existence of electoral 
competition at the highest levels of 
the Party would be impressive, but is 
far from reality at this point in time.

Similar concerns are expressed 
about the lack of increase in competi-
tion within the Central Committee: 

“nominees still only exceed the num-
ber of seats by five percent,” meaning 
that figure has not changed since 
1987.89 In fact, Central Committee 
elections held at the 18th Party Con-
gress in 2012 were not competitive at 
all since the number of candidates 
equaled the number of open posi-
tions.90 While there is nothing wrong 
with gradual change, stagnation and 
even regression signal a weaken-
ing of resolve. Even though equal 
representation of provinces within 
the Central Committee is clearly a 
challenge to the idea that reforms 
have regressed, the usefulness of the 
Central Committee faces certain in-

stitutional limits:

As a result, little progress has 
been made in reforming the Central 
Committee and strengthening its 
role within the Party.
The Issues of Informality and 
Universality and Proposed 
Improvements

Institutionalization of reforms 
within the Ccp—such as age limits, 
term limits, and circulation of offi-
cials—are troublesome to the extent 
that they are informal in nature. 
While these norms and procedures 
have become convention, there is 
always a risk that they will change 
someday. Zheng Yongnian summa-
rizes the crux of this issue:

Certainly, predictability stem-
ming from informal institutionaliza-
tion of checks and balances within 
the Party is an important first step. 
Once these measures become con-
vention, codifying them in explicit 
legal terms will be much easier. Yet 
until this step is taken, there remains 
a lingering doubt regarding the resil-
ience of these norms if they are not 
made formal.

Another concern with intra-Party 
democracy is that it does not extend 

It is difficult to transform the 
Central Committee into a real 
policy-making institution, as 
most of its members are scat-
tered nationwide, serving as 
local Party or government 
leaders. This membership 
structure, following precedent 
norms, does not suggest that 
the Central Committee will 
improve its function signifi-
cantly in the foreseeable fu-
ture.91

If intra-Party competition is 
inevitable, formal rules and 
norms which regulate compe-
titions are crucial. To elimi-
nate the possibility of hidden 
rules, competition rules would 
have to be explicit, fair and 
transparent. When hidden 
rules dominate political com-
petition, democracy will be 
jeopardized. If democracy is 
jeopardized, intra-Party com-
petition will not only destroy 
the unity of the Party, but also 
weaken the overall ability of 
the ruling party, thus increas-
ing the risk for political insta-
bility.92
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its benefits to society at large. In oth-
er words, even if changes within the 
Party benefit members, it does not 
necessarily ensure that those changes 
will extend beyond the Ccp. If power 
remains concentrated within the Par-
ty and it continues to assert influence 
over the state, “China’s institution 
building is likely to be incomplete 
and fraught with theoretical incon-
sistency and strategic ambiguity.”93 
However, this type of institutional 
limit should not lead to condemna-
tion of intra-Party democracy alto-
gether. Rather, it demonstrates the 
need for a multifaceted approach to 
reform. In order to ensure intra-Par-
ty democracy is an effective compo-
nent of this approach, there is a dis-
tinct need for improvement in certain 
areas.

Increased intra-Party competition 
is of little democratic value if those 
within the Party are not representa-
tive of the larger population. Admit-
tedly, descriptive representation may 
not always have a substantial impact 
on the actual decision-making of a 
given representative. There is a fur-
ther risk implicit in proposing the 
necessity of mirror representation: 
essentialism, or “the assumption that 
members of certain groups have an 

essential identity that all members 
of that group share and of which no 
others can partake.”94 Yet descriptive 
representation does have advantag-
es. Representatives that mirror the 
larger population can bring de facto 
legitimacy to historically underrep-
resented groups and improve com-
munication between party lines.95 
These benefits are particularly salient 
in a country like China, in which 
the interests of a dominant majority 
group often overshadow those of the 
minority groups.

At over 85 million members, the 
Ccp is already of substantial size, 
though it is important to review 
the demographic characteristics of 
its members. In terms of the gender 
divide, roughly 77% of Ccp members 
are male.96 5.8 million ethnic minori-
ties are members of the Party, which 
makes up about 6.8% of total mem-
bership.97 These figures contrast with 
one of the explicit goals outlined in 
the Party’s Constitution: “The Par-
ty attaches great importance to the 
training and promotion of women 
cadres and cadres from among the 
ethnic minorities.”98 Given the ex-
plicit nature of this goal, the Party 
must actively recruit these under-
represented groups and show a will-

ingness to embrace the principles of 
its constitution. The occupational 
breakdown of Party membership 
is more proportionally distributed 
among the population: 25.4 million 
members are farmers, herders, and 
fishers; 20.2 million members are 
managerial staff and professional 
technicians working for either busi-
nesses or nonprofit organizations; 
7.3 million members are industrial 
workers; 7.2 million members work 
for either the Party or state govern-
ment; and 2.9 million members are 
students.99 As membership contin-
ues to increase, Party leaders should 
prioritize maintaining proportional 
representation among membership 
in order to more accurately reflect the 
interests of the population.

Religious belief within the Party 
is another sensitive issue that poses 
challenges for intra-Party democra-
tization. The United States Depart-
ment of State issued a report wherein 
it discussed the Party’s antagonistic 
attitude toward religious belief: 

“The Ccp reportedly has issued two 
circulars since 1995 ordering Party 
members not to hold religious beliefs 
and ordering the expulsion of Party 
members who belong to religious 
organizations, whether open or clan-

destine.”100 There are other sources, 
however, that claim the reality of the 
situation is not so bleak. According 
to reports, close to a quarter of Party 
officials in certain localities do in fact 
actively engage in religious activi-
ty.101 Regardless of the true figures, it 
is imperative that the Ccp open itself 
up to religious believers. As an athe-
istic organization, the Party neglects 
a large segment of its population. A 
representative sample of 4,500 peo-
ple found that 31.4% of respondents 
aged 16 or above identify themselves 
as religious. Applied to the country 
as a whole, that would mean China 
potentially has around 300 million 
religious citizens—a large diver-
gence from the official figure of 
100 million.102 Party leaders should 
therefore reconcile their membership 
figures with the actual composition 
of the population. According to the 
Constitution of the Prc, “No state 
organ, public organization or indi-
vidual may compel citizens to believe 
in, or not to believe in, any religion; 
nor may they discriminate against 
citizens who believe in, or do not be-
lieve in, any religion.”103 As the Three 
Represents officially extended

Party membership to private en-
trepreneurs,104 the Party should work 
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to extend the tradition of opening 
membership to the large segment 
of religious believers in China. As 
Zheng Yongnian notes: “Openness 
is the precondition of competition. 
Without opening the political pro-
cess to the whole society, it is diffi-
cult to have talent enter the political 
process, and thus impossible to talk 
about competition.”105

The organizational power struc-
ture within the Party 
also raises potential 
problems for intra-Par-
ty democracy. Accord-
ing to the Party Con-
stitution, the highest 
organ of supreme pow-
er is the National Party 
Congress, held once 
every five years. The 
National Party Con-
gress subsequently elects the Central 
Committee. The Central Committee 
then determines the Politburo, its 
Standing Committee, and the Cen-
tral Military Commission. In reality, 
intra-Party power and decision-mak-
ing is controlled by an elite group of 
Party members that comprise the 
Politburo Standing Committee, as 
well as the larger and less exclusive 
Politburo.

In order to help restore some of 
the constitutionally mandated pow-
er to the National Party Congress, 
Gao Fang recommends that the body 
meet yearly as opposed to every five 
years. Annual meetings would allow 
the National Party Congress to have 
a more intimate connection with na-
tional policymaking. Gang Lin de-
scribes the hypothetical role of this 
body:

In addition to this proposed 
change, Gao suggests that the Par-
ty publicly disclose its assets, ex-
penses, and revenue; transparency 
of intra-Party affairs is critical to a 
more democratic ruling party. Fi-
nally, Gao believes that competitive 
elections to select the Ccp General 
Secretary, along with top leaders 
at each Party level, will signal that 
intra-Party democracy has become 

If the Npc, an ‘electoral college’ for selecting 
the Central Committee and a rubber stamp 
for endorsing Party Constitution revision, is to 
actually transform itself into the ‘highest deci-
sion-making organ’ in the future, the empow-
ered organ may provide an ongoing institu-
tional forum where delegates meet once a year, 
and from which they periodically supervise the 
Central Committee.106

highly developed (gaodu fazhan).107 
While these organizational changes 
may be ideal, implementation would 
surely be quite difficult and would re-
quire considerable support from top 
leaders and the public.
Concluding Thoughts on In-
tra-Party Democracy

Although in recent years progress 
has been slow, intra-Party democra-
cy as a direction for development is 
a positive step. Certain institutional 
constraints and checks and balances 
have been successfully established, 
and consensus building has replaced 
strongman politics. In regard to the 
necessity of intra-Party democracy, 
Womack asserts that “it would be 
meaningless to talk of party-state 
democracy without inner-Party de-
mocracy.”108 While it seems as if the 
strong rhetoric labeling intra-Party 
democracy as the “lifeblood” of the 
Party has not been matched by action 
in the recent years, it is important to 
remember how far the Ccp has come 
since the days of Mao.

The top-down approach of in-
tra-Party democracy may seem at 
odds with the bottom-up method 
of grassroots democratization; how-
ever, there may indeed be a connec-
tion. Taylor and Calvillo believe that 

“calls for inner-party democracy are a 
direct response to village elections: 
once people could elect the village 
chief, why not also elect the village 
secretary?”109 The development of 
intra-Party democracy could also 
benefit from some of the lessons of 
grassroots democratization. As was 
the case with local village elections, 
continued advancement of intra-Par-
ty democracy should proceed gradu-
ally and in a well-contained manner 
in order to maintain stability. Im-
plementation should then increase 
once the system and society at large 
have adjusted to better handle the 
change.110

This has already been done to 
some extent with the institution-
alization of certain checks and bal-
ances for the leadership. Nonetheless, 
for intra-Party democracy to be an 
effective course of action, leaders 
cannot become lethargic. Inertia of 
policy can work in both directions. 
Stagnation and even regression 
could be detrimental to the progress 
made thus far. In contrast, additional 
measures to strengthen intra-Party 
competition and checks and balances 
have the potential to create a positive 
inertia that fuels the impetus for even 
more reforms in the future.
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As reforms within the Party in-
crease in scope, it is important to 
keep in mind what is truly demo-
cratic about this style of reform. Of 
course, there are degrees to which 
democratization can occur. The Ccp 
has already effectively ensured that 
future decisions will be made by 
the group rather than by a single 
person. In this sense, more input in 
the decision-making process from 
an increasing number of people is 
more democratic. As with concur-
rent office holding at the village level, 
in which the local Party Secretary 
seeks to legitimize his role through 
a popular mandate, the Party should 
seek to open itself up to a wider range 
of people in order to develop demo-
cratic legitimacy that extends beyond 
the majority Han group. Expanding 
input in the policymaking process 
no doubt has its drawbacks. The ef-
ficiency and adaptability of the Party 
may be hindered slightly by a more 
cumbersome process of interest ar-
ticulation, debate, and eventual im-
plementation of policy. Yet even with 
its limitations, additional input from 
the masses can help make leaders 
more sensitive and responsive to the 
interests of the people, thereby con-
solidating legitimacy and improving 

governance.
Minority Rights

While the idea of democracy is 
often connected with giving power 
back to the “people”—or majority—
it is equally critical to protect the 
rights and interests of the minority. 
As Womack notes in his theoretical 
exploration of party-state democra-
cy, “The most difficult aspect of par-
ty-state democracy is the protection 
of the interests of the minority. At a 
minimum this requires recognition 
and protection of basic rights.”111 The 
protection of minorities in China 
faces a myriad of challenges due to 
China’s unique sociopolitical con-
text. While the subject of minority 
representation within the Party has 
already been discussed in brief, this 
section will expand on protecting 
minority rights more generally.

China is often viewed as a largely 
homogeneous nation: Han Chinese 
are the overwhelming majority group 
in terms of both power and number, 
comprising nearly 92% of the total 
population.112 The Chinese govern-
ment divides the additional 8% of the 
population into 55 ethnic minority 
groups (shaoshu minzu), which many 
scholars argue fails to comprehen-
sively include all distinct minority 

groups. While the percentage of 
minorities in China relative to the 
majority Han group may seem insig-
nificant, the raw number—nearly 105 
million—is still quite large.113 Ethnic 
minorities range broadly in terms of 
appearance, religious practices, lan-
guage, and other cultural character-
istics. For example, while Tibetans 
practice a distinct culture, religion, 
and language, the Manchus are vir-
tually indistinguishable from Han 
Chinese in almost all aspects of life. 
In general, China’s ethnic minorities 
are concentrated in the borderlands 
and western regions of the country, 
though in recent years there has been 
a significant influx of Han Chinese 
to traditionally minority-dominated 
areas.

Protection of ethnic minority 
groups in China stems from multi-
ple legal sources. First, Peerenboom 
notes that “China has ratified over 
twenty human rights treaties” and has 
engaged in “numerous 
multilateral, regional, 
and bilateral dialogues 
on rights issues.”114 In 
addition to participa-
tion in the internation-
al human rights regime, 
domestic Chinese law 

contains certain protections of the 
autonomy of minority groups. Ac-
cording to the Constitution of the 
Prc, “The state does its utmost to 
promote the common prosperity of 
all nationalities in the country.”115 
Article 4 goes on to declare that “all 
nationalities in the People’s Republic 
of China are equal.” According to 
this article, discrimination against 
minority groups is strictly prohibited; 
promotion of economic development 
in minority regions is guaranteed; 
minority groups are allowed to prac-
tice regional autonomy; and minori-
ties can preserve their unique culture 
and customs.116

The capacity to practice regional 
autonomy is at the core of the eth-
nic law system in China. The basis 
for this can be found in the Law of 
Ethnic Regional Autonomy (LERA, 
minzu quyu zizhifa), first passed in 
1984 and amended in 2001. Accord-
ing to Article 12 of LERA:

Autonomous areas may be established where 
one or more minority nationalities live in con-
centrated communities, in the light of local 
conditions such as the relationship among the 
various nationalities and the level of economic 
development, and with due consideration for 
historical background.117
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Autonomous areas are subse-
quently divided based on scale. The 
largest types of autonomous areas 
are the five provincial-level autono-
mous regions (zizhiqu). In 1947, two 
years before the founding of the Prc, 
Inner Mongolia Autonomous Re-
gion was the first to be established. 
Subsequently, Xinjiang Uighur Au-
tonomous region was established 
in 1955, followed by both Guangxi 
Zhuang Autonomous Region and 
Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region 
in 1958. Tibet Autonomous Region 
was the last to be established in 1965. 
Hierarchically below autonomous 
regions are thirty autonomous pre-
fectures (zizhizhou), which are found 
within certain ordinary provinces 
with a higher concentration of eth-
nic minorities. At the bottom of the 
regional autonomy system are the 
120 autonomous counties (zizhixian). 
These three types of autonomous ar-
eas are home to over 70% of the total 
population of ethnic minorities in 
China and cover 64% of the country’s 
territory.118

LERA provides additional protec-
tions for China’s minority groups. To 
name just a few, Article 11 guarantees 
religious freedom; Article 19 enables 
people’s congresses in autonomous 

areas to enact “self-governing reg-
ulations and separate regulations,” 
but critically these regulations first 
must be submitted for approval to 
the Standing Committee of the Na-
tional People’s Congress (Npcsc)119; 
Article 44 allows autonomous areas 
to control family planning measures; 
Articles 59–63 set aside special funds 
for development and investment in 
ethnic autonomous areas, as well as 
for other preferential policies (youhui 
zhengce).120

According to Sautman, ethnic 
minority law has two main goals: 

“(1) reversing the traditional Chi-
nese pattern of marginalization and 
subordination of non-Han peoples, 
and (2) constructing a minority elite 
whose loyalty is essential to political 
stability.”121 This depiction of ethnic 
minority law seems to emphasize 
what the Constitution of the Prc 
refers to as the “unitary multi-na-
tional state” of China.122 It also raises 
another point: namely, that protect-
ing and promoting the interests of 
China’s minorities can help ensure 
stability—which is of vital interest to 
the Party. Whether or not China has 
been successful in this endeavor will 
be evaluated below.
Improvements in Ethnic Mi-

nority Life
Since the establishment of the 

Prc, ethnic minorities have undoubt-
edly achieved a higher standard of 
living. The case of Tibet provides a 
particularly acute example. Accord-
ing to reports, prior to 1955 roughly 
90% of Tibet’s population was made 
up of serfs.123 The institution of serf-
dom was tremendously oppressive 
at times. The State Council’s 2009 
White Paper on Tibet describes 
some of the more disturbing details 
of this system:

Clearly, increased investment in 
minority regions has improved the 
economic conditions of many mi-
nority groups. While development 
inherently produces its own set of 
problems (e.g. degradation of culture), 

economic stability is an important 
precondition for guaranteeing other 
rights.125

The White Paper on Tibet provides 
additional statistics that demonstrate 
the progress made toward a great-
er degree of autonomy. In terms of 
regional, prefectural, county, and 
township elections for people’s con-
gresses in 2007, over 96% of those el-
igible to vote participated. 94% of the 
34,000 deputies elected to the peo-
ple’s congresses were either Tibetan 
or members of other ethnic minority 

groups.126 Progress has 
not just been confined 
to the Tibetan Auton-
omous Region. In 2008 
there were 2.9 million 
minority cadres nation-
ally, a 300% increase 
from 1978.127 State 
investment in auton-
omous areas has been 
another strong point. 
From 1951 to 2008, the 
government invested 

over 200 billion yuan in Tibet for 
infrastructure projects; the rate of in-
vestment grew by an average of 12% 
annually.128 The public health sector 
has also been emphasized. In 2003 
the Chinese government set aside 

