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INTERVIEWS I
Imagining a China Without the Communist Party (Part II)
Guoguang Wu / Tiancheng Wang

Most people in today’s world live without Communist or any other form of po-
litical dictatorship,” said Professor Guoguang Wu, a senior fellow at Stanford
University’s Center on China’s Economy and Institutions. The renowned Chinese
political scientist has recently been emphasizing the idea of moving toward a

post-Communist China. The importance of this question is self-evident.

Why is it necessary to explicitly envision China’s future political development
beyond Communist rule? Why is the Chinese Communist system unsustainable?
Why did the actual end of post-Mao reform occur earlier than many believe?
How should we understand today’s nostalgia for the Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao
eras? Does China’s current economic predicament prove that the “China Model”
is unsustainable? Why might popular uprisings triggering elite change be the
most likely path of transition for China? How should we view widespread con-
cerns— partly shaped by official propaganda—that democratization could lead to

economic slowdown or national turmoil?

On these issues, Professor Wu had an in-depth conversation with Tianncheng Wang,
editor-in-chief of China Journal of Democracy. The idea of imagining a China without

the Communist Party seems difficult for many, and it is a mindset that needs to change.
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How Far Can China’s Technological Innovation Go Under the Current System?
Weifeng Zhong / Yuxiu Li

“If there are two similar countries—with the same capital, population, and knowl-
edge base—but with entirely different economic and social systems, their outputs

will be completely different,” said Dr. Weifeng Zhong of George Mason University.

Can China achieve genuine technological innovation under its current political
system? How sustainable is the “imitation-plus-innovation” model represented by
companies like Deepseek? Could U.S. technological containment ironically spur
China’s own innovation? If China bets its entire national system on a few key
tech industries but sees no economic payoff in the short term, could the plan for
“overtaking on the curve” instead become a “crash on the curve”? How should
we assess the market prospects and potential of China’s innovation economy?
And if technological innovation fails, could it indirectly—or even directly —trig-

ger demands for political transformation?

Commissioned by China Journal of Democracy, Yuxiu Li, a young political sci-

entist based in London, interviewed Dr. Zhong on these questions.

Weifeng Zhong is a fellow at the Mercatus Center at George Mason University and
a senior advisor at the America First Policy Institute. He is an expert on Chinese af-
fairs and creator of the Policy Change Index (PCI)—an open-source Al-based tool

that analyzes propaganda in authoritarian regimes to predict policy trends.

Yuxiu Li is a young Chinese political scientist residing in London, specializing in

international relations, political theory, and social movements.

New Changes in China’s Civic Movement: From the Rights-Defending Gener-
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ation to the Post-White-Paper Generation
Tomoko Ako / Hsin Chieh Ho

“If you talked with activists in their twenties or thirties three years ago, you might
still occasionally hear the term ‘rights defense (weiquan).” But in the past two
years, you almost never hear it anymore,” said Professor Tomoko Ako, a leading

Japanese expert on contemporary Chinese society.

Professor Ako’s academic research covers social movements, civil society, hu-
man rights, education, and postwar Sino-Japanese relations. She focuses on how
China’s public sphere has expanded and contracted, how lawyers, journalists, and
activists continue to speak out under repression, and how younger generations are

discovering new ways of taking social action.

In this interview, Professor Ako discusses a major transformation in China’s
civic movement—why it has shifted from the rights-defending generation to the
post-White-Paper generation. Since the 2022 White Paper Movement, a new
generation of activists has emerged. Many have gone overseas, forming new
communities and networks that continue to engage with Chinese issues while also
participating in international causes. Their methods are more decentralized and

diverse than those of previous generations.

Professor Ako notes that feminism has become a central concern for young
people today and shares her insights into this generation’s perspectives. She
also discusses the “Eighty Years After the War” series of events she organized

in Japan.

Professor Tomoko Ako began studying Chinese systematically in college and de-

veloped a deep interest in Chinese society. After earning her doctorate, she taught
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at several universities in Japan and is now a professor at the Graduate School of

Arts and Sciences, University of Tokyo.

Hsin Chieh Ho is editor-in-chief of The Rito Project and founder of the Islands
Project in Taiwan. Commissioned by China Journal of Democracy, she conduct-

ed this in-person interview with Professor Ako in Tokyo.
CONVERSATION |

The Women’s Rights Movement and the Democracy Movement: Past, Present,

and Future Imaginations
Zheng Wang, Yaqiu Wang, Sipan Li, Sile Zhao, Yao Lin, Chun Chen, Wei-ting Wu

China’s democratic movement and the women’s rights movement have differed
in historical stages and agendas. Although the women’s studies movement of the
1980s coincided with the ideological liberation movement, gender issues were not
integrated into mainstream intellectual and social movements—such as the 1989
student democracy protests. Later, as the rights defense movement and liberalism
became dominant public discourses, feminism also found itself in tension with

them.

