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Shadow boxing with democracy
The eighty-year history of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has been one of feeding the people illusions. One classic example was the sorrow that ensued throughout the nation after the failed “Great Leap Forward” that China’s Communist Party launched in 1958. Even after the myth of communism was unmasked, the CCP did not erase its communist ideals from the party charter. Instead the party has incessantly played bait and switch with the ample biscuit it has promised the Chinese people. There have been pledges of “four modernizations” and a “more prosperous society” from government officials in the past, but it has all been merely empty promises to this point. 

It seems, however, that Chinese President Hu Jintao’s recent call for a more “harmonious society” is a bit of a breakthrough over past proclamations. Hu’s definition of a harmonious society was one that featured democracy, the rule of law, equity, justice, sincerity, amity, vitality, stability, order and harmonious coexistence between man and nature. Hu’s statement also broke away from the CCP’s doctrine of the past two decades that was exclusively focused on economic development. There is indeed something positive to glean from Hu’s statements, especially in that he included the democratic rule of law, justice and equity in the framework of a harmonious society. It reflects the fact that the CCP is ready to rationally face up to the problems running riot in Chinese society and shows leaders have come to realize that the lack of democracy in China has necessarily led to societal conflict. From this particular standpoint, we should extend a punctilious welcome to Hu’s proposal of building a framework for a harmonious society in China. 

But merely proposing a framework for a harmonious society does not necessarily mean it will come to fruition. Weren’t the “four modernizations” and promises for a “more prosperous society” very alluring slogans as well? We have enough historical and actual reasons to doubt any of the CCP’s ideals. The fact that Hu placed the word “democracy” first in his definition of a harmonious society may show a bit of progress, but still may be only be part of more empty promises. There is no reason for Chinese society to get excited yet, because there is nothing historically new about the CCP spewing democratic slogans. We have no real way of telling what Hu means when he uses the term in reference to his proposal for establishing a framework for a harmonious society. The term “democracy” was used by former leaders such as Jiang Zemin, Deng Xiaoping and even Mao Zedong, but through the veil of their slogans, the autocratic rule of the CCP has remained in place. We don’t know if Hu is talking about a “democratic society,” or the Marxist concept of “democratic centralism.” In other words, is Hu talking about the “body” of democracy” or the “application” of its principles?

After Hu made his concepts for the framework of a harmonious society known, the familiar obsequious flattery from other CCP members and the official mouthpiece media began. These statements and articles were mere reiterations of the same old stuff, due to the pressure for all high-level officials to be unified in their thinking. Many are reluctant to transgress any bounds, while those who want to voice dissent continue to be marginalized and pushed to the back. It is hard to fathom any framework for a harmonious society taking hold in such an environment, as uniformity of public opinion is the main culprit behind disharmonious societies. 

Democracy is the only effective form of government to ensure justice, harmony and stability in a society. Russian President Vladimir Putin has said that Russia isn’t ready to push forward some sort of “Russian-style democracy,” but would rather abide by already accepted democratic principles in place in the world today. While Chinese leaders are not as glaringly satirical of the ideals of democratic freedom and rights as they were during the June 4, 1989 crackdown in Tiananmen Square, there is still the taboo of any discussion of common democratic principles around the world amongst them. This is why we should take any mention of democracy by Chinese Communist leaders with a huge grain of salt. 