As stipulated in Tibet’s local code, when serfs 
“infringe upon” the interests of the three es-
tate-holders, the estate-holders can “have their 
eyes gouged out, legs hamstrung, tongues cut 
out, or hands severed, or have them hurled 
from a cliff, drowned or otherwise killed; such 
punishments are warning to others not to fol-
low their example.” Any serf “who voices griev-
ances at the palace, behaving disgracefully, 
should be arrested and whipped; anyone who 
disobeys a master shall be arrested…”124
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1.37 billion yuan for health services 
in the five autonomous regions. The 
funding was for “public health, basic 
rural health facilities, specialized 
hospitals, rural cooperative medical 
services and control of serious dis-
eases.”129 The White Paper goes on 
to note that in addition to significant 
increases in the number of hospital 
beds, medical technicians, and ep-
idemic prevention centers, “by the 
end of 2003, the ethnic autonomous 
areas had 15,230 medical institutions, 
13 times the number in 1952.”130

Apart from basic improvements 
in material quality of life and health, 
relative to the Mao era there is a 
much greater degree of openness in 
Chinese society today, particularly 
with regard to the prevalence of the 
Internet and social media. There is 
also more tolerance for criticism of 
the Party and media outlets are giv-
en more leniency in what they pub-
lish.131 To be sure, Freedom House 
reports describe Chi-
na’s media control as a 
type of “market-based 
censorship” that is 

“both resilient and re-
pressive.”132 Nonethe-
less, relative progress is 
still a positive sign that 

should not be ignored.
Anti-Minority Sentiment

A significant challenge to pro-
tecting ethnic minorities stems from 
anti-minority sentiment. One of the 
explicit goals of the ethnic regional 
autonomy system, as outlined in the 
Preamble to the Constitution of the 
Prc, is to “combat big-nation chau-
vinism, mainly Han chauvinism.”133 
Ghai, Woodman, and Loper define 
Han chauvinism (da hanzu zhuyi) 
as “Han arrogance towards and con-
tempt for minorities, rooted in the 
Confucian perception of minorities 
as ‘barbarians.’”134 The nation-build-
ing project of the Prc, which has 
promoted unity and solidarity, has 
also exacerbated Han chauvinism 
and created a rift with some mi-
nority groups. A 1989 study by Wu 
and Long on the minority residents 
of Beijing found that discriminatory 
views of minorities were still wide-
spread:

Even today, some people in society often, ei-
ther consciously or subconsciously, express a 
discriminatory and scornful attitude toward 
minorities, thinking perhaps that their intelli-
gence is not as high as that of the Han, or per-
haps they are genetically inferior…135

This type of historical prejudice 
has led to present day ramifications 
for the lives of ethnic minorities. Ac-
cording to a survey conducted in 2006, 
85% of respondents experienced or 
observed some type of employment 
discrimination.136 In Xinjiang, some 
Han Chinese tend to associate Ui-
ghurs with criminal activity, though 
Enze Han describes the situation in 
Xinjiang as one of “mutual discrimi-
nation” that is “cyclical and self-rein-
forcing.”137 While the sociopolitical 
context has changed since Wu and 
Long’s 1989 study, relations between 
the dominant Han majority and the 
multitude of ethnic minority groups 
have not necessarily improved much. 
The preferential policies that ethnic 
minorities receive, including “family 
planning, school admissions, hiring 
and promoting officials, bank loans, 
[and] poverty alleviation” have gen-
erated resentment among some Han 
Chinese.138

In addition, increased integra-
tion of Han Chinese in traditionally 
minority-occupied re-
gions has led to tension 
between groups. This 
process, in which large 
numbers of Han people 
migrate to minority ar-

eas, is known as “Hanification” (han-
hua). Paradoxically, much of the in-
vestment aimed at assisting minority 
regions has in fact attracted Han 
residents. To give just one example, 
in 1949 the Han population in Xinji-
ang totaled 5%; today that figure has 
soared to around 40%.139 As a result, 
many critics claim that Han Chinese 
have been the main beneficiaries of 
economic development in minority 
areas.140 Moreover, as Han residents 
increase in proportion to the local 
minority, true autonomy of the mi-
nority group becomes diluted.141

Problems with China’s Ethnic 
Minority Policy

China’s ethnic minority policy, 
while seemingly comprehensive in 
legal terms, has definite flaws. Some 
critics even argue that these flaws 
are in fact crippling for the system 
of ethnic autonomy, rendering it a 
symbolic and powerless institution. 
The first contradiction stems from 
the control of the Party over the state. 
As Lai Hongyi notes:

The post of administrative chief (governors, 
mayors, magistrates, etc.) in the ethnic auton-
omous areas that is held by ethnic minorities is 
the No. 2 office. In most ethnic autonomous ar-
eas the Party Secretary, the No. 1 power hold-
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Thus, for many critics the fact that 
autonomous regions fall “under the 
leadership of the Communist Party 
of China”143 disqualifies them from 
having a meaningful impact. The 
nature of the positions frequently 
given to ethnic minorities is also 
problematic to an extent. There are 
a considerable amount of minority 
members in local people’s congress-
es and certain government bodies; 
however, there are no similar poli-
cies for ethnic minority membership 
within the Ccp.144 While the institu-
tional limits imposed by the Party 
are indeed important to recognize, 
administrative state offices do have 
influence in implementation, espe-
cially when adjusting broad policy to 
fit local conditions.

Another critique of China’s eth-
nic minority policy pertains to a 
provision found in Article 116 of 
the Prc Constitution as well as Ar-
ticle 19 of LERA. Both articles afford 
autonomous regions with the right 
to “enact self-governing regulations 
and separate regulations” but clarify 
that the “self-governing regulations 

and separate regula-
tions of autonomous 
regions shall be sub-
mitted to the Standing 

Committee of the National People's 
Congress for approval before they 
go into effect.”145 Consequently, the 
central government has the ulti-
mate say in accepting or rejecting 
autonomous legislation. Moneyhon 
likens autonomous regions under 
this system as more similar to “polit-
ical eunuchs” than “masters of their 
own areas.”146 This notably differs 
from regular provinces that can pass 
legislation without Npc approval, as 
long as they submit the legislation for 
the record.147 Furthermore, Special 
Economic Zones (sez) are allowed 
to enact local policy in accordance 
with “general principles” of national 
laws.148 The capacity of ethnic mi-
nority autonomous regions to enact 
local legislation faces much more 
severe restrictions than that of both 
normal provinces and sezs.
The Cases of Tibet and Xinjiang

Discussion of ethnic minorities in 
China inevitably comes back to the 
two notoriously troubled regions in 
the west of the country: Tibet and 
Xinjiang. Both Tibet and Xinjiang 
are provincial-level autonomous re-

er, is usually a Han. This led some observers to 
view regional autonomy as a mere political fa-
cade to disguise Han’s dominance.142

gions, each with its own set of unique 
issues. The largest ethnic minority 
groups in each region are Tibetans 
and Uighurs, respectively. While 
most minority groups in China have 
historically fallen under the domain 
of Chinese territory, the vast expans-
es and sometimes forbidding topog-
raphy of Tibet and Xinjiang have a 
more ambiguous relationship with 
Chinese sovereignty.149 Although 
a comprehensive discussion of Ti-
bet and Xinjiang is not within the 
scope of this paper, issues concerning 
Tibetans and Uighurs do provide 
instructive examples for evaluating 
the effectiveness of minority rights 
policy in China.

Government repression and sepa-
ratist activity in both regions are well 
documented and widely reported. 
Michael C. Davis provides a brief 
summary of oppressive activity in 
Tibet, which includes:

The Tibetan issue receives ad-

ditional attention due to its inter-
national profile and the increasing 
numbers of self-immolations in re-
cent years. Uighur demonstrations 
and separatist activity has been polit-
icized due to the Islamic faith of the 
Uighur ethnicity.

Given the Uighurs’ past history 
of nationhood and independence, 
maintaining tight control over the 
region has been a key priority for 
the central government. While most 
Uighurs do not actively pursue inde-
pendence, the few that do so have 
created the association between Ui-
ghurs and separatism that exists to-
day. The Chinese government is sen-
sitive to this issue.151 The government 
tends to view and respond to Uighur 
demonstrations through the lens of 

“separatism,” whereas similar protests 
by other ethnic minority groups may 
not provoke the same severity of re-
action. The Ccp Leadership fears the 

involvement of outside 
radical Muslim groups 
in Xinjiang. Addition-
ally, many in the Party 
are apprehensive that 
spillover effects from 
separatist activity in 
Xinjiang could lead to 

increased demonstrations in Tibet or 

military occupation and crackdowns, the sack-
ing and razing of Buddhist monasteries, sup-
pression of religion, coerced ‘reeducation’ of 
monks and nuns, imprisonment of dissidents, 
and the forced relocation of rural dwellers and 
herders to more populated areas.150
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among other minority regions.152

The Uighur situation in Xinjiang 
is thus a vicious cycle. Fear of sep-
aratism causes the Chinese govern-
ment to increase pressure for devel-
opment and encourage the migration 
associated with hanhua. This in turn 
leads to pushback and protests from 
the local population. Such push-
back increases the perceived need 
for governmental action. In contrast 
to the successful assimilation of 
Hui Muslims into Chinese society, 
Uighur Muslims have struggled to 
gain acceptance due to differences in 
physical characteristics as well as po-
litical and historical factors. While 
an argument can be made that devel-
opment and the dilution of cultural 
autonomy may help foster the assim-
ilation of ethnic minorities and their 
eventual acceptance in Chinese soci-
ety, ethnic minority policy in China 
clearly protects the use and develop-
ment of language and preservation of 
customs.153 This legal guarantee can 
be applied in a similar manner to the 
case of Tibet, where many fear the 
sparsely distributed Tibetan popula-
tion is at risk of being overwhelmed 
by Han migration.154 Simply promot-
ing economic development in these 
regions fails to comprehensively con-

form to the standards prescribed in 
Chinese law; cultural autonomy must 
also be respected.
Religious Protection

Religious belief is a core compo-
nent of many ethnic minority cul-
tures and is also fairly widespread 
throughout China. As mentioned 
previously, some estimates claim that 
more than 31% of Chinese adults are 
religious, a relatively high number 
given the country is officially athe-
ist.155 Article 36 of the Constitution 
guarantees freedom of religion, as 
long as believers engage in “normal 
religious activities.”156 The ambiguity 
of this phrasing has generated signif-
icant controversy as to what religious 
activity the government can actually 
restrict and what is considered “nor-
mal.” Even with ostensible guaran-
tees for the freedom of religion, there 
are only five officially recognized 
religions in China: Buddhism, Dao-
ism, Protestantism, Catholicism, and 
Islam.157 Other religions receive no 
protection under the law. Moreover, 
the government has cracked down 
on other spiritual movements. Most 
notably, Falun Gong, which was la-
beled a “cult” by Chinese media, was 
banned in 1999 following accusations 
of brainwashing and exploitation.158 

Even officially recognized religions 
face certain obstructions. For in-
stance, the teaching of Islam to those 
under 18 is forbidden and there are 
restrictions on mosque construction 
in politically sensitive areas.159

When compared to protections af-
forded to Confucianism and Daoism, 
which are both engrained parts of 
Chinese culture, protections granted 
to the more unfamiliar and seeming-
ly foreign Muslim tradition fall short. 
These ostensibly foreign religious 
traditions do in fact share certain 
ideological similarities with the Ccp. 
Islamic scripture, for instance, plac-
es distinct emphasis on peace, unity, 
and stability.160 Although the diver-
sity found within Islamic discourse 
is similar in scale to the 
great diversity found 
in Chinese political 
thought, abstract ideo-
logical similarities do 
exist and should be 
used to build mutual 
trust. Moreover, on a 
macro-level these core ideological 
components fit rather nicely with Hu 
Jintao’s much-touted “harmonious 
society” (hexie shehui). The main-
stream beliefs and fears of religion do 
not justify depriving citizens of their 

constitutionally guaranteed rights. 
Though faltering implementation of 
religious protection is not something 
unique to China, it is still a problem 
that warrants attention.
Concluding Thoughts on Mi-
nority Rights

China’s minority policy, rooted in 
ethnic autonomous areas, is certain-
ly not a complete system in practice. 
Nonetheless, it is an encouraging 
sign that the legal framework for mi-
nority autonomy is fairly solid. The 
Constitution of the Prc and LERA 
offer the groundwork upon which a 
more comprehensive system can be 
built.161 Yet it is important to heed 
Stein’s warning about becoming 
overly optimistic: 

While individual rights are at the 
core of minority rights, improve-
ments in the latter should not wait 
until perfection of the former.

Preferential policies for ethnic mi-
norities should be expanded in both 

 There is no sense in contemplating means for 
reconfiguring Chinese minority policy as long 
as traditional human rights abuses run ram-
pant…Minority rights in China, according to 
this view, cannot proceed without individual 
rights first protected.162
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the private sector and the Party. This 
would contribute to increased eco-
nomic and political representation. 
Helping minority groups achieve 
more senior-level positions in the 
Party is imperative. Although mi-
norities are overrepresented in gov-
ernment bodies such as the Chinese 
People’s Political Consultative Con-
ference (10.8% of members are ethnic 
minorities), they are distinctly un-
derrepresented in the politburo and 
other senior Ccp positions. Changing 
this pattern is an important goal to 
strive for, but it should be noted that 
underrepresentation of minorities 
in senior political positions is the 
norm globally.163 Ghai, 
Woodman, and Loper 
propose the need for an 

“independent institu-
tion to adjudicate con-
flicts between central 
and autonomous au-
thorities on the scope of 
violations of autonomy.”164 Presently, 
there is no institution with this role. 
Equally important to structural pol-
icy changes is a reorientation of atti-
tude among leaders. Ethnic minority 
autonomy should not make leaders 
apprehensive; rather, expanding mi-
nority rights will help reinforce sta-

bility and improve the quality of life 
of these minorities. This will benefit 
both the interests of the Party and 
those of minority citizens. Whether 
the legal foundation of ethnic auton-
omy and minority rights will be put 
fully into practice remains to be seen, 
but any positive changes will surely 
be greeted with enthusiasm both do-
mestically and internationally. 
Conclusion

Some critics may argue that par-
ty-state democracy is an idealistic 
and ultimately unattainable system. 
However, moving towards this form 
of democracy may be a laudable goal 
by itself. As Womack explains:

Continued liberalization, there-
fore, is a constructive path for po-
litical development. Consistent 
with this logic, Cheng Li concisely 
asserts that “democracy is a process 
rather than event.”166 No country 
has achieved—or is likely to ever 
achieve—an ideal democratic system. 

Even if legislative democracy is the only sta-
ble form of democracy, the continued liberal-
ization of the party-state might minimize the 
trauma of transition, and if no transition oc-
curred then a soft authoritarian state could still 
be preferable to a less soft one.165

Instead, the active pursuit of that 
ideal is what should be sought.

China’s economic rise since the 
landmark reforms of 1978 has been 
characterized by one thing above all 
others: pragmatism. Deng Xiaoping 
is frequently cited as a pragmatic 
reformer who paved the way for the 
institutionalization of reforms, and 
subsequently the nation’s remarkable 
growth. His notable aphorism to 

“cross the river by feeling the stones” 
suggests that reforms should proceed 
gradually and methodically, but con-
tinue to move forward nonetheless.

Deng’s trajectory for economic 
reform closely parallels the model 
for political reform proposed in this 
paper. Methodical, but consistent, 
reforms simultaneously help ensure 
stability—which is critical for eco-
nomic prosperity—as well as positive 
political progress. An increasingly 
democratic China has already helped 
its citizens tremendously and has the 
potential to contribute much more. 
The spread of elections at the local 
level has empowered a significant 
number of villagers through the abil-
ity to determine village leadership 
and, consequently, the nature of lo-
cal governance. When implemented 
successfully, local village elections 

have increased transparency and even 
forced Party cadres to seek electoral 
office in order to gain legitimacy.

In addition to bottom-up democ-
ratization, the pursuit of intra-Party 
democracy is a complementary pol-
icy goal. The institutionalization of 
certain checks and balances within 
the Party has been critical for regu-
lating the distribution of power. As 
the precedent for institutional norms 
and procedures becomes more deep-
ly rooted within the Party, it should 
become easier for leaders to build on 
this progress. While many de facto 
norms within the Party have been 
successful, the same cannot neces-
sarily be said about ethnic minority 
policy in China. Fortunately, the le-
gal basis for the protection of minori-
ty rights is solid and can be used to 
strengthen implementation. Though 
progress has been made in quality 
of life, ethnic minority groups still 
suffer from a lack of representation 
in the highest echelons of the ruling 
party—a common fate for minority 
groups throughout the world, but 
one that leaders should work to ame-
liorate nonetheless.

Throughout its long and often tu-
multuous history, the Ccp has proved 
its resilience and adaptability in the 
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face of numerous obstacles. The 
coming decades will undoubtedly 
pose new and unexpected challenges 
that will necessitate innovation, re-
form, and flexibility. Despite all this 
uncertainty, one thing is certain: the 
Party cannot stagnate and expect to 
survive indefinitely. Further reforms 
promoting democratic benefits for 
citizens and governance are the key 
to avoiding stagnation and ensur-
ing legitimacy. The question that 
remains is whether leaders will em-
brace this change sufficiently to avoid 
the alternate fate.
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The Enemy of My  
Enemy is My Enemy?

The Syrian government’s reliance 
on foreign fighters as a potential 
source of division

As the conflict in Syria has morphed from a protest movement into a protracted 
civil war, it has taken on increasingly sectarian features that have galvanized 
Sunnis and Shiites throughout the region. The internationalization of the 
Syrian conflict along sectarian lines has led to frequent discussion of the 
influx of foreign Sunni rebel fighters into Syria, and the resulting lack of rebel 
unity. However, significantly less attention has been given to the implications 
of the Assad regime’s reliance on foreign Shiite fighters, especially those 
belonging to groups other than Lebanese Hezbollah. The Syrian government 
has increasingly outsourced militant activities to such groups, in a move that 
threatens to undermine the unity of pro-regime forces.

