
Retrofitting Leninism: Participation Without
Democracy in China
After the collapse of the Soviet Union, China emerged as a global
economic powerhouse, but its political system remains a paradox: it is a
one-party state that has managed to maintain stability and legitimacy while
implementing market reforms. This article explores the concept of
"retrofitting Leninism," arguing that China has adapted and updated
Leninism to create a new form of authoritarian rule that is characterized by
a high degree of citizen participation but a low level of democracy.

Theoretical Framework

Leninism, a variant of Marxism-Leninism, is a revolutionary ideology that
emphasizes the role of a vanguard party in leading the proletariat to
overthrow the capitalist state. Lenin argued that the party must be highly
disciplined and centralized to ensure its effectiveness in carrying out this
task.
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While China has never been a socialist state, the Chinese Communist
Party (CCP) adopted Leninism as its guiding ideology. However, it has
adapted Leninism to the Chinese context, creating a new form of
authoritarian rule that is characterized by the following features:

One-party state: The CCP is the only political party allowed to operate
in China. It controls all levels of government and society, and it
suppresses any form of political dissent.

Centralization of power: Power is concentrated in the hands of a
small number of leaders at the top of the CCP. The CCP's Politburo
Standing Committee, which is made up of seven members, is the most
powerful body in China.

Mass mobilization: The CCP relies on mass mobilization to
implement its policies and maintain its legitimacy. It has a vast network
of organizations that reach into every corner of Chinese society, from
the neighborhood committees to the trade unions.

Ideological control: The CCP maintains a tight grip on the media and
the education system, using them to propagate its ideology and
suppress dissent.

Citizen Participation

Despite its authoritarian nature, the CCP has implemented a number of
policies that have increased citizen participation in the political process.
These policies include:
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Village elections: Since the late 1980s, China has held elections in its
villages, allowing villagers to choose their own leaders. While these
elections are not entirely free and fair, they have given villagers a
greater say in local affairs.

Neighborhood committees: Neighborhood committees are quasi-
governmental organizations that provide a variety of services to
residents, such as healthcare, education, and social welfare.
Residents are able to participate in the management of their
neighborhood committees, giving them a voice in local decision-
making.

Social consultations: The CCP has also introduced a number of
mechanisms for social consultation, allowing citizens to express their
opinions on government policies. These mechanisms include public
hearings, online forums, and surveys.

These policies have increased citizen participation in the political process,
but they have not led to the development of a more democratic system.
The CCP retains ultimate control over all levels of government and society,
and it uses its power to suppress dissent and ensure its own survival.

China's system of "retrofitting Leninism" is a unique form of authoritarian
rule that combines a high degree of citizen participation with a low level of
democracy. The CCP has adapted Leninism to the Chinese context,
creating a new form of authoritarianism that has allowed it to maintain
stability and legitimacy while implementing market reforms.

However, this system is not without its challenges. The CCP's tight control
over the political process has led to a number of problems, including



corruption, inequality, and environmental degradation. It remains to be seen
whether the CCP will be able to address these challenges and maintain its
legitimacy in the long term.
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Xi Jinping, General Secretary of the Chinese Communist Party
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