By Mathilda Shepherd

While alleged re-
ports of volunteer 
Shiite fighters enter-

ing Syria from lands as distant as the 
Ivory Coast and Afghanistan1 remain 
difficult to verify, the presence of 
Iranian and Iraqi fighters has been 
more thoroughly documented. The 
Iranian fighters, most of whom are 
either members of the Basij internal 
security force or veterans of the Ira-
nian Revolutionary Guards Corps 
(Irgc)2, usually receive mention of 
their service in martyr reports once 
their bodies are returned to Iran; 
beyond this, their activities in Syria 
have remained shrouded in secrecy, 
and very little is known about their 
specific activities there. However, the 
role of Iraqi Shiite pro-regime fight-
ers has been relatively more public, 
and therefore easier to analyze. The 
majority of Iraqi pro-regime fighters 
in Syria appear to be affiliated with 
an assortment of Shiite militias that 
formed after the U.S. invasion and 
occupation of Iraq in the early 2000s. 
This paper will focus especially on 
those militant groups that have of-
ficially acknowledged that they are 
sending fighters to Syria: Kata’ib 
Hizballah, Asa’ib Ahl al-Haq, and 
the Badr Organization.

The Iraqi Shiite militias that have 
publicly announced the presence 
of their members in Syria all have 
strong, well-documented ties to Iran. 
These links are as much ideological 
as they are material. Kata’ib Hiz-
balllah, Asa’ib Ahl al-Haq, and the 
Badr Organization were established 
under Iranian guidance in opposition 
to U.S. military presence in Iraq, and 
they continue to receive funding and 
political support from Iran. Many 
members who come to Syria report 
being flown in on Iranian airlines 
and receiving training within Iran 
prior to deployment.3 These militias 
adhere to Khomeinist ideology (ve-
layat-e faqih) and promote Iranian 
revolutionary principles.4 Fighters 
from these organizations have been 
taking up arms in Syria at least since 
October 2012,5 and while their exact 
numbers are not known, the total 
number of foreign Shiite fighters in 
Syria is thought to be between 8,000 
and 10,000.6

‘The regime’ is generally por-
trayed as a monolithic, unified force 
in contrast to the foreign-infiltrated, 
diverse groups that constitute ‘the 
rebels.’ However, the involvement of 
foreign militias on the regime side 
might make us question the abso-
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luteness of this characterization. Are 
there any tensions between Irani-
an-backed Iraqi Shiite fighters and 
native Syrian forces? If so, what im-
pact could such rifts have on Syria’s 
war going forward? What challenges 
might reliance on these foreign actors 
present for the Assad regime if it re-
tains control over some part of post-
war Syria?

Using theories of violence devo-
lution, I contend that although se-
curity decentralization has enhanced 
the Assad regime’s ability to fight a 
prolonged civil war, the increased use 
of militias threatens to complicate its 
ability to control regime-held territo-
ries. In the case of the government’s 
use of Iraqi fighters, challenges to 
Syria’s central authority are already 
being manifested through the fight-
ers’ feelings of resentment toward 
their Syrian colleagues and deci-
sions to act independent of Syrian 
directives. In addition, I argue that 
the ideological heterogeneity within 
the ranks of the Iraqi militiamen as 
well as the stark contrast between 
their politico-religious vision and 
the Assad regime’s secular Ba’athist 
ideology introduce the potential for 
deeper challenges to Assad’s author-
ity going forward. If these divisive 

features are not skillfully negotiated 
and contained, they could remain an 
enduring source of conflict for Assad, 
even if he is able to eliminate rebel 
opposition.
Theory

Ideally, we would like to char-
acterize the Iraqi Shiite pro-regime 
fighters in Syria according to a 
paramilitary typology to guide our 
assessment of their impact on re-
gime control. However, the existing 
paramilitary literature is based on 
case studies that cannot be easily 
compared to the case of Iraqi Shiite 
fighters in Syria. Studies of pro-gov-
ernment militias are overwhelmingly 
concerned with homegrown mili-
tias operating within the territorial 
boundaries of the country in which 
they were formed, such as the Suda-
nese Janjaweed and the spectrum of 
Colombian paramilitary groups that 
formed in response to eln and farc 
rebels.7 Because the Iraqis in Syria 
come from militias that were found-
ed and continue to operate in Iraq, 
many of the dimensions utilized to 
construct typologies are difficult to 
apply. For example, one study bases 
its typology on whether a militia was 
created by the state or local civil-
ian initiatives;8 the Iraqi pro-Assad 

militants were neither created at the 
behest of the Syrian government, nor 
were they formed in response to local 
Syrian demands.

It might instead be useful to char-
acterize the activities of Iraqi Shiite 
militants in Syria through a com-
parative study looking at other cases 
in which foreign fighters (excluding 
those officially enlisted in a foreign 
government’s military) have trav-
elled to assist other governments in 
committing violent acts. Document-
ed examples of this phenomenon 
include the French Foreign Legion, 
Moammar Qadhafi’s pan-African 
Islamic legion, Israel’s Mahal unit, 
and Bahrain’s recent employment of 
foreign Sunnis in the riot police and 
in Bahraini Special Forces.

None of these cases brings to mind 
any clear instance of decreased state 
control or non-compliance. Although 
each case is situated in a distinct 
historical and institutional context, 
they all share one feature that is ab-
sent from the case of Iraqi Shiites in 
Syria: the foreigners were integrated 
into the ranks of the official security 
apparatus. To illustrate this key dif-
ference, it is helpful to consider Bah-
rain. Although it is not engaged in a 
bloody civil war anywhere near the 

scale of Syria, Bahrain, like Syria, is 
mired in a conflict between anti-gov-
ernment protesters and a regime 
that has responded violently to their 
demands. Also similar to Syria, the 
conflict in Bahrain has been cast in 
largely sectarian terms, as the Sunni 
Khalifa family rules over a majority 
Shiite population. Syria receives for-
mal support from the Irgc; Bahrain 
also received an envoy of Saudi and 
other Gulf soldiers, known as the 
Peninsula Shield. As early as 2011 it 
was reported that the Khalifas were 
recruiting non-military Sunnis from 
Pakistan, Yemen, and Jordan to as-
sist in violent protest suppression.9 
This measure has elicited complaints 
from various sectors of society who 
view it as an overtly sectarian move,10 
but there have not been documented 
conflicts between foreign Sunni riot 
police and native Bahraini state per-
sonnel.

The absence of conflict between 
foreign and native government forces 
in Bahrain, and its presence in Syria, 
might be in part due to fundamental 
differences in how foreign personnel 
are repackaged once they enter the 
country. While the foreign Sunnis in 
Bahrain are integrated into the state’s 
formal security apparatus, Iraqi Shi-
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ites in Syria are not. Instead, they 
might come as a special Syria divi-
sion of one of the Iraqi militias—for 
example, as members of Liwa Kafeel 
Zeinab, the Syria branch of Asa’ib 
Ahl al-Haq11—or they might join 
an Iraqi-dominated militia in Syria. 
The Liwa Abu Fadl al-Abbas (Lafa), 
which appears to recruit primarily 
from Asa’ib Ahl al-Haq and Kata’ib 
Hizballah, is the most well known of 
these.12 In either situation, the Iraqi 
fighters seem to maintain their iden-
tification with the militia organiza-
tions in Iraq. The Syrian government 
has allowed militias—rather than 
simply individuals—to fight rebel 
groups on Syrian soil; this introduces 
a set of challenges to Assad’s ability 
to exert control that reliance on indi-
vidual, integrated fighters would not.

The regime’s use of Iraqi Shiite 
militias in combat operations co-
incides with a general movement 
to decentralize the Syrian Army’s 
command structure. After suffering 
major losses, defections, and high 
rates of attrition and casualties in 
2011 and 2012, the regime adopted 
two key measures: a transition to 
a more diffuse command structure 
and reliance on pro-regime militias. 
The reformed command structure 

allowed the regime to carry out si-
multaneous operations which were 
previously unfeasible, while the de-
cision to cooperate with non-military 
armed groups helped compensate for 
lower troop numbers.13

Theorists tend to agree that al-
though a government’s decision to 
devolve command and control over 
its provision of security offers im-
mediate benefits, reliance on armed, 
organized non-state actors also en-
tails significant risks. Carey et al 
explain this trade-off in terms of an 
outsourcing model: the government 
benefits from increased efficiency 
and reduced liability in forfeiting its 
monopoly on violence to other armed 
groups, while at the same time pay-
ing the price of reduced control over 
these groups.14 Irregular forces are 
difficult to monitor, and might not 
share the state’s political vision or 
long-term goals. If militia leaders 
decide that their interests no longer 
coincide with those of the state, they 
could garner their own popular sup-
port base and directly challenge the 
central authority. Militias might not 
share the state’s political vision or 
remain loyal to its central authori-
ty; leaders could gather their own 
popular support base and press the 

government to meet their demands, 
or launch operations to control ter-
ritory for themselves.15 Taking these 
ideas into account, we should rec-
ognize that the Syrian government’s 
reliance on Iraqi Shiite militias casts 
doubt upon the assumption that re-
gime-controlled territories will be 
free of conflict once rebels are re-
moved.
Reported Tensions

Challenges to the regime’s ability 
to exercise control over its paramil-
itary groups and keep them operat-
ing as a unified, cohesive front are 
already surfacing. The first set of 
examples are Iraqi criticisms of Syr-
ian fighters. Although these groups 
tend to operate secretly and news 
coverage of their activities is sparse, 
what little information we do have is 
revealing. In June 2013 it was report-
ed that “military discipline imposed 
by leaders of Asa’ib Ahl al-Haq and 
Kata’ib Hezbollah on the Iraqis has 
irritated the Shabiha, some Iraqi 
fighters say, because the Syrians had 
tried to take advantage of the chaos 
to profit financially from the fight-
ing.”16 This complaint—that the Syr-
ian fighters are undisciplined, greedy, 
and brutal—could be a widespread 
sentiment, as Irgc commanders have 

echoed it as well. For example, depu-
ty Quds Force director Esmail Ghani 
released a statement shortly after the 
Houla massacre in which he suggests 
that without Iranian guidance, the 
Shabiha are inclined to dispropor-
tionate violence, explaining that “If 
the Islamic Republic were not pres-
ent in Syria, many more of its peo-
ple would have been killed.”17 Quds 
Force commander Esmail Heydari 
extended this characterization to the 
regular Syrian forces when he com-
pared Syrian soldiers to the Shah’s 
army and griped that Syria “is not 
like the Islamic Republic of Iran, un-
fortunately. Islam has taught us to be 
kind […] I feel that some of the prob-
lems here [in Syria] stem from a cul-
tural problem created by the army.”18 
The criticisms of Syrian fighters given 
by foreign militants have, in at least 
once case, actually turned violent: 
one news agency reported that “those 
disagreements erupted into gunbattle 
near the shrine [of Sayyida Zeinab] 
between Asaib, Kataib, and some 
Iraqi Mehdi Army fighters on one 
side and Abu Ail, the Syrian com-
mander of the Abu al-Fadhl al-Ab-
bas brigade, and his local followers 
on the other […] divisions fester, 
and Iraqi combatants have formed a 
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new brigade, refusing to fight under 
Syrian command.”19 It is thought that 
the “new brigade” referred to in the 
report is Liwa Zulfiqar, a unit be-
lieved to be mostly made up of Asa’ib 
Ahl al-Haq members.20 The incident 
resulted in casualties; Abu Sajad, a 
former Mahdi Army fighter who was 
involved in the founding of Lafa, 
said afterwards, “I am not taking a 
salary from the Syrian government, 
no one has the right to treat me as a 
mercenary Shabiha. I won’t ever fight 
again by the side of those who killed 
my brothers.”21

Ahram (2011) suggests that one 
of the dangers of state reliance on 
militias is that militia fighters may 
“use violence in a manner that is 
counterproductive to the state’s ends” 
by “attacking those groups the state 
identifies as friendly.”22 The event 
described above is a clear example of 
this. This type of event has the po-
tential to repeat itself if the feelings 
of resentment expressed by witnesses 
to the violence like Abu Sajad are not 
properly ameliorated.

Clear-cut noncompliance is not, 
however, the only way in which 
threats to the regime’s ability to ex-
ercise control have surfaced. Another 
manifestation of the government’s 

loosening grip on its security appa-
ratus is a set of reports indicating 
that the Iraqi militia fighters enjoy 
a high degree of independence from 
Syrian chains of command. This 
seems to be especially pronounced in 
the Southern suburbs of Damascus, 
where one journalist observed that 
the Iraqi Shiite fighters “were oper-
ating independently of Assad’s forces 
around the capital.”23 The prevalence 
of this type of description has led 
scholars at the Institute for the Study 
of War to conclude that “the regime 
has abdicated control of the fight in 
the southern suburbs to foreign rein-
forcements.”24

In addition to independence from 
Syrian command, there appears to be 
a distinct division of labor between 
Iraqi and Syrian forces in Damascus 
that could intensify rifts between the 
two. A rebel commander from the 
As-Sahaba Brigades told reporters 
that “while the Syrian army has been 
providing heavy firepower against 
rebels, most of the pro-Assad forc-
es doing the urban fighting in and 
around Saida Zainab and nearby 
districts are comprised of Hezbollah, 
Iraqi fighters as well as local para-
military from Syria’s small Shi’ite 
community.”25 Another journalist 

shared this observation when he de-
scribed the regime capture of Hujeira 
as “typical… Syrian army tanks and 
artillery level the area. The Iraqis 
and Hezbollah advance and do the 
fighting. Assad’s troops then enter 
the area and pose for cameras.”26 This 
pattern of placing Iraqis in light-
ly-armed combat units while keeping 
Syrians in heavily-armored convoys 
could foster resentment among Iraqis 
if they feel that they are being treat-
ed as expendable foot soldiers while 
Syrians “pose for cameras.”

Iraqi fighters often describe their 
reasons for coming to Syria in terms 
that have no direct connection to 
Assad or his government. Rather, 
their motivations appear to be tied 
to Iraq’s domestic security concerns. 
For example, Faleh al-Khazali, an 
Iraqi candidate for parliament who 
fought in Sayyida Zeinab, explains 
that, “our national security, as Iraqis, 
requires that we go [to Syria] to de-
fend holy places first, and second to 
defend Iraq.”27 He is likely alluding 
to the commonly cited takfiri threat 
posed by extremist Sunni groups that 
operate in both Iraq and Syria, such 
as the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria 
(Isis). This motivation is apparent in 
one description offered by a Syrian 

worker in Sayyida Zeinab, who told 
reporters that “one Iraqi Sunni…
fled [Sayyida Zeinab] after being 
confronted by the same Shiite Iraqi 
militiaman whose threats had driven 
him from Baghdad.”28 Even explana-
tions caged in the language of ‘sacred 
defense’ often refer to events from 
recent Iraqi history, as when Asa’ib 
Ahl al-Haq founder Qais al-Khazali 
said that, “We do not want a repeat 
of [the Samarra bombing in 2006]…
if the Sayyida Zeinab Mausoleum 
was destroyed, it would start sectari-
an violence that would spread to Iraq 
and have dangerous repercussions.”29 
Iraqi Shiite fighters have distinctly 
Iraqi reasons for aiding Assad’s fight 
against rebel groups. While these 
interests have converged with those 
of the Assad regime in the form of 
a common enemy, if this threat were 
to diminish we might see less co-
operation between Syrian and Iraqi 
militants.
Potential Future Challenges

In addition to the friction between 
pro-regime Iraqis and Syrians that 
has arisen out of differences regard-
ing how combat should be conduct-
ed, there are significant ideological 
rifts that could further complicate 
relations among the various non-mil-



70j
The Wilson Journal of International Affairs

71j
Spring 2015

itary pro-regime groups.
The first set of relevant differences 

is that which divides the Iraqi fight-
ers themselves. Not all the Iraqi Shi-
ites fighting against rebel groups are 
pro-Iranian. Others follow the teach-
ings of cleric Moqtada al-Sadr, who 
has become an outspoken critic of ex-
panding Iranian influence in recent 
years. The presence of Sadrist fighters 
in Syria is evident in the imagery pro-
moted by Liwa al-Imam al-Hussein. 
While other brigades—such as Lafa 
and Liwa Zulfiqar—feature pictures 
of Ayatollah Khomeini and symbols 
of pro-Iranian militant groups in 
their propaganda,30 Liwa al-Imam 
al-Hussein does not. Instead, the 
group’s online presence alludes to 
Sadrist militias in Iraq and features 
pictures of Moqtada al-Sadr himself. 
31 Since Qais al-Khazali split from 
the Sadrist militia Jaysh al-Mahdi 
in 2004 to form Asa’ib Ahl al-Haq, 
fierce competition between the two 
has morphed into a broader strug-
gle between Sadrist and pro-Iranian 
militias in Iraq.32 These animosities 
have often turned violent, as parti-
sans of the two movements fight for 
control of Shiite-majority territory in 
Baghdad, Basra, and Najaf.33 Such 
intra-sect violence could potentially 

spill over to Syria, given that both 
Sadrists and pro-Iranians are pres-
ent but segregated as separate armed 
groups.

Both the Sadrist and pro-Iranian 
militias promote powerful ideolo-
gies that stand in stark contrast to 
Bashar al-Assad’s secular Ba’athist 
single-party government. Asa’ib 
Ahl al-Haq, for example, “seeks to 
create a suitable environment for 
the return of Imam Mahdi through 
the imposition of strict Shi’a Islamic 
governance.”34 This politico-religious 
vision, which is shared by Kata’ib 
Hizballah and the Badr organiza-
tion, is incompatible with the Assad 
regime’s prideful claim that it is the 
“the last stronghold of secularism 
and stability in the region.”35 Indeed, 
Assad’s secular rhetoric is believed 
to be a principal selling point for his 
supporters in Syria, 36 and a turn to 
sectarian religious governance would 
upset this popular base.

One might argue that such ideo-
logical differences are not a concern, 
as they do not seem to have soured 
Syria’s cooperation with its staunch-
est ally, the Islamic Republic of Iran. 
However, it should be noted that in 
fact ideological differences between 
Syrian and Iran have in the past led 

to significant conflicts. In the 1980s, 
Syria backed the Amal party in 
Lebanon in support of a secular and 
multi-confessional state while Iran 
backed Islamist, Shia-sectarian Hez-
bollah. This disagreement erupted in 
violence when Damascus backed the 
Amal siege on Palestinian refugee 
camps in 1985.37 Syria and Iran have 
since reconciled, and generally do not 
compete for influence in the same ar-
eas. However, if the Iraqi Shiites 
remain in Syria after a settlement or 
victory is reached and demand a say 
in the future government, they might 
come to heads with the Ba’athist 
regime by pushing for the establish-
ment of an Islamic state.
Conclusions

In sum, that which we consid-
er to be ‘the regime’ in the current 
Syrian conflict is more diverse and 
complicated than meets the eye. As 
foreign Shiite militants have crossed 
the border to assist Assad, they have 
not always acted in harmony with 
his forces. Fighters affiliated with 
Iraqi militias have released state-
ments indicating tensions with their 
Syrian counterparts, operate under a 
semi-independent command struc-
ture, adhere to political and religious 
ideologies distinct from those of the 

Assad regime, and travel to Syria in 
pursuit of objectives that may or may 
not be forever tied to the survival 
of the current Syrian government. 
These differences have resulted in 
non-compliance during combat, 
and have the potential to complicate 
transitional processes in post-conflict 
Syria. But perhaps the most imme-
diately palpable consequence is the 
relatively low-commitment of foreign 
fighters—excluding Hezbollah—to 
assisting Assad’s forces in Syria. The 
rise of Isis in Iraq and corresponding 
demand for Iraqi Shiite militia mem-
bers to return has already caused 
some to abandon the Syrian cause; 
it remains to be seen what impact 
their exodus might have on the Syr-
ian government’s effectiveness going 
forward, though one could speculate 
that the loss would not bode well for 
a regime already compromised by de-
fections and fatigue in an increasing-
ly fragmented and war-torn country.

The ideas presented in this pa-
per are based on a very limited set 
of reports. Due to the current risks 
associated with journalism in Syria 
and the sensitive nature of this top-
ic, public data and descriptions are 
scarce. Also, as the Syria conflict is 
increasingly tied to events in Iraq, 
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the relationship of Iraqi Shiite mi-
litias vis-à-vis Syria will inevitably 
evolve and change. Analysts should 
continue to monitor the presence 
and activities of Iraqi Shiite fighters 
in Syria, as more information could 
corroborate or challenge the idea 
that government reliance on foreign 
fighters poses a threat to its unity and 
ability to exercise control.
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Mohamed Morsi’s  
Removal in the Media

A Comparative Latent Content 
Analysis of Coverage in CNN and 
Fox News’s Online Sites

“The motive underlying the journalistic practice is an ‘ideology of 
objectivity’… [but] The very act of speech, in particular speech in the 
public arena, is an expression of ideology” . These words, expressed first by 
Ricouer and Bakhtin and later by Roeh and Nir in their analysis of Israeli 
reporting on the 1987 intifada, assert that the act of journalistic speech 
renders pure objectivity impossible. In light of this notion and an interest in 
the characterization of events by those beyond the scope of political agency, 
this paper seeks to continue the exploration of narratives by discussing two 
major media networks’—CNN and Fox News—discourse regarding former 
Egyptian president Mohamed Morsi’s removal from power on July 3, 2013. 
I hypothesized that Fox News would be more likely than CNN to use the 
politically charged term “coup” to describe the events which unfolded in 
Egypt in July 2013. Furthermore, the use of the word “coup” has political and 
diplomatic implications for U.S. foreign policy. This led me to believe that U.S. 
foreign policy figures would refrain from characterizing the event as a coup. 
The details of these hypotheses and their relationships to the findings of this 
analysis are discussed in the following essay.

By Colleen Cook

People all across the 
world watched with anticipa-
tion as the toppling of Hosni 

Mubarak’s nearly 40-year reign un-
folded. Egypt’s Arab Spring experi-
ence, beginning in January 2011, was 
sure to shape the global public’s im-
pression of democracy’s prospects in 
the region. Many Egyptians believed 
in the promise of democracy following 
former president Hosni Mubarak’s 
removal from power.2 Historically, 
much of the United States’ support 
of Egypt has come in the form of 
foreign aid to both the Egyptian 
military and society. According to 
existing literature produced by the 
U.s. Congressional Research Service, 
U.s. aid to Egypt dates back to the 
early 1970s. U.s. policymakers justi-
fied this support as “an investment in 
regional stability, built primarily on 
long-running cooperation with the 
Egyptian military and on sustaining 
the March 1979 Egypt-Israeli peace 
treaty.”3 The United States has had 
a serious interest in Egypt’s stabil-
ity—a fact that is illustrated by the 
$73.1 billion in bilateral foreign aid 
given between 1948 and 2012 and the 
$1.3 billion per year given in military 
aid from 1987 to the present.4 The 
ouster of then-president Mohamed 

Morsi, however, signaled to the U.s. 
government that Egypt had devel-
oped a volatile political environment 
that had the potential to threaten 
U.s. interests. A combination of the 
aid relationship between the U.s. and 
Egypt and former president Morsi’s 
deposal in July 2013 consequently 
poses two significant questions: Is 
Egypt in fact a democratic nation? 
What are the repercussions for the 
U.s.-Egypt relationship?

Both questions are difficult to 
answer without researching the cur-
rent crisis in Egypt, a task which for 
many Americans begins with news 
consumption that includes online 
news, the only form of news media 
to increase in popularity over the 
last eight years.5 While television 
still remains the most popular me-
dium for accessing news coverage in 
America, the growing popularity of 
online news and its increased over-
all consumption6 indicate that the 
content of online news reaches many 
Americans and is therefore worthy of 
a thorough discussion. As two of the 
most popular news sites in 2012, Cnn 
Network and Foxnews.com both 
ranked within the top ten across 
online measurement firms7 and are 
widely known in the American 
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public for continuous coverage and 
association with relatively different 
ends of the ideological spectrum. It 
is for the popularity of their online 
coverage, as well as the differing 
ideological stances traditionally as-
sociated with each, that I have cho-
sen to compare them in an analysis 
of the terminology used to describe 
Morsi’s removal. Given most Ameri-
cans’ lack of Arabic language reading 
and listening comprehension skills, 
Cnn and Fox News are ultimately 
two of the most easily understood 
and readily available sources to shape 
American public opinion on the issue 
of whether Morsi’s removal ought to 
be considered a coup—an assertion 
which would be commentary on the 
legality of the Egyptian military’s 
actions relative to U.s. aid appropria-
tions. Discourse on the subject with-
in major news media organizations’ 
online sites has the potential to shape 
public opinion, and in doing so, may 
create pressure on the U.s. Congress 
to modify the current disbursal of 
aid to Egypt. If this series of events 
occurs, it is possible that the relation-
ship between America and the Arab 
ally it invests most heavily in8 will 
change and, in turn, affect the stabil-
ity of the region well into the future 

of the 21st century.
Literature Review

A review of existing literature on 
the subject must be carried out in or-
der to begin an analysis of the data 
and potential implications of dis-
course on Morsi’s removal. As with 
all foreign aid, all U.s. aid to Egypt 
must be approved by Congress.9 In 
the report on the current status of 
aid to Egypt, the Congressional 
Research Service’s report states that 
Section 7008 of the U.s. Foreign 
Operations Appropriation Law “pro-
hibits foreign assistance to a country 
whose elected head of government is 
deposed by military coup d’état or 
decree or, after the date of enactment 
of this Act, a coup d’état or decree 
in which the military plays a decisive 
role,” yet “neither this nor any other 
provision of U.s. law further defines 
the phrase ‘coup d’état or decree in 
which the military plays a decisive 
role.’”10 A suspension of aid for the 
upcoming Foreign Operations Ap-
propriation Act—currently being 
determined by the 113th Congress—
would likely exclude from its purview 
categories such as narcotics control, 
law enforcement, humanitarian aid, 
public health, emergency food aid, 
and anti-terrorism, leaving status 

of the $1.3 billion in military aid in 
question.11 As of the publication of 
the crs report, the U.s. government 
has “suspended joint military exer-
cises, the delivery of some weapons 
systems, and planned cash transfers 
while simultaneously continuing 
military aid payments for other 
weapons systems that have been 
previously procured.”12 In her testi-
mony before the House Foreign Af-
fairs Committee, Ambassador Beth 
Jones, Acting Assistant Secretary of 
State for Near Eastern Affairs, stated 
that “this move is ‘consistent with the 
law and our national interests.’”13 In 
the weeks following Morsi’s remov-
al, State Department Spokesperson 
Jen Psaki stated that “‘it is not in our 
national interest to make such a de-
termination’” regarding the existence 
of a coup.14 Prior to this statement, 
President Barack Obama had not 
provided a definitive interpretation of 
Section 7008 in his presidential ad-
dress on the day of Morsi’s removal. 
A transcript of the president’s speech 
does not include a single mention 
of the word “coup.” He refers to the 
event instead as a “decision” and af-
firms U.s. support for “reform that 
meets the legitimate aspirations of 
the people.”15 He did, however, state 

that he had “also directed the rel-
evant departments and agencies to 
review the implications under U.s. 
law for our assistance to the Gov-
ernment of Egypt.”16 In doing so the 
president confirmed the existence of 
concerns about the legality of U.s. 
aid support to Egypt. On October 9, 
2013, Spokesperson Psaki stated that 
“‘we will… continue to hold the de-
livery of certain large-scale military 
systems [F-16s, Apache helicopters, 
Harpoon missiles, and m1a1 tanks] 
and cash assistance to the govern-
ment pending credible progress 
toward an inclusive, democratically 
elected civilian government through 
free and fair elections’” while con-
tinuing to “‘provide parts for U.s.-or-
igin military equipment as well as 
military training and education.’”17

U.s. news media and ordinary cit-
izens alike characterized the event in 
a number of ways. Popular terms used 
to refer to the event include “ouster,” 
“coup,” “deposal,” “push from office,” 
and many others, each of which con-
tains its own implications for the le-
gitimacy and legality of the Egyptian 
Armed Forces’ actions. According 
to the Pew Research Journalism 
Project, it was the 12th most covered 
story for the year 2013 and the third 
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most covered in terms of interna-
tional events,18 indicating that many 
Americans were likely exposed to the 
chronology and issues of the event. 
On the opposite end of the spectrum 
of discourse one can find Wikipedia, 
which devotes an extensive individu-
al page to what it refers to as the “2013 
Egyptian coup d’état.” Given the 
variety of language amongst various 
sources—presidential speech, popu-
lar news media, and a highly popular 
online encyclopedia—it is clear that 
there is no single discourse on the 
matter. It is because of this phenom-
enon that we now turn to analyzing 
the content of Cnn and Fox News’ 
online sites for the event in question.
Methodology

Due to constraints on the avail-
ability of content using databases, 
Cnn and Fox News’ online content 
was examined using different online 
content databases: Lexis Nexis and 
Factiva, respectively. Additionally, 
given the large sample size of stories 
from each site, a manifest analysis 
was selected instead of a latent analy-
sis. The initial search term was “Mor-
si” and the search period spanned 
July 3, 2013, the date of Morsi’s re-
moval, to April 29, 2014, the day of 
research presentations for the course. 

Stories that referenced Morsi’s re-
moval were used in addition to those 
which reported directly on the event. 
Although the event took place in 
early July 2013, the undetermined na-
ture of Egypt’s political future made 
coverage of the most recent months 
remains relevant to the analysis at 
hand. Coding of the articles for the 
following terms and grammatically 
related words included the following: 
“coup,” “oust,” “remove,” overthrow,” 
and “depose.” Through my own ex-
tensive reading of news following 
Morsi’s removal, I determined that 
these were the most commonly used 
terms utilized in media discourse, 
which in turn led to their selection 
as search criteria for this analysis. 
While the last four terms do imply 
the use of force in an attempt to al-
ter the status quo, the term “coup” 
refers to the specific language found 
in Section 7008 and is therefore the 
most politically charged of the five 
items. The trend which emerged in 
the manifest content analysis of Cnn 
and Fox News’ online content con-
cerning the removal of former Egyp-
tian president Mohamed Morsi did 
not align with the expectation stated 
in the abstract hypothesis.
Findings

Fox News covered the event and 
those that followed 142 times includ-
ing 20 duplicate stories, while Cnn 
covered the event a total of 231 times 
with no duplicates. Fox News’ use of 
the term “oust” or related words such 
as “ouster” or “ousted” dominated the 
discourse with a total of 197 times 
for an average of 1.61 mentions per 
online story. No other term was uti-
lized to nearly the same extent; the 
average number of mentions per story 
of “coup,” “remove,” “overthrow,” and 
“depose” and their respective related 
terms was 0.23, 0.33, 0.27 and 0.03, 
respectively.

Shifting to Cnn’s online coverage, 
a surprising trend emerges which re-
futes my initial hypothesis. The num-
ber of references to Morsi’s removal 
as a coup reaches a total of 368, or 
an average of 1.59 mentions per sto-
ry—nearly seven times higher than 
Fox’s 0.23 average. The only term for 
which Fox News has a higher aver-
age number of mentions per story is 
“oust.” Furthermore, Cnn’s coverage 
according to LexisNexis Academic 
indicates that of the stories marked 
SECTION: OPINION, nearly half 
contained the term “coup.” It is thus 
evident that Cnn coverage of the 
event and those that followed exhib-

its a number of significant trends: re-
porting with greater overall frequen-
cy, a higher likelihood of using nearly 
every one of the discourse terms 
listed above, and the use labeling 
for opinion editorials to distinguish 
opinion pieces from non-editorial 
coverage.

Statements made by significant 
U.s. political figures are another in-
teresting point of comparison in an-
alyzing discourse. I chose to focus on 
President Barack Obama and Secre-
tary of State John Kerry, given the 
policymaking agency of the former, 
the visibility of the latter, and the po-
litical stature of both men. President 
Obama’s remarks were excerpted 
from the Speeches and Remarks and 
Statements and Releases sections of 
the White House website, Secretary 
Kerry’s were taken from the section 
2013 Secretary Kerry’s Remarks on 
the U.s. Department of State’s web-
site. As may be unsurprising from a 
politically strategic standpoint, Pres-
ident Obama has not used the term 
“coup” once to describe the events in 
Egypt and has not referred to them 
in any of the terms utilized to analyze 
Cnn and Fox News’ online coverage. 
A readout of the president’s meeting 
with the National Security Council 
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on July 6, 2013 regarding the situa-
tion in Egypt reaffirmed his remarks 
of three days prior: condemnation of 
the ongoing violence and

concern for political polarization, 
a desire to continue a partnership 
with Egypt based on friendship and 
shared interests, and the demand 
that the political landscape of Egypt 
reflect the will of its people.19 No 
attention was given to the issue of 
legality in Morsi’s deposal or to the 
status of U.s. aid to Egypt. A shift 
in tone came on August 15, 2013—
the president’s last and most recent 
public speech on the matter—when 
he proceeded to discuss the develop-
ments of Egypt’s social and political 
situation since Morsi’s removal from 
power. He remained consistent by 
glossing past the events of July 3, 2013 
and focusing on current dynamics 
and the existence of a “chance for 
reconciliation and an opportunity to 
pursue a democratic path.” 20 He also 
asserted that the killing of Egyptian 
civilians and the crackdown on their 
rights has led to an augmentation 
of traditional cooperation resulting 
in the cancellation of biannual joint 
military exercises scheduled for Sep-
tember 2013.21

Secretary Kerry’s remarks on 

Morsi’s deposal mirror President 
Obama’s in a number of important 
respects, confirming the focus of the 
U.s. diplomatic mission on stability as 
opposed to the legality of prior ac-
tions taken by the Egyptian Armed 
Forces.22 He reaffirmed President 
Obama’s statement that “no tran-
sition to democracy comes without 
difficulty, but in the end it must stay 
true to the will of the people”23 and 
enumerated on the many conditions 
which the U.s. believes are essential 
to ensuring stable democracy and 
respecting the rights of the people—
rights of freedom of assembly, free-
dom of expression,24 pluralism, and 
tolerance.25

In a question and answer session 
with Egyptian Foreign Minister 
Nabil Fahmy on November 3, 2013, 
Secretary Kerry was asked to com-
ment on holds on the delivery of aid 
to Egypt and its potential to impact 
both public and political relations 
between Egypt and the U.s. In this 
context, Secretary Kerry made three 
important points worthy of consider-
ation. The first was his assertion that 
both he and Minister Fahmy believe 
that “there are much bigger issues 
that matter” than the question of aid 
and its ability to affect the U.s.-Egypt 

relationship.26 The second point was 
the continued U.s. support to Egypt in 
the areas of “health, in scholarships, 
and private-sector development, and 
we are continuing assistance to help 
secure Egypt’s borders, to work with 
the military, to work on counterter-
rorism and proliferation, and to en-
sure the security in the Sinai,”27 out-
lining for his audience the distinction 
between aid which has been secured 
and that in question. Secretary Kerry 
goes further to provide the only de-
finitive stance given by either him-
self or President Obama by stating 
that the delay in aid is a “reflection 
of a policy in the United States un-
der our law… passed by the United 
States Congress regarding how cer-
tain events unfold with respect to the 
change of a government in a country, 
and we’re bound by that.”28

Discussion
Overall, the results of this latent 

content analysis of Cnn and Fox 
News’ online sites do not support the 
hypothesis that Fox News, given its 
widely-criticized anti-Arab coverage, 
would be more likely to characterize 
the Egyptian Armed Forces’ role 
in Mohamed Morsi’s removal from 
power as a coup. In doing so, how-
ever, Cnn’s discourse regarding the 

issue may be viewed in light of Ri-
couer and Bakhtin’s assertion that all 
speech is an expression of ideology. 
Fox News’ overwhelming use of the 
term “ouster,” a term which was also 
used extensively in Cnn’s coverage, 
is a more difficult phenomenon to 
explain. Given a lack of discourse by 
either of the two leading American 
political figures which utilizes the 
term, it is entirely possible that U.s. 
news media avoided using “coup” 
exclusively since no clear definition 
has been provided and its use may 
have prompted calls for clarification. 
It is also possible that once the term 
“oust” emerged, possibly as a more 
linguistically interesting alternative 
to “remove,” “overthrow,” and “de-
pose,” it gained momentum and thus 
continued to be a term of choice for 
both outlets. The disparity in usage 
of “coup” and “oust” by Cnn and Fox 
News—a nearly 1:1 ratio average for 
Cnn and 1:6 ratio average for Fox 
News—is also difficult to explain 
given the generally anti-Arab senti-
ment commonly associated with Fox 
News.

Although he does not explicitly 
cite Section 7008 or the existence of 
a coup, one can infer from Secretary 
Kerry’s reference to U.s. law that he 
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has labeled Morsi’s removal from 
power as such. This reference may be 
interpreted in one of two ways. The 
first is that he has implicitly con-
firmed the existence of a coup and 
therefore clarified for the American 
public the questionable status of U.s. 
military aid to Egypt for the upcom-
ing congressional term, providing 
more clarity than President Obama 
and more legitimacy for the claim 
than U.s. news media sources. The 
other is that in failing to directly use 
the term “coup” or refer to Section 
7008, Secretary Kerry has perpetu-
ated a lack of clarity in news media 
discourse, potentially enhancing 
confusion within the American pub-
lic about the future of military aid to 
Egypt.

With regard to President Obama’s 
speeches and remarks on the subject, 
it is important to note that he does 
not link this aid to the presence of a 
coup d’état by military force; rather, 
he mentions the suspension of some 
forms of military aid to Egypt while 
retaining the ability to change the 
status of aid.29 Because Section 7008 
does not require the president to pro-
vide a determination of the existence 
of a coup d’état or to produce a time-
table for an application of the law if 

a determination is given, President 
Obama’s perceived decision to retain 
strategic flexibility in this manner is 
unsurprising. As evidenced by this 
analysis, two trends emerge: a lack 
of uniformity within and across Cnn 
and Fox News’ online coverage of 
Morsi’s removal and a lack of defini-
tion by President Obama and Secre-
tary Kerry of the political terminolo-
gy for the event.

Irrespective of the impact these 
discourses have on readers and lis-
teners—a measure difficult to ana-
lyze without survey data—the role of 
U.s. military aid to Egypt is signifi-
cant for a number of reasons. First, 
with regard to the U.s. news media 
discussion of the status of aid during 
the time period used for the content 
analysis, a number of articles and 
editorials were unclear as to precisely 
what funding is in question. Today, 
only a little more than one-third of 
Americans view the events in Egypt 
as critical to U.s. interests;30 which 
may be because they do not under-
stand the extent to which the appro-
priation of aid, or lack thereof, could 
affect their lives in both fiscal- and 
security-related terms. A majority of 
Americans cited their lack of back-
ground knowledge regarding Egypt 

as a reason that domestic issues are 
of greater importance.31 President 
Obama and Secretary Kerry, howev-
er, asserted the significance of main-
taining a relationship with Egypt 
indicating a disconnect between the 
policy concerns of the U.s. govern-
ment and the interests of the U.s. as 
perceived by the American people. 
The same can be said of Egypt’s pop-
ulace, 69 percent of whom believe 
that a good relationship with Amer-
ica is either not too important or not 
at all important.32 Furthermore, ac-
cording to a survey of Egyptians con-
ducted by the Pew Research Global 
Attitudes Project in May 2013, a 
majority of Egyptians believed that 
U.s. economic and military aid was 
having a negative effect on Egypt,33 
calling into question the effectiveness 
of the majority of $1.55 billion per 
year in total aid.34 These disparities 
present a unique set of issues given 
their implications for U.s.-Egyptian 
relations.

The press and policymakers’ lack 
of confirmation or denial of the exis-
tence of a coup in the case of former 
Egyptian president Mohamed Mor-
si’s removal from office highlights an 
important debate about the legality 
of continuing military aid. Although 

biannual joint military exercises were 
not held in the latter half of 2013 
and some military aid was withheld 
pending governance-related prog-
ress, this decision does not indicate 
that a permanent decision has been 
made regarding military aid and 
therefore the issue remains relevant 
as it involves substantial U.s. taxpayer 
dollars at a time when many Amer-
icans underestimate the pertinence 
of the issue relative to the concerns 
of policymakers. For this reason, I 
believe that continued research into 
the historical use of the term “coup” 
in U.s. law and its implementation in 
practice could prove to be an interest-
ing source of analysis for policymak-
ers and the public alike. Additional-
ly, a survey of American attitudes on 
the endorsed terminology surround-
ing the event may serve to further 
investigate the more inconclusive 
news media narrative regarding the 
existence of a coup.

Within the United States govern-
ment, foreign policy falls within the 
purview of both the executive and 
legislative branches. Their lack of 
clarification to the American public 
regarding the event at hand high-
lights the media’s potential to shape 
the theatre of public opinion. While 
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Cnn’s online coverage was more like-
ly to label the event as a coup than 
Fox News’, President Obama’s and 
Secretary of State Kerry’s remarks do 
not provide a definitive stance on the 
issue. This ambiguity has set an un-
certain path for the future relation-
ship between the United States and 
Egypt; whether Americans’ opinions 
will be shaped by media and trans-
lated into action remains to be seen.
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The Tension Between 
Enlargement and 
Integration in the eu

Can the European Union achieve 
an “ever closer union” with a 
growing number of members?

This paper was written while studying the politics of the European Union 
at University College, Oxford under Professor Alex May. My research was 
conducted with the intent of comparing the enlargement of the European 
Union (i.e. the increasing number of member states) to the goal of deepening 
the relationship between member states. My hypothesis was that the two 
goals of European Union politics were incompatible indefinitely. The research 
in the following paper supports my conclusion that the European Union 
must eventually determine a priority between deepening the ties among its 
member states and increasing the number of member nations, and conflicting 
interests and diversity that go along with enlargement hinder the deepening 
process.

By Avery Rasmussen

Since the formation of the 
European Union as a 
six-member community in 

the 1950s, enlargement has been an 
almost-constant pattern. Today, the 
eu touts the official motto “Unity in 
Diversity” as it pursues to integrate 
an increasing number of European 
countries into its community. Now 
almost five times larger than the 
original community of just France, 
Germany, Belgium, the Netherlands, 
Luxembourg, and Italy, the eu actu-
ally finds problems in diversity, which 
will ultimately be the limit to its en-
largement. Though the community 
began as only an economic coalition, 
it now encompasses political and 
social facets as well, and it continues 
to attempt expansion in both the 
breadth and extent of its integration, 
seeking an “ever closer union.” The 
two processes of the enlargement 
(adding more members) and deep-
ening of integration (increasing the 
number of touch points and strength-
ening the relationships between the 
members), however, are to some 
extent mutually exclusive. The limits 
to eu enlargement will ultimately be 
the increase in euroscepticism across 
the continent and the vast diversity of 
views that make agreement on a wide 

range of issues across a wide range of 
countries impractical. 

In 1951, six countries banded to-
gether to form the European Coal 
and Steel Community (Ecsc), an 
economic coalition to inextricably 
link the member nations’ production 
and thus render impossible the out-
break of war. In the 63 years since, 22 
more countries have become part of 
what can now be called a truly Eu-
ropean community.1 Enlarging the 
breadth of the eu has clearly been 
vastly successful since its inception, 
but this mission has not always been 
universally sought. In the midst of 
the first enlargement, French Pres-
ident Charles de Gaulle vehement-
ly combatted the inclusion of the 
United Kingdom, for example, and 
subsequent French President Fran-
cois Mitterrand was similarly against 
the accession of Greece, Spain, and 
Portugal. Mitterrand argued that the 
former dictatorial political systems 
of these countries would not align 
with the goals of the eu, and that 
their inclusion would thus render the 
community a “mere free trade zone.”2 
Nevertheless, the year 1995 saw the 
integration of Austria, Finland, Swe-
den, and potentially more Eastern 
European states in the future.3 This 
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move invited worries about the effect 
of enlargement on the efficient func-
tioning and depth of the European 
community.

Despite this opposition, the afore-
mentioned countries were allowed 
into the eu. Today, any European 
country may apply for membership, 
given a few guidelines established 
by the Treaty of Maastricht Article 
49 and the Copenhagen criteria: “re-
spect for human dignity, freedom, 
democracy, equality, the rule of law, 
and respect for human rights, includ-
ing the rights of persons belonging 
to minorities.”4 Hence, though the 
original formation of the Europe-
an community consisted of a small 
group of countries uniting for a very 
specific purpose, now the communi-
ty may include any European country 
that wishes to comply with the crite-
ria and join the union. The original 
overarching vision of the EU, how-
ever, is not sufficient to wholly unite 
28 countries on all of the social and 
political issues that the eu is now at-
tempting to integrate. The post-Cold 
War enlargements took a more po-
litical spin, and the different spheres 
of integration have since become in-
extricably linked due to the spillover 
effect.5 One method of balancing a 

unified overarching vision with the 
individual political preferences of 
Member States is the so-called “dif-
ferentiated integration” strategy.

Differentiated integration, as 
opposed to one solid unified bloc of 
European states, is an illustration of 
the stratification caused by the ev-
er-increasing inclusion of eu Mem-
ber States. Particularly as the number 
of Member States grows, members 
have increasingly divergent concep-
tions of what the union should be, 
and thus they create distinct models 
for their unification. The Euro zone 
and Schengen Area depict the ef-
fect of differentiated integration in 
the eu. Because Member States can 
opt out of, or be excluded from, the 
common currency or the area of free 
movement created by the Schengen 
Agreement, the Euro zone and the 
Schengen Area do not geographical-
ly align with the eu. This exemplifies 
the idea that as the eu continues to 
grow to include more Member States 
with diverse views and expectations, 
it will become more stratified in 
terms of development, and creating 
all-inclusive, unanimous policies will 
be increasingly difficult.6 Thus, the 
expansion of integration carries the 
cost of fragmentation and is poten-

tially in direct conflict with the EU’s 
original goal of unification.7 As Jean 
Monnet said, differentiated integra-
tion represents the “failure of the 
integration process.”8

The differing priorities, concep-
tions of unification, and ideas for leg-
islation that result from enlargement 
and differentiated integration hinder 
the mission of the eu. Though ex-
panding the Union may theoretically 
strengthen it, this expansion actually 
weakens it by obstructing the ability 
for action and disabling the oppor-
tunity for unanimous agreement and 
consensus. In practice, representa-
tional diversity poses a limit to how 
many countries can effectively work 
in unison in an intergovernmental 
and supranational institution like the 
eu. The diversity of viewpoints, com-
pounded with each addition to the 
EU, obstructs the idea of a suprana-
tional institution, in which Member 
States work closely together to create 
unified and consistent policies, as 
well as the original idea of the Ecsc, 
in which a few states joined together 
under a very specific common pur-
pose. Even though the eu is now over 
five times its original size, unani-
mous agreement is still necessary 
for the implementation of important 

policies. Furthermore, its “unity in 
diversity” mantra “does not obscure 
the fact that consensus-finding in the 
eu becomes evermore difficult with 
each enlargement.”9

The infamous “Irish No” of 2008, 
in which less than one percent of 
the 490 million European citizens 
shot down the Treaty of Lisbon,10 
illustrates the way in which the una-
nimity requirement allots dispropor-
tionate representation. The rest of the 
eu passed the Treaty, but Ireland, 
requiring a national referendum on 
such issues, rejected the treaty and 
thus initially foiled the intention of 
the rest of the eu member nations. 
Though a second referendum saw 
Ireland’s acceptance of the Treaty, 
this problem would not have oc-
curred had the eu remained a small, 
tight-knit community of states with 
the same end-goal and conception 
of their union. The introduction of 
diverse viewpoints to the Union, a 
natural side effect of the addition of 
new Member States, intensifies the 
opportunities for this kind of dis-
agreement and inability to reach a 
consensus.

Similarly, the potential integra-
tion of Turkey into the eu served as 
an example of the pitfalls of excess 
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diversity in the eu. First, the Mem-
ber States of the eu differ widely on 
their opinions regarding Turkey’s 
preparedness to join. Many nations 
support Turkey’s inclusion, due to its 
benefits of bolstering the European 
financial market and offering a gate-
way opportunity to the East. Other 
member nations like Germany and 
France, meanwhile, vehemently op-
pose Turkish membership. Their op-
position, Niell Nugent suggests, may 
not be based entirely on utilitarian 
grounds, but rather on their differing 
opinions on the role of diversity in 
the EU, particularly with regard to re-
ligion.11 The response to the Turkish 
integration question also highlights 
the hesitancy of eu member nations 
to diversify their membership even 
further, which could render consen-
sus even more unobtainable. Accord-
ing to Nugent, “Turkey as a country 
is looked on by man in the eu as be-
ing so ‘different’ from the European 
‘mainstream’ as to endanger the very 
nature of the Union.”12 This opposi-
tion illustrates the limits to the EU’s 
motto of “Unity in Diversity.”

The omnipresence and recent rise 
in the phenomenon of euroscepticism 
displays the limits of eu enlargement 
from a European citizen’s point of 

view. Because eu laws supersede any 
national policies, eurosceptic citizens 
fear a loss of their national sover-
eignty. The Eurobarometer public 
opinion poll shows an increasing loss 
of trust in the eu.13 This distrust is 
also displayed on a national level by 
the decision of the Uk, Sweden, and 
Denmark to opt-out of the Euro-
zone and therefore inherently limit 
economic integration. The refusal of 
Member States to adopt a eu consti-
tution, furthermore, is indicative of a 
hesitancy to go all-in. The democrat-
ic deficit associated with membership 
in the eu fuels euroscepticism, and so 
eurosceptics have almost always been 
present in the eu. The presence of 
hard eurosceptics, or those who dis-
favor any integration in the EU, has 
increased recently as the institutions 
of the eu grow ever more involved 
and complex. More telling, though, 
is the fact that “mainstream parties…
are increasingly adopting a ‘soft Eu-
rosceptic’ discourse on issues like the 
eu budget, the future of the euro and 
further enlargement,” which shows 
that even less-radical groups are be-
ginning to grow more skeptical of 
allowing additional Member States 
into the Union.14 Ironically, although 
euroscepticism opposes enlargement, 

it is also enhanced by enlargement. 
After all, the problems fueling the 
eurosceptic outlook are exacerbat-
ed as the Union has to increase the 
complexity of its institutions, and 
representation is diluted by increased 
membership. According to Gilbert, 
“popular discontent with the demo-
cratic deficit in Europe and…the eu 
is widely regarded as a big part of a 
wider problem of disenfranchisement 
and disempowerment,”15 a problem 
which increases as the size of the eu 
grows. Eurosceptics fear the Brussels 
bureaucracy, and the massive, com-
plex governing structure of the eu 
also showcases a pitfall of proliferated 
enlargement and its incompatibility 
with deepening integration. While 
a common market with limited trade 
barriers may well be better handled 
on an international scale, many po-
litical, social, and even economic 
decisions are better addressed local-
ly, where a diversity of viewpoints is 
more manageable, representation is 
more accessible, and the government 
is more responsive. Sandra Kruger 
criticizes the decreasing democratic 
characteristic of the supranational 
EU, maintaining that the eu does 
not grant participation rights to its 
citizens, favors bureaucracy over rep-

resentation, and is not transparent 
with European citizens and thus not 
accountable.16 On an international 
level, these cornerstones of democ-
racy become increasingly difficult 
to maintain as more states join the 
Union. Due to the representation 
apportionment system of the EU, 
for example, citizens of small states 
like Malta have over ten times the 
political representation as citizens 
of large states like Germany. With 
the diversity of viewpoints brought 
to the European Parliament from its 
28 constituent states, this disparity in 
representation is one negative impact 
of enlargement.

As the eu grows and attempts to 
deepen at the same time, the govern-
ing institutions become increasingly 
complex and as a result, “the evolu-
tion of the European Parliament into 
a legislative powerhouse in which 
work is concentrated in committees 
may come at the cost of the public 
arena function.”17 As an increasing-
ly more distant and more complex 
governing system that must govern 
increasingly more Member States, 
the eu begins to stifle voter mobili-
zation, discourage political engage-
ment and debate, and decrease the 
transparency of its decisions in the 
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name of effective legislation.18 Euro-
pean states and citizens lose sight of 
holistic European visions and goals 
as they compete with their neighbor 
states for representation and legisla-
tion that mirrors their own personal 
and national interests. As the num-
ber of states in the Union increases, 
it becomes harder to balance the rep-
resentation of each nation’s citizens 
with the increased diversity of view-
points, which creates unavoidable 
conflict and promotes loyalty to one’s 
own national interests.

Many Europeans commend dif-
ferentiated integration as a solution 
to the problems posed by enlarge-
ment. Jan-Emmanuel De Neve prais-
es it as a way of “overcoming the una-
nimity trap” in which no unanimous 
consensus could possibly be reached 
among 28 diverse Member States;19 
he also suspects it may be the answer 
to deepening and expanding the Eu-
ropean Union simultaneously.20 This 
method, however, is a flawed one for 
the progression of the EU, as differ-
entiated integration does not create a 
real, comprehensive union. With this 
system, a state may simply opt out 
of a policy whenever it feels that the 
policy goes against its own national 
interest or is simply inconvenient, 

and there is no real power in the or-
ganization at all.

For example, if Bulgaria and Ro-
mania were to decide to opt out of the 
EU’s policies on law enforcement and 
organized crime under a differenti-
ated integration system, then the eu 
would have no reason to enact such 
a policy. Similarly, the Uk has opt-
ed out of the Euro zone, and if the 
other economically strong countries 
were to do so as well for fear that the 
weaker Eurozone members would 
dilute their economy and curren-
cy, then the relationship would fall 
apart. According to De Neve, “One 
of the main reasons for Europe’s 
poor performance is that in recent 
years the euro, the most tangible and 
radical achievement of European 
integration, has not been supported 
by a common economic and social 
policy.”21 The lack of total integration 
undercuts the success of the endeav-
or. An effectively integrated Union 
requires each country to make cer-
tain sacrifices in order to promote the 
success of the Union as a whole, and 
differentiated integration, were it to 
become the norm, would undermine 
this truth. Furthermore, the idea of 
a “European Onion,” in which there 
are core and outer layers of integra-

tion, would lead to division, class 
stratification, and ultimately a lack of 
cooperation. Therefore, differentiated 
integration does not offer a solution 
for the conflict between enlargement 
and deepening of the eu.

It is clear that enlargement is lim-
ited, at least to some extent, because 
the eu cannot infinitely multiply its 
scope while retaining the same goals. 
Former President of the European 
Commission Romano Prodi sug-
gested that the eu remain a smaller 
union and simply collaborate with 
other states in “everything but in-
stitutions,” rather than allowing en-
trance into the union for any interest-
ed states.22 This way, the benefits of 
economic collaboration could be met 
without putting undue tension on 
the political and social facets of the 
union’s institutions. Collaboration in 
an economic sphere, which is what 
the Ecsc was originally designed to 
facilitate, and participation in one of 
the world’s largest markets do not in-
herently require a spillover into a po-
litical and economic sphere in which 
28 countries attempt to align their 
policies and reach consensuses. Pro-
di’s suggestion is more practical, as a 
smaller eu with a more cohesive and 
uniform set of interests and beliefs 

could operate more efficiently while 
still cooperating with neighboring 
countries in other regards.

The eu is currently at a cross-
roads, and impending decisions will 
give a good indication of the holis-
tic future of the union. With several 
states awaiting decisions as to their 
applications for eu membership, the 
eu will have to decide whether en-
largement is the be-all-end-all goal. 
Nugent points out, “It is inevitable 
that the more the eu expands, the 
more enlargement will become in-
creasingly problematical,” as all of 
the countries that were “naturals for 
eu membership” have already joined 
the union.23 The current applicant 
countries or those marked as poten-
tial future members are very different 
from the core countries originally 
comprising the EU, and they will 
dramatically diversify the member-
ship. For example, the EU’s decision 
concerning whether Turkey should 
be granted admission or should be 
solely cooperated with as an outsider, 
will indicate whether the eu favors 
enlargement or deepening. It will be 
very difficult for the eu to continue 
to deepen if it enlarges to encompass 
such diverse countries as Turkey, the 
Balkan states, Ukraine, or Georgia, 
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as it will “encounter problems of 
under-developed economies, fragile 
democracies, weak administrative 
and legal systems, and variations in 
Europeanness.”24 It appears that, 
should the eu continue to expand to 
include Turkey and other applicant 
states, the focus will be on enlarg-
ing the eu instead of deepening the 
existing integrated structure. This 
enlargement, however, will come at 
the cost of maintaining a union with 
a shallow, stratified system of unifi-
cation and that wholly agrees on only 
a few overarching principles.

The pressures of the increasing 
difficulty of unanimity and consen-
sus with each new Member State 
highlight the limits of “Unity in Di-
versity.” Diversity may well be a good 
thing for collaboration in certain re-
gards, but it undeniably limits oppor-
tunities for deepening the integration 
of member states. The eu must choose 
between enlarging or expanding its 
scope to a larger number of countries 
under a few universal principles, and 
deepening, or limiting the number 
of member nations but forging deep 
bonds between them. The scope of 
enlargement in the EU’s short histo-
ry seems to place the priority on the 
former, but the increasing complexity 

of eu institutions shows an arguably 
unsuccessful attempt to simultane-
ously deepen integration by spilling 
over common policy into political, 
cultural, and economic spheres. “The 
Member States of the European 
Union no longer constitute a ho-
mogenous group that wants to move 
in the same direction with Europe,” 
summarized Verhofstadt.25 The het-
erogeneity of interests, visions for the 
future of the EU, and degrees of in-
tegration have followed from the in-
creasing enlargement of the eu to 28 
Member States and beyond, but they 
likewise indicate a stalling of the 
attempted deepening of the union 
Although the eu seeks an “ever clos-
er union,” the ever-growing number 
of states and interests in that union 
might limit this goal for unification.
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Qatari Labor Re-
form for the fifa 2022 
World Cup

This paper will argue that Qatar needs to reform its sponsorship system and 
labor laws and inte-grate the hired infrastructure development corporations 
and subcontractors in carrying out these reforms. A brief literature review 
provides historical context on why the migration system in Qatar exists in its 
current form.  The paper concludes by highlighting how the fifa 2022 World 
Cup offers a unique opportunity of heightened media attention on Qatar to 
argue that the national gov-ernment should take immediate action and as a 
result, garner international acclaim and attract foreign investment. 

By Muskan Mumtaz



102j
The Wilson Journal of International Affairs

103j
Spring 2015

The discovery of oil in 
the 20th century trans-
formed Gulf inhabitants 

from pearl divers and sailors to heads 
of wealthy states that served as mag-
nets for foreign investment. Through 
what is considered the largest transfer 
of wealth in human history, the Gulf 
nations experienced rapid develop-
ment coupled with relative political 
stability as their gnps soared. All of 
the Gulf Cooperation Council (Gcc) 
countries faced a collective obstacle in 
their race to development: their lack 
of a substantial native labor force. 
These nations, sparsely populated 
by Bedouin communities, could not 
carry out either the massive adminis-
trative or labor tasks and thus looked 
to foreigners to fill these vacuums. 
This influx of laborers is categorized 
into two chronological waves: first, 
the Gcc looked to fellow Arabs to 
fill professional, administrative, and 
laboring positions in the 1960s until 
the 1980s, when they switched to re-
lying more heavily on South Asians, 
which defines the second influx of 
migrants.

The study of migrant labor mirrors 
the market split from South Asians 
to Arabs, and each group of scholars 
focused on the current events and po-

litical, social, and economic concerns 
of Qatar regarding each racial group. 
The first peak in research analy-
sis occurred in the 1980s and drew 
heavily on concerns of regional wars, 
pan-Arabism, and the economic dis-
parities between oil rich and oil poor 
states in the Middle East. The second 
peak was post-millennial research 
that focuses primarily on the issues of 
cultural pollution, cross-regional po-
litical threats, and foreign infiltration 
of Gcc governments. While scholars 
of both camps framed their research 
within the political, economic, and 
social climates of their time, the di-
vide in their outlooks occurred as a 
result of shifting political and eco-
nomic concerns. Due to the changes 
in motivation for immigration, the 
1980s camp differs from the millen-
nial camp in that the former focused 
on the intra-regional socio-political 
and economic conflicts while the 
latter concentrated on inter-regional 
conflicts between the Middle East 
and South Asia. Studying the shift 
in academic focuses will help lay the 
foundation for political and social 
discourses concerning South Asian 
migration to Qatar as it prepares for 
the Fifa World Cup.

When analyzing the first wave 

of migration, scholars emphasized 
the overall unstable political climate 
of the Middle East/North Africa 
(mena) region and its influence on 
the Gulf ’s own social and economic 
spheres. Shamlan Alessa, cites the 
Arab-Israeli war of 1947 as the ini-
tial push factor for Palestinian and 
Jordanian migrants in to the Gcc, 
and Egypt’s shift towards socialism 
as alienating factors which pushed 
many educated Egyptians to relocate 
to the Gulf, where they occupied 
professional posts in the public sec-
tor.1 While Alessa focuses on how 
political events created a supply of 
migrant workers in the Gulf region, 
Andrzej Kapiszewski stresses how 
later events impacted the demand for 
such workers. First, he notes that the 
Egyptian-Israeli war and the oil em-
bargo that followed in 1973 gave an 
edge to the Gulf nations over other 
oil-producing nations and thus laid a 
foundation for later economic growth 
in the Gcc. Second, the Iran-Iraq war 
disturbed oil production in the 1980s 
and produced a development hiccup 
for the Gcc. Lastly, Kapiszewski 
marked the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait 
in the 1990s as the political move 
that pushed Gcc nations, especially 
Kuwait, to look to politically docile 

non-Arabs to fill their labor vacuum.2
In addition, Kapiszewski ex-

plains how political events caused 
the Gulf nations to feel threatened 
by Yemenis, Palestinians, Egyptians, 
and Iranians, which although not 
ethnically Arab, were categorized 
as politically threatening after the 
1979 Iranian Revolution. The gov-
ernment perceived Shia migrants in 
Bahrain, Kuwait, and Saudi Arabia 
as a potential political threat that it 
quelled through deportation. Simi-
larly, the growing Marxist movement 
in Yemen ignited Gcc concerns over 
the political activities of Yemeni 
laborers working in the Gulf. The 
most threatening group, however, 
were the Palestinians. Palestinians 
had the ability of mass organization 
through the Palestine Liberation 
Organization (PLO), which promot-
ed ideas of pan-Arabism—ideas that 
could seriously threaten the stability 
of the Gcc. Moreover, the PLO pro-
moted anti-government and labor 
movements in the Gulf and was 
thus perceived as a direct threat to 
the national governments. Two in-
cidents forced the Gulf nations to 
reconsider the place of Palestinians 
in their workforce. First, Palestin-
ians attempted to assassinate a Saudi 
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official and successfully blew up a 
Saudi oil pipeline in retaliation of the 
nation's foreign policy. Second, Pal-
estinians supported Saddam during 
his invasion of Kuwait and were thus 
depicted as political traitors to their 
employer state. Lastly, the Egyptian 
President, Gamal Abdel Nasser, was 
a historic proponent of pan-Arabism 
and supported the overthrowing of 
certain Gcc states, especially Saudi 
Arabia.

Kapiszewski continues to dis-
cuss how the Gcc felt threatened by 
not only Arab migrant workers but 
also by South Asian workers as the 
Gcc feared that non-national Arabs 
would infiltrate the native society 
with their foreign, radical ideas. He 
argues beyond simply attributing the 
labor market split to just security rea-
sons and claims that foreign labor is 
regulated by the free market and that 
South Asians were both cheaper and, 
for the most part, more politically 
docile than their Arab counterparts. 
Kapiszewski thus opens up the dis-
course of labor migration to econom-
ic relations between the Middle East 
and South Asia. Most important-
ly, he emphasizes how in the U.S., 
Mexican laborers complement the 
workforce whereas in the Gcc, South 

Asian laborers are the primary work-
force.3

George Naufal, writing in 2012, 
also bridges the two different mi-
gration periods by explaining the 
threats of pan-Arabism and bringing 
to light the modern threats of ethnic 
fractionalization between Arabs and 
South Asians. Naufal echoes the 
fears of 1980s researchers by detail-
ing the threats of pan-Arabism on 
the economic, social, and political 
stability of the Gcc. He describes 
the political fractionalization of the 
Arab world, which he defines as the 
primary motive for the Gulf to create 
a split labor market. As a post-mil-
lennial writer, Naufal responds to the 
switch to South Asian laborers by 
focusing on their effect on the polit-
ical, social, and economic conditions 
in the Gcc. He notes the increasing 
ethnic fractionalization of the region 
and its potential in unraveling the 
social fabric of the Gulf, thereby giv-
ing newfound importance to the cul-
tural implications of having a large 
non-Arab workforce. He also voices 
his concerns on how the importation 
of such a massive group of non-Arab 
migrants will reshape the next gener-
ation’s idea of national identity. Still, 
he recognizes that non-Arabs present 

less of a threat than the Arabs of 
the 1980s because South Asians do 
not migrate with their families and 
thereby fail to establish a sustain-
able social structure in the Gulf. At 
large, Naufal represents an academ-
ic shift from studying the cultural 
threats of non-nationals on nation-
als to the threats of non-Arabs on 
nationals.4 Historians and modern 
day policymakers are conflicted as to 
which group is a greater threat, the 
culturally similar, yet more intru-
sive non-nationals, or the ethnically 
different, and (relatively) politically 
docile non-Arabs. This ongoing de-
bate reveals one facet of the evolving 
economic, political, social, and dip-
lomatic relationships between South 
Asia and the Gcc. The growing prox-
imity of these two regions in terms 
of cultural and social exchange rep-
resents a change that post-millennial 
researchers, like Naufal, are giving 
more and more importance to.

Prakash Jain, another post-mil-
lennial researcher, represents a sub-
group of Indian writers who discuss 
the modern situation. Notably, Jain 
introduces a new aspect of migration 
historiography for the Indian side of 
the exchange. Jain upholds a sort of 
protective attitude towards the la-

borers, calling on the Indian nation 
government and the migrants them-
selves to set up a welfare fund for pos-
sible hospital and litigation fees that 
migrants may face. Not only does 
he support this demand by detailing 
their struggles, but also he makes the 
claim that the Gcc would not have 
modernized at all without the help 
of Indian migrants.5 Remarks like 
these indicate how the South Asian 
sub-group of the post-millennial re-
searchers harbored slight resentment 
against both the Gcc governments, 
as well as their own national gov-
ernment for not doing enough to 
protect their citizens abroad. Indian 
researchers, such as Jain are open-
ly critical of both Gulf countries 
as well as the Indian and Pakistani 
governments for failing to provide 
substantive support. Indians, unlike 
their earlier Palestinian or Egyptian 
counterparts, belong to a relatively 
stable nation and enjoy the luxury 
of a relatively free press. Because of 
this, their labor rights advocates have 
stronger mediums through which 
they can voice their concerns on an 
international platform.

The context for labor rights has 
changed as well. The United Nation’s 
Human Rights Declaration sparked 
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new discussion on labor rights and 
continues to fuel movements and 
research. The emphasis on workers’ 
rights was not as widespread during 
the 1980s, and thus the 1980s camp 
did not focus its research on such 
issues. Their primary concern was 
the political security of the region, 
and they used this framework of in-
ter-regional politics to tell the story 
of labor migration during that time.

Jain’s focus on workers’ rights and 
conditions illustrates how the most 
recent discourse on migrant laborers 
aims to address pressing concerns 
of human rights abuses. The Qatari 
government, in particular, has been 
subject to significant criticism for 
deaths related to World Cup devel-
opment projects. As international 
outcry over working conditions gains 
more media traction, post-millenni-
al researchers like Jain, Naufal, and 
Kapiszewski are gaining a wider 
platform to study inter-regional re-
lations, workers conditions, and the 
socioeconomic effects of migration 
labor from South Asia to the Middle 
East. Rumors regarding Qatar losing 
its bid seem to surface every month, 
adding another layer of controversy 
and creating a sense of sensational-
ism around the bid itself. The World 

Cup has put workers conditions in 
the Gcc under an international lime-
light, and the media, as well as policy 
makers, researchers, and historians, 
will continue to respond to this in-
ternational call for the advancement 
of workers’ rights by focusing their 
studies on both inter-regional rela-
tions and the humanitarian struggles 
that migrants face.
Present Day

Qatar currently faces a range of is-
sues regarding labor migration, many 
of which have captured international 
media attention as preparations for 
the Fifa World Cup 2022 ensue. The

World Cup has brought approxi-
mately $220 billion worth of invest-
ments for developmental projects 
into Qatar, a country lacking a siz-
able population of laboring natives, 
which thus relies mostly on foreign 
labor. The sheer size of this work-
force—1.38 million laborers, about 80 
percent of the total population—cou-
pled with the fact that there is little 
evidence to indicate Qatar becoming 
manpower self-sufficient in the fore-
seeable future, highlights the weight 
of this issue.6

To understand the various fac-
ets of the labor migration situation, 
it is vital to study the interactions 

between three levels of actors: the 
Qatari government, the infrastruc-
tural development corporations that 
the government hires, and the sub-
contractors these corporations em-
ploy. These three independent actors 
function as lenses to critique, first, 
the antiquated Kafala system, which 
mandates individual sponsorship and 
second, the ineffective labor laws. 
How each actor approaches these 
two flaws in the labor system will not 
only expose the gaps in the system 
but also reveal what actions each par-
ty should take.

To be clear, pressuring the Qatari 
government alone will not solve the 
labor crisis. Because of the nature 
of the dynamics between the three 
parties, getting Fifa to put pressure 
on solely the central government will 
not be enough. So far, Qatar has been 
relatively accepting of the criticism 
from both Fifa and the international 
community. The government under-
stands the changes it needs to make 
to the Kafala system and labor laws 
both legally and in enforcement. It 
should be noted that these bureau-
cratic and legal changes would not be 
fruitful if the other two parties, the 
developmental corporations and their 
subcontractors, do not do their part.

Moreover, it is important to recog-
nize that the three parties, especially 
the corporations and subcontractors, 
are businesses motivated primarily 
by their own profit-driven self-inter-
est—not commitments to protect hu-
man rights or adhere to labor norms. 
To attain substantive, viable results, 
policymakers should shape their 
solutions in a way that is beneficial 
to the governments, the development 
corporations, and the numerous sub-
contractors. The most efficient way to 
do this is focus on public relations. 
The primary purpose of hosting a 
sporting event as large as the World 
Cup is to invigorate the local econo-
my and bring in foreign investment. 
As media coverage increases and the 
reality of labor practices in Qatar as 
“semi-slavery” gets more mainstream 
exposure, the three parties will suffer 
from the negative international at-
tention, which can raise major issues 
in bringing in foreign investment. By 
bringing attention to the influence of 
negative P.R. and structuring policy 
recommendations in a way that pro-
vides substantive benefits to all three 
parties, Qatar can take effective steps 
toward securing a conflict-free source 
of manpower for the foreseeable fu-
ture.
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The Qatari Government and 
Reforming the Kafala (Spon-
sorship) System

The primary responsibility of the 
Qatari government in fixing the 
labor migrant situation is reform-
ing the Kafala system. The Kafala 
(sponsorship) law (formally known 
as Law No. 4 of 2009) is straight-
forward: “every expatriate granted 
a visa to enter the state shall have a 
sponsor.”7 Thus, the Kafala law ties 
laborers to either individual sponsors 
from Qatar or subcontracting busi-
ness entities which will employ them 
once they have entered the country. 
There are two caveats to this system: 
first, they cannot switch employers/
sponsors once they have arrived, and 
second, they cannot leave the country 
without an “exit permit” or permis-
sion from their employer/sponsor. 
The original reasoning behind this 
law was to keep migrants from wast-
ing the sponsors’ financial resources 
in recruiting and training them by 
switching to another employer after 
having received baseline training. In 
other words, it was meant to prevent 
unreliable migrants from taking ad-
vantage of employer’s services.

Today, the sponsorship law 
has transformed from being a law 

that protects employers into a law 
that gives them a disproportionate 
amount of power over their laborers. 
Government fears over labor aban-
donment are unjustified in today’s 
market. The International Labor 
Organization (ILO) asserts that “the 
reliance on the Kafala (sponsorship) 
system is inherently problematic 
[because] under the present system 
migrant workers suffering abuse may 
refrain from bringing complaints out 
of fear of retaliation by the employ-
er, or deportation.”8 In this case, the 
ILO is referring to how laborers who 
run away from exploitative sponsors 
are categorized as “absconders” and 
can face criminal charges, deten-
tion, and/or deportation. If they are 
deported, they cannot return under 
another sponsor for two years. How-
ever, the government has set up a 
system, which allows workers with 
exploitative sponsors to be trans-
ferred. While all of the 1.38 million 
workers certainly may not have 
sought transfer, it is telling that only 
607 were able to navigate through the 
red tape to appeal to the Ministry of 
Interior, and out of those 607, only 49 
were granted transfer of sponsorship. 
Clearly, the bureaucratic structure 
put in place to address these workers 

is problematic.
The Qatari government should 

prioritize reforming this system be-
cause the workers that are applying 
for transfers are often the ones that 
are facing labor abuse and attracting 
international attention. By reforming 
just the transfer aspect of the Kaf-
ala system and making switching 
sponsors a realistic option, the gov-
ernment would free these workers 
from exploitive conditions and avoid 
criticism from the international com-
munity. Various types of inhumane 
conditions have been put under in-
ternational limelight: working long 
hours, working in extremely hot con-
ditions, being paid late or not being 
paid at all, living without air condi-
tioning in the desert, etcetera. It is 
for these reasons that they seek to 
switch employers, and it is precisely 
for these reasons that the government 
has been pressured by Fifa, the Ilo, 
Un, and Amnesty International to fix 
the migrant system. If workers were 
given the opportunity to switch from 
exploitative subcontractors to more 
reasonable, humane employers, then 
the subcontractors themselves would 
be pressured to reform their practices 
to both retain workers and attract ab-
sconders leaving other companies. In 

other words, by reforming the Kafala 
system from the top, the government 
would promote reform from the 
ground up as well—especially since 
the violators of labor laws are usually 
the subcontractors themselves.

In addition to not being able to 
switch sponsors, workers are also re-
quired to obtain “exit permits” from 
their sponsors to leave the nation. 
The exit permit has garnered heavy 
criticism, and even Qatar’s Prime 
Minister stated that, “the exit permit 
system...is being likened to slavery. 
It can't remain like this.”9 Moreover, 
this law stands in direct violation of 
Article 13 (2) of the un Declaration 
of Human Rights: “The right to leave 
any country, including one's own, 
and to return to one's country.”10 The 
law traps laborers in what is consid-
ered to be “semi-slavery.” In addition 
to denying their workers exit per-
mits, many subcontractors withhold 
their passports to limit their move-
ment. Workers are required to tem-
porarily hand over their passports 
to their subcontracted employers so 
that their sponsors can arrange for 
their residence permit IDs. The sub-
contractors give the workers newly 
issues IDs, but usually keep their 
passports to stop them from leaving 
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the country. Although it is now ille-
gal to retain the passport of a worker, 
the law is difficult to enforce, and the 
practice remains prevalent among 
subcontractors today. As a result of 
these unchecked practices, approxi-
mately 12,000 workers are convicted 
every year for “absconding” (escaping 
without their passport, exit permit, 
and/or residence permit ID). More-
over, because they lack legal assis-
tance and knowledge, only about 50 
successfully challenged their depor-
tation order.11 Like the bureaucratic 
structure put in place to arrange 
transfers of sponsorship, the judicial 
system has been unable to effectively 
address the concerns regarding the 
Kafala system.

There are four steps that the gov-
ernment can take in reforming the 
weak Kafala system. First, the gov-
ernment needs to abrogate the exit 
permit law. It has been criticized 
from both inside and outside of the 
government and stains the reputation 
of Qatar to the point that it is likened 
to a slave state. Second, it needs to 
enforce the laws that disallow em-
ployers from retaining the passports 
of their workers in order to, again, 
tear away at Qatar’s “semislavery” 
image. Third, the country needs to 

restructure the judicial system to be-
come more effective and accessible. 
One way to do this is by broadcasting 
radio infomercials on legal rights in 
the native tongues of the workers. 
Most importantly, the government 
needs to open up to the idea of replac-
ing the Kalafa system with an indi-
vidual contract system. As voiced by 
the Qatar’s National Human Rights 
Committee (nhrc), the government 
needs to adopt “a new attitude by re-
considering the sponsorship system 
to achieve balance between the rights 
of the immigrant worker and those 
of the sponsor.”12 The most effective 
way of doing this would be to replace 
the Kalafa system with “another 
system that might be called ' job con-
tract' or ' job opportunity’… workers 
can change their job according to 
the contract in cases of contract ex-
piry, or when the employer defaults 
on their obligations.”13 This sort of 
a shift in how laborers are managed 
by the state and their employers 
would essentially revolutionize the 
entire labor system in Qatar, as well 
as take blame off the government for 
supporting an ineffective, antiquated 
way of bringing in workers.

Qatar will remain dependent on 
foreign labor for many decades to 

come, given its history of dependence 
as detailed in the literature review. 
Some government officials are be-
coming more vocal in their support 
of reforming the antiquated system, 
and surely doing so in the lead up to 
the World Cup would be perceived 
as a sign of good will by the inter-
national community. Hosting major 
sporting events, in a way, is a form of 
demanding international recognition 
for economic development. In Qatar, 
economic development is tied to both 
foreign labor and foreign investment. 
Reforming the Kafala system would 
strengthen Qatar’s argument and 
demand for recognition as a modern, 
developed nation.
The Qatari Government and 
Reforming Labor Laws

The second focus of the Qatari 
government should be reforming 
its labor laws, especially in terms of 
increasing enforcement. These laws 
cover four major points: they set the 
maximum number of hours, require 
overtime pay, ban labor in extreme 
conditions, and ban subcontractors 
for making laborers do work that is 
not outlined in their contract. The 
increasing death rate of workers in 
response to such conditions suggests 
that subcontractors are not follow-

ing the health and safety guidelines 
set by the government.14 Moreover, 
Amnesty International has found 
that many laborers are deceived into 
doing work to which they did not 
commit, pushing them to seek spon-
sorship transfers.

The simplest step Qatar can take 
to address all of these issues is to 
increase the number of inspectors 
who research and report on these 
situations. Right now, there are a to-
tal of about 150 inspectors for a labor 
population of almost 1.5 million.15 
The nhrc has openly criticized the 
work of these 150 inspectors, noting 
that “it is not unusual for them to 
limit themselves to calling in a rep-
resentative of the company and pre-
paring a report based on the records 
which are presented and submitted to 
them by the company representative, 
without going to the company itself 
and investigating the matter on the 
ground.”16 Surely, it is impossible for 
such a small number of inspectors 
to conduct thorough, grass-root in-
vestigations in a country with such a 
massive labor force. Actively encour-
aging both native and non-native 
professionals in serving as inspectors 
could release pressure of the current 
investigation force, as well as allow 
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for specialization within the field. 
The ILO estimates that Qatar will 
need one million more workers to 
carry out the development projects 
needed for the World Cup, and it is 
vital that the government adjust to 
this increase by hiring more inspec-
tors.

Without legal enforcement, how-
ever, simply increasing the number 
of inspectors will not change the 
conditions on the ground. It is not 
enough to locate the problem; the 
government must address the prob-
lem by reforming its labor courts. 
Cases usually take 6–12 months and 
require high fees and regular follow 
ups—all of which drain the time and 
money of already poor laborers.17 
Decreasing legal fees and increasing 
the number of bureaucrats and legal 
workers in the labor court system 
would make the courts become more 
accessible and efficient. Like the in-
vestigation system, the labor court 
system has failed to grow with the 
workforce. Because it is so clear that 
Qatar will remain heavily dependent 
on foreign labor for decades, if not 
centuries, it makes no sense for the 
government to push off restructur-
ing its labor bureaucracy and courts. 
Taking progressive steps in the wake 

of World Cup constructions would 
bring international acclaim, foreign 
investment, and significantly reshape 
the global image of Qatar.

The final aspect of the labor laws 
that needs to be changed is the abro-
gation of the antiunion law. Current-
ly, non-native workers are not allowed 
to unionize. This law was originally 
designed to maintain a check on the 
political influence of large, non-na-
tive groups that are residing within 
the country. Throughout the 1960s 
and 70s, Qatar limited the political 
infiltration of pan-Arab ideology 
brought by Arab migrant laborers by 
deporting many of them, and then 
switching to more politically docile 
South Asian laborers in the 1980s. 
The Qatari government prohibits 
unions in hopes of protecting its in-
ternal stability from foreign political 
ideologies, but the government needs 
to understand that allowing workers 
to unionize can be checked through 
government monitoring. Whether 
it is in the next decade or century, 
informal labor unions are bound to 
emerge among the migrants. Qa-
tar can ensure that these unions are 
not politically motivated and are not 
influenced by home governments or 
radical political groups by creating 

channels of communication and 
methods through which groups of la-
borers can voice their concerns. These 
workers make up 80% of the popula-
tion in Qatar, and their numbers will 
only increase. To politically margin-
alize such an overwhelming majority 
of residents in their nation is bound 
to backfire, as keeping these lines 
of communication closed will only 
alienate the workers and bring in in-
ternational criticism. Qatar needs to 
provide a platform for unions, even if 
the channels that are developed are 
highly monitored.
Infrastructure Development 
Corporations and Subcontrac-
tors

The government is a body of 
policymakers, inspectors, and bu-
reaucrats—the actual actors in this 
system are the infrastructure devel-
opment corporations and subcon-
tractors that the government has 
hired. The un Guiding Principles for 
these businesses outline their respon-
sibilities, stating that, “to respect 
human rights is a global standard of 
expected conduct for all business en-
terprises [and] it exists independently 
of States’ abilities and/or willingness 
to fulfill their own human rights 
obligations.”18 In the case of Qatar, 

however, this guideline holds little 
weight since international pressure 
is rarely put on the businesses them-
selves. Instead, Fifa and other global 
organizations aim their criticism at 
the government—which, as noted 
by its statements on the Kafala sys-
tem and labor laws, understands that 
reforms need to be made. These top-
down reforms will not be effective 
unless Qatar transmits international 
pressure on to the corporations and 
subcontractors. As summarized by 
Amnesty International, “States have 
a duty to protect human rights from 
abuse by non-State actors, [includ-
ing development and subcontracted] 
companies [especially since] the ma-
jority, though not all, of the abuses 
documented involved workers em-
ployed by small subcontractors”19

There are two issues that need to 
be immediately addressed: first, the 
government and corporations need to 
fix the cash flow problem that results 
in delayed salaries, and second, the 
corporations and subcontractors need 
to take more accountability in mon-
itoring supply chains. In regards to 
the cash flow dilemma, research has 
found that only 21 percent of laborers 
have ever received their salary on time 
from their subcontracted employer.20 
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These companies shift the blame on 
to their higher ups, complaining, 
“We have a terrible cash-flow. Call all 
the contractors you know, they have 
cash-flow problems. The government 
isn't releasing money.”21 Consider-
ing that Qatar “has the reputation 
for the worst payment culture in the 
Gulf,”22 the government needs to 
both recognize its shortcomings and 
put pressure on the infrastructure de-
velopment corporations to streamline 
the cash flow. This sort of payment 
culture undermines Qatar’s claim as 
the most attractive foreign invest-
ment hub in the Gcc. Restructuring 
financial mechanisms to help the 
cash flow and setting up “safeguard 
funds” will not only dispel criticisms 
for late payments of workers, but also 
help secure foreign investment.

The influx of $220 billion worth of 
foreign investment for infrastructure 
led to the development of complex 
subcontract chains, with about 2,519 
construction companies operating 
in 2010.23 The rapid growth of these 
chains opened up the second issue 
regarding business practices: deeply 
entrenched practices of unaccount-
ability. There is a complete lack of due 
diligence policies for subcontractors, 
some of whom admit, “they engage 

in practices that are inconsistent with 
labor standards and Qatari law.”24 It 
is important to recognize that “abus-
es suffered by workers [are] clearly 
linked to systemic problems in the 
way migrant workers' employment 
is regulated,”25 and that increasing 
legal accountability at every level of 
the subcontract chain will prevent 
human rights abuses that occur at a 
grassroots level.

The Qatari government cannot 
increase accountability without 
the assistance of the development 
corporations. The labor industry is 
completely privatized and pressuring 
just the government will only do so 
much. While construction compa-
nies do pay lip service to the human 
rights issues on the ground, they fail 
to take substantive steps in pushing 
their subcontracted companies to ad-
here to international law. According 
to the Qatar Foundation, a “rigorous 
prequalification processes for subcon-
tractor selection is not common. [In 
fact, development] contractors select 
[subcontractors] based on price, with 
very little investigation into health, 
safety or welfare practices of subcon-
tractors."26 The only way we can get 
these corporations to do more is by 
shifting international criticism from 

the government to specific corpora-
tions that, time and time again, turn 
a blind eye to the illegal practices of 
their subcontractors. The interna-
tional media needs to profile these 
large corporations, many of which 
are multinational companies that are 
not headed by Qataris. If internation-
al criticism builds up against a select 
few foreign companies instead of just 
against the Qatari government, these 
corporations will feel more invest-
ed in labor reform. The World Cup 
provides the media a unique oppor-
tunity to put a spotlight on corporate 
violations of labor rights. Negative 
P.R. focusing on how some “major 
contractors in Qatar, including some 
global firms delivering multimillion 
dollar projects, may not have ade-
quate policies and processes in place 
to prevent abuses” would push these 
firms, which rely on foreign invest-
ment, to review operational practices 
and to set up proper mechanisms to 
deal with these situations.27
Cross-Government Relations

Both Qatar and the laborers’ 
home countries are deeply invested in 
maintaining a long-term migration 
system in Qatar. In Qatar, the migra-
tion system allows the government 
to conduct massive, unprecedented 

development projects. For the South 
Asian countries, it brings in valuable 
remittances and releases population 
pressure, which is a major concern 
in Pakistan and India. These Asian 
home governments can strengthen 
the sustainability of this migration 
system by actively voicing the con-
cerns of its citizens. Their embassies 
and special commissions should work 
with the Qatari government in moni-
toring the enforcement of labor laws. 
Moreover, they should push Qatar to 
increase accessibility of workers to 
the national labor courts and Min-
istry of Interior. These governments 
have a duty to provide a platform for 
their citizens, and should invest in 
the sustainability of this system by 
doing so.
Conclusion

It appears that Qatar will no lon-
ger be able to avoid confronting its 
labor migration issue. Foreign labor-
ers make up more than 80% percent 
of the total population, yet they lack 
basic rights of owning property, mov-
ing freely, or applying for citizen-
ship. While natives are offered free 
education, healthcare, and secured 
livelihoods as government workers, 
migrants work in horrific conditions 
and struggle to make ends meet. The 
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Qatari government is doing itself a 
disservice by conducting haphazard 
reforms and disallowing unions—
alienating such a massive group of 
people within their own borders is 
not only dangerous but destructive 
to their international reputation as 
well. These reforms will have to oc-
cur within the next century, if not 
the next few decades, and it would 
be wise for the Qatari government 
to begin taking serious steps in the 
wake of World Cup construction. In-
ternational media attention will only 
increase as 2022 nears, and by start-
ing now, Qatar will avoid the poten-
tial of foreign political infiltration if 
it allows for

and monitors unionization itself. 
Reforms would also alleviate some 
of the negative attention that has 
recently shone on the country. If Qa-
tar takes this step, as well as steps to 
reform the Kafala system, the labor 
laws, and further integrates the hired 
corporations and subcontractors in 
these reform efforts, then surely the 
international community will rec-
ognize Qatar as a nation worthy of 
holding the 2022 Fifa World Cup.
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Mozambique: The Ex-
ception to Duverger’s 
Rule

What Scholarly Research Cannot 
Account For

This paper examines the durability of Duverger’s Rule, using the African nation 
of Mozambique as a case study. Under this rule we would expect plurality, 
first-past-the-post elections within single-member districts to produce 
two-party democracies, while we would expect systems of proportional 
representation to produce multi-party democracies. Contrary to this rule, 
Mozambique’s system of proportional representation has produced a political 
climate dominated by two parties; Frelimo and Reanmo. A historical analysis 
of Mozambique’s liberation process and subsequent civil war goes a long 
way in explaining this apparent contradiction. The historical legacy of these 
two groups, born from their respective roles in the nation’s formation, has 
ensured a degree of voter loyalty not always apparent in other democracies. 
Furthermore, high levels of institutionalization amongst the two leading 
parties has helped to keep smaller or regional parties from breaking onto 
the national stage. Finally, recent changes in Mozambique suggest that the 
importance previously placed on electoral law may be misguided. 

By Jessica Hirsch
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Contradiction to Estab-
lished Theory
Much of political science 

focuses on the relationship between 
electoral law and party systems. One 
of the key theories defining this re-
lationship is Duverger’s hypothesis, 
which asserts that electoral systems 
affect the number of functional par-
ties involved in government. Accord-
ing to Duverger, plurality, first-past-
the-post elections structured within 
single-member districts tend to pro-
duce a two-party system. In these 
types of electoral systems, whichever 
candidate or party receives the plu-
rality of votes will win the election. 
Thus, even if a second candidate 
receives a significant portion of the 
votes, the person or party with the 
most votes “wins” the election. Du-
verger further asserts that systems 
of proportional representation, in 
which an election can have multi-
ple winners, encourages multi-party 
systems. In these systems, multiple 
groups share power based on the pro-
portion of the total vote they receive. 
While this well-established hypoth-
esis is often valid, it is not universally 
applicable, and the case of Mozam-
bique completely contradicts it.

Following the 1992 transition to 

democracy Mozambique’s govern-
ment decided to enact a system of 
proportional representation in order 
to better represent minority interests. 
Despite this, Mozambique is largely 
dominated by Frente de Libertação 
de Moçambique, the Mozambique 
Liberation Front colloquially referred 
to as Frelimo, with the main opposi-
tion party being Resistência Nacio-
nal Moçambicana, the Mozambi-
can National Resistance known as 
Renamo. While smaller parties and 
movements exist, few have the pow-
er to gain seats and enact policies. 
Instead, Frelimo has remained the 
dominant power for the past twenty 
years, heading the government and 
receiving the largest portion of seats 
in the parliament, while Renamo has 
remained a close second and always 
formed the opposition. Mozambique 
is thus unique because it effectively 
employs a two-party system despite 
its proportional electoral system, 
which historically has led to multi-
ple-party systems. This divergence 
is likely due to the unique historical 
origins of Mozambique’s parties, 
which led to increased legitimacy and 
voter attachment, elements during 
the democratic transition which re-
inforced these sentiments, and the 

uneven degree of institutionalization 
among parties which has impeded 
rival third parties’ access to the re-
sources and thus the capacity needed 
to succeed.
The Current Situation

Currently, Mozambique is a pres-
idential representative democratic re-
public in which the president acts as 
head of state and head of government. 
The legislative branch is a unicameral 
body, called the Assembly of the Re-
public, with 250 members elected by 
proportional representation. In the 
1994 elections, the first of their kind 
in Mozambique, Joaquim Chissano 
of Frelimo was elected president. 
Voters elected 129 Frelimo deputies 
to parliament, and 112 Renamo can-
didates, with the remaining seats 
going to representatives of smaller 
parties which together formed the 
Democratic Union. Mozambique’s 
two main parties have a unique leg-
acy, as both emerged following the 
civil war, with Frelimo as the dom-
inant state party, while rebel fight-
ers transformed into the opposition 
party Renamo. While these are the 
two main parties, there are various 
smaller parties that garner support 
in localized areas but have difficulty 
competing nationally. In 2009, Ren-

amo politician Daviz Simango split 
from his party to found an opposi-
tion group, the National Convention 
party, now known as the Democratic 
Movement of Mozambique, which 
has also encouraged defections from 
Renamo. For the most part, howev-
er, the party system remains stable 
with Frelimo and Renamo receiving 
the largest share of votes. The two 
dominant parties have maintained 
distinct and oppositional views since 
the period of conflict. In Party Pol-
itics and Economic Reform in Afri-
ca’s Democracies, M. Anne Pitcher 
asserts that Frelimo and Renamo 
policy programs have “held sharply 
divergent views regarding the value 
of customary practices, the impor-
tance of traditional authorities, the 
role of the state, and the existence of 
a market economy.”1

As a general rule, Frelimo is 
strictly organized, fairly unified 
among members, independent, and 
deeply connected to society at large. 
While Renamo’s path has been rock-
ier than that of Frelimo, marked by 
shaky organization, defections and 
divisions, and influence from inter-
national extra-governmental groups, 
it still retains a high degree of insti-
tutionalization and power. Renamo 
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maintains its loyal base in the elec-
torate largely through charismatic 
leadership and corporatist practices. 
Furthermore, in certain geographic 
areas, Renamo is highly incorporat-
ed into community life. Although 
working in a proportional electoral 
system, smaller parties often lack 
both the organizational capability 
and established roots in society need-
ed to gain national relevance.
Historical Events that Led to 
Major Two Parties

Although Mozambique became 
independent from Portugal in 1974, 
the years that directly followed were 
filled with conflict. In 1962, revolu-
tionaries created the Mozambique 
Liberation Front, in hopes of ousting 
foreign rulers. The group combined 
many smaller interest movements 
and united people across tradition-
al social cleavages in an attempt to 
develop national unity. Following 
Portugal’s departure, the liberation 
movement transformed into a po-
litical party, Frelimo, and sought a 
single-party communist dictatorship 
with a left wing agenda. However, 
Frelimo faced stiff opposition from 
another rebel group, the Mozambi-
can National Resistance, known as 
Renamo, which pursued anti-com-

munist policies. The two groups en-
gaged in a lengthy civil war from 1976 
until 1992, when President Joapquim 
Chissano of the Frelimo party and 
guerrilla leader Afonso Dhlakama 
of Renamo signed the General Peace 
Agreement in Rome, beginning the 
process of democratization. During 
the conflict, many people began to 
strongly identify with either Freli-
mo or Renamo, and many smaller 
localized factions were incorporated 
into the existing, and more institu-
tionalized, groups. Although several 
smaller groups pursued individual 
agendas, Frelimo and Renamo were 
able to maintain their level of power 
and institutionalization through cli-
entelistic practices. In addition, many 
groups latched onto the two main 
parties in order to increase their own 
power. Factions interested in resist-
ing Frelimo’s practices aligned with 
Renamo during the war, and they 
found it difficult to reassert their au-
tonomy from Renamo once the war 
was over. While Frelimo original-
ly sought a single-member-district 
electoral system in order to maintain 
its control, Renamo’s resistance led 
to the establishment of a proportion-
al representation system, designed to 
incorporate the diverse interests of 

the people of Mozambique, includ-
ing its separate ethnic and linguistic 
groups.

While proportional representation 
was intended to make the political 
system more inclusive towards small-
er parties, many of those factions had 
already been consolidated into either 
Frelimo or Renamo during the fight 
against colonial rule. Political scien-
tists assert that these parties’ roles in 
liberating the country have cemented 
voter loyalty and their histories still 
play a role in contemporary politics, 
suggesting that “both main political 
parties emerged out of armed experi-
ences whose dramatic and long-last-
ing divisions still profoundly affect 
the Mozambican society.”2 Due to 
the pressure from outside forces, 
both Frelimo and Renamo were able 
to develop long-lasting support from 
constituents. Researchers explain 
that this enduring loyalty and re-
luctance to join other parties is “be-
cause Frelimo and Renamo are not 
ordinary political parties…they are 
political parties bred by the country’s 
armed struggle.”3 Other scholars 
elaborate that this differentiates Fre-
limo and Renamo from other parties, 
which voters judge based on what is 
in their perceived best interests. In 

addition to their historical legacies, 
sociological factors such as steadfast 
ideological divisions and cleavages 
have had a profound effect on party 
loyalty. Scholars explain that “both 
parties gained a significant legiti-
macy among specific sections of the 
population or areas of the country 
because, historically, they acted as in-
struments of resistance against Ma-
puto's pre-independence or post-in-
dependence rulers.”4 At the time of 
independence, certain sectors of the 
population aligned with either Freli-
mo or Renamo and this sense of col-
lective identity led them to develop 
close emotional bonds with their par-
ty of choice. In this way, the political 
divisions within Mozambique would 
seem to be based more on historical 
differences than current conflicts, 
and voters continue to feel strong ties 
to their respective parties. In some 
post-colonial nations, the initial rev-
olutionary groups that gained loyalty 
and respect have since lost it through 
incompetent, corrupt governence or 
economic mismanagement. In oth-
er cases, those revolutionary parties 
lost power due to internal divisions 
and lack of cohesiveness. In Mo-
zambique, however, neither of these 
problems has surfaced, and so have 
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not significantly affected Frelimo or 
Renamo’s lasting power and steadfast 
voter support.
Distinct Transition to Democ-
racy

In Mozambique, there are many 
factors that led to the transition to 
democracy. Democracy is a compli-
cated concept to adequately define; in 
this case, Seymour Martin Lipset’s 
definition will be used to help ex-
plain when the point of transition to 
democracy occurred. Lipset claims 
that democracy is a “political system 
which supplies regular constitutional 
opportunities for changing the gov-
erning officials… a social mechanism 
to resolve decision making among 
conflicting interest groups.”5 This 
includes specific conditions such as a 
set of beliefs which establish political 
legitimacy and explain its institu-
tions, a set of leaders in government 
holding power, and another set of 
leaders outside of office serving as 
an opposition. During the civil war 
years in Mozambique, Frelimo had 
a tenuous hold on the government, 
which at the time was a single-party 
dictatorship. Several elements ap-
pear most significant in leading to 
Mozambique’s transition to a parti-
san democracy. First, elite division 

within Frelimo and intense conflict 
between Frelimo and Renamo led to 
pact-making between group mem-
bers. While Frelimo had originally 
consolidated various diverse interests 
in order to rid the country of foreign 
rule, “the groups that coalesced to 
form Frelimo all brought leaders 
with ambitions of their own, and 
their coalition would remain frag-
ile.”6 This evidence is consistent with 
Guillermo O’Donnell and Philippe 
Schmitter’s analysis that conflicting 
opinions within the party in power 
can enable conditions that lead to 
transition. Various leaders disagreed 
about how best to run the nation and 
many critiqued Frelimo’s socialist 
party line. Eventually, a tendency 
towards strategic compromise led 
to The General Peace Agreement of 
1992, which has been characterized 
as “an elitist agreement between the 
top leaderships of Frelimo and Rena-
mo.”7 Because of the long-lasting and 
horrific level of violent conflict be-
tween the two groups, it served both 
leaders’ interests to compromise and 
attempt peace.

Second, economic dissatisfac-
tion played a role in the transition. 
As Stephen Haggard and Robert 
Kaufman explore in “The Political 

Economy of Democratic Transi-
tions,” economic crises can provoke 
transitions because the economic leg-
acy of authoritarian regimes deter-
mines the subsequent policy agenda. 
In Mozambique's case, in the years 
preceding the 1992 Peace Agreement, 
Frelimo’s one-party government had 
implemented vast economic changes 
with questionable success. According 
to scholars, after liberating Mozam-
bique from Portuguese rule, the new 
Frelimo socialist government had set 
out to “transform the social, political, 
and economic life of Mozambicans, 
particularly peasants. These changes 
were dramatic and unexpected for 
many in rural areas.”8 Even more 
radically, in 1978 the socialist gov-
ernment decided to nationalize all 
property. As a result, “during the 
Third Congress of Frelimo, the eco-
nomic performance of the country 
was highly criticized thus opening 
up a major national debate.”9 Thus, 
Mozambique’s economic downturn 
led to a discussion of what needed to 
change. Various factors encouraged 
transition in Mozambique and led 
to the democratic conditions present 
today. Economic strife encouraged 
some in Mozambique to switch alle-
giance to Renamo, which many hold 

to this day. Renamo continues to 
provide benefits and material goods 
to voters in disadvantaged areas in 
order to encourage participation 
and maintain loyalty. These events 
in the democratic transition have 
further encouraged the sentiments 
that formed during the revolution, 
stabilizing and reinforcing the two 
parties’ strength and effectiveness. 
While encouraging peace, the transi-
tion also solidified certain ideological 
differences between the two parties.
Institutional Reasoning

The level of institutionalization, 
which political scientist Scott Main-
waring considers necessary for party 
systems in new democracies, varies 
across Mozambique’s political par-
ties. While scholars have difficulty 
finding an exact meaning of insti-
tutionalization, many use Samuel P. 
Huntington’s definition, which holds 
institutionalization to be the “process 
by which organizations and proce-
dures acquire value and stability.”10 
Party institutionalization specifical-
ly, is defined by Matthias Basedau 
and Alexander Stroh as the “process 
in which individual political parties 
that participate in elections experi-
ence an increase in organizational 
stability and value.”11 Basedau and 
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Stroh measure institutionalization 
by studying a party’s level of orga-
nization, coherence, autonomy, and 
strength of roots in society. The dis-
parate levels of institutionalization 
amongst Mozambique’s political par-
ties affects their access to resources 
and ability to maintain membership, 
helping to explain the dominance of 
the two main parties. As Mainwar-
ing argues, “weakly institutionalized 
party systems function very differ-
ently from highly institutionalized 
systems, with important implications 
for democracy.”12 Mozambique’s pe-
culiarities are a result of uneven in-
stitutionalization across parties, even 
though the system as a whole is sta-
ble. Dominant Frelimo retains power 
in part because it is highly structured 
and institutionalized in contrast to 
Renamo’s greater reliance on charis-
matic leadership, as well as the lack 
of cohesion in many of the smaller 
parties that briefly emerge but make 
no lasting gains. This disparity is 
evident in the organizational capac-
ities of the parties, which “remains 
unbalanced and unevenly institu-
tionalized, with Frelimo's disciplined 
and fundamentally institutionalized 
organization opposed by a strongly 
personalistic and weakly organized 

Renamo, which struggles to operate 
within state institutions and to ac-
commodate internal differences.”13 
Other scholars agree, claiming “Fre-
limo brought the discipline garnered 
from years of combat during the lib-
eration struggle and the civil conflict 
into the era of multiparty democra-
cy.”14

The level of organization across 
Mozambique’s parties is not nec-
essarily a direct factor in electoral 
success, but their capacity to access 
to campaign resources and funding 
certainly is. As the incumbent party, 
Frelimo has retained access to greater 
resources and opportunities that are 
not always available to smaller par-
ties. In particular, Frelimo has had a 
history of using state-owned resourc-
es for its own advantage. According 
to research from the Electoral In-
stitute of Sustainable Democracy in 
Africa, in the 2004 elections, Frelimo 
used state-owned transportation in-
cluding new trucks and mini buses 
to spread their campaign materials 
across the country, a benefit other 
parties lacked. Furthermore, the 
amount of media coverage is dispro-
portionate between parties. Accord-
ing to Sitoe, while the “parties and 
candidates have, according to the 

existing laws, equal access to public 
media during election times,” private 
media has no such restrictions. Us-
ing this caveat, Frelimo often abuses 
its incumbent power to manipulate 
resources for its own gains, while 
other parties do not have the capa-
bilities to do so.15 Frelimo and Ren-
amo also use their greater financial 
resources to produce higher-quality 
advertisements for their campaigns, 
as “both Frelimo and Renamo hired 
professional services to produce these 
pieces and update the spots daily 
[while] other parties either produced 
poor television ads or were unable 
to use the space at all.”16 Because of 
its high levels of party organization 
and access to resources enabled by its 
incumbent status, Frelimo is able to 
maintain its power and reproduce its 
electoral success year after year while 
smaller parties struggle to obtain any 
effective power.
Other Explanations for the 
Rule’s Contradiction

Aside from the historical and 
institutional factors that have led to 
the emergence of a strong, two party 
system, many believe that specific el-
ements unique to Mozambique have 
allowed this system to flourish in the 
face of electoral laws that should en-

courage the inclusion and participa-
tion of multiple parties. Some schol-
ars claim that Mozambique presents 
a direct contradiction to this pattern 
due to specific limits in its electoral 
laws. One such law in Mozambique 
is that until 2004, parties had to ob-
tain at least five percent of the vote 
in order to gain a seat in parliament. 
While election thresholds are not un-
usual and are used in many propor-
tional representation systems, some 
claim that they have a distinctive ef-
fect in Mozambique. Political writer 
Isabela Moses Warioba explains that 
while leaders designing the coun-
try’s institutions believed propor-
tional representation would provide 
the “best solution in the context of 
post-war national reconciliation” 
to allow for greater representation, 
many believe “the two-party nature 
of the country’s national politics and 
its parliament is the result of the 5% 
threshold.”17 Many political scien-
tists have found evidence supporting 
this view and even suggesting further 
that “the threshold of five percent has 
kept the majority of the small par-
ties from entering parliament, which 
has thus far ensured a two-party 
system.”18 Although smaller parties 
exist, as elaborated above, few have 
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been able to gain the kind of legit-
imacy and durability of the major 
parties. Other scholars maintain 
that while the threshold did not dis-
courage the participation of smaller 
parties, “it did reduce significantly 
their chances of capturing seats as 
few parties got close to crossing it.”19 
Thus, even if parties did form around 
local goals and needs, it was difficult 
for them to gain effective power in 
the national government. However, 
evidence indicates that this threshold 
may be less significant than expected. 
Although the government amended 
this law in 2004, the 2009 elections 
have shown little difference in par-
ty relevance and success. The only 
difference is the introduction of the 
Democratic Movement of Mozam-
bique (Mdm) party, which was able 
to gain eight seats in Assembly of the 
Republic although it only earned 3.93 
percent of the general vote. Although 
seventeen parties and two coalitions 
participated in the election, all par-
ties outside the top 3 earned an ag-
gregate 3.73 percent of the vote, and 
were unable to garner even one seat. 
Thus, even though the threshold was 
lifted, smaller parties were still un-
able to mobilize enough support to 
win local elections and elect their 

deputies. The success of the Mdm 
can be attributed to the fact that its 
leader, Daviz Simango, is a former 
member of Renamo and the current 
Mayor of Beira, so he already had a 
strong local following to build from. 
Thus, it appears that the five-percent 
threshold is likely not what has kept 
smaller parties from gaining support 
at the national level. For the most 
part, voters have continued to main-
tain loyalty to Frelimo and Renamo 
based on the historic and cultural ties. 
Furthermore, many other countries, 
such as Germany, New Zealand, and 
Poland use a five percent threshold, 
yet have multiple parties which are 
active in government and play an 
important role. Mozambique’s devi-
ation from this commonality is likely 
because of the unique historical lega-
cy of the two revolutionary parties, as 
well as the difficulties smaller parties 
face in accessing resources and earn-
ing support.
Conclusion

From this analysis, it is apparent 
that various factors have led to the 
exceptional case of interaction in 
Mozambique. Academics have long 
maintained the veracity of Duverger’s 
law, that single-member plurality dis-
tricts tend to lead to the development 

of two-party dominant systems while 
proportional representation more 
often results in multi-party systems 
and coalition governments. How-
ever, Mozambique presents a direct 
contradiction to this well-established 
pattern. Sociological, electoral, and 
institutional factors have presented 
evidence that accounts for Mozam-
bique’s unusual circumstances. Re-
search suggests that the interaction 
between electoral systems and party 
systems is vastly more complicated 
than prior hypotheses have accounted 
for, and no one theory of democratic 
transition and party formation can 
truly account for this discrepancy. 
In the case of Mozambique, unique 
historical legacies of revolutionary 
groups and their consolidation into 
political parties led to enduring loy-
alties and ideological differences that 
still affect voters today. In addition, 
the high levels of institutionalization 
of the two main parties has made it 
difficult for other, smaller groups to 
gain legitimacy, even long after the 
initial revolutionary struggle and 
ensuing civil war. Finally, evidence 
suggests that electoral rules have 
been less significant in affecting the 
political makeup of the legislature 
than previously believed.
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