The year 2025 marks the 30th anniversary of the Fourth World Conference on
Women held in Beijing, widely regarded as the most successful UN women’s
conference in history. The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action identified
twelve critical areas for eliminating gender discrimination—principles that con-

tinue to shape the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals today.

For Chinese public life, the 1995 conference was a watershed moment. It allowed

China’s government to emerge from international isolation after the Tiananmen

213



crackdown and led to a partial loosening of state control over civil organizations.
This in turn opened the door for the inflow of international funding, theory, and
practice in the development sector—spurring two decades of civil society growth,

in which the women’s movement played a vital role.

After 2015, as repression intensified against labor activists, human rights lawyers,
and feminists, liberal intellectuals withdrew from public life and civil society or-
ganizations disappeared. During this period, feminist and gender-diverse groups
survived precariously through online and offline networks—networks that later

helped form the foundation of the White Paper protests.

Tensions have always existed between the feminist and democratic movements.
Feminists have criticized male-dominated liberal and democratic circles for ne-
glecting women’s and sexual minorities’ rights. Some prominent activists and in-
tellectuals were even accused of sexual harassment during the anti-sexual-assault

campaigns.

What explains the differences in focus and scope between the two movements?
Beyond political context and strategic choices, are there deeper ideological diver-
gences or differing visions for China’s future? What role does the feminist move-
ment play in civic education, civic culture, and the development of social capital

needed for democratic transformation?

As China’s government celebrates the legacy of the 1995 Beijing conference and
the international community reviews thirty years of progress and setbacks in gen-
der equality, China Journal of Democracy invited Zheng Wang, Yaqiu Wang,
Sipan Li, Sile Zhao, Yao Lin, Chun Chen, and Wei-ting Wu to discuss the
tensions between feminism and democracy movements and the significance of

feminism for China’s democratization.
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SOCIETY AND POLITICS I

Academic Freedom in China: Historical, Structural, Cultural, and Individual

Constraints
Zhidong Hao

This article examines the state of academic freedom in China—from ancient
times to the present—through the interplay of structural, cultural, and individual
factors. The author argues that while people often emphasize institutional (struc-
tural) power, culture and institutions are mutually reinforcing, and without indi-
viduals, neither can exist. On the individual level, there have always been schol-
ars who maintained independent, critical thinking and accepted the consequences,

while others helped rulers suppress free thought.

Commemorative View of History: Unreliable Historical Memory and Chinese

Nationalism
Ke Wang

Using the controversy surrounding the 2020 Hong Kong Diploma of Secondary
Education (DSE) history exam question as a starting point, this essay explores
how authoritarian regimes manipulate historical narratives to reinforce nation-
alism. The case reveals how official efforts to promote a singular anti-Japanese

narrative shape collective memory and restrict plural interpretations of history.

This commemorative view of history emphasizes great leaders and major events, sim-
plifying complex, multidimensional histories into a single storyline that fuels nationalist
emotion and erases diverse perspectives. It “tells the results but not the causes,” function-

ing ultimately as a tool to control historical discourse and consolidate political power.
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INSTITUTIONAL DESIGN I
Who Is Responsible for Regime Collapse? A Rethinking of Presidentialism
Qianfan Zhang

In his two-part essay “Rethinking Presidentialism,” the author discussed the Linz
thesis and compared the advantages and disadvantages of parliamentary and
presidential systems. This article continues that reflection, examining the causal

relationship between presidentialism and regime collapse.

After weighing both systems, the author concludes that parliamentary systems are
generally superior. For China, this implies that future constitutional reform should
preserve the parliamentary framework specified in the 1982 Constitution rather

than adopting a presidential system, which carries high risks of personalist rule.

Revisiting Asian Democracy and Federalism: Four Models of Relationship and

Their Implications for China
Baogang He

Drawing on cases from India, Nepal, the Philippines, Indonesia, Malaysia, Paki-
stan, Sri Lanka, and Myanmar, this paper identifies four patterns in the relation-
ship between democracy and federalism in Asia: harmony and tension between
the two, quasi-federalism under democratization, authoritarian federalism, and

failed federalism.

The study finds that Asia’s experience features both institutional innovation and

failure, challenging Western assumptions about the natural compatibility of de-
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mocracy and federalism. The author warns China against the twin dangers of
majoritarianism and ethnicized federalism—especially the risk of a “Han-domi-
nant democracy.” Although authoritarian federalism is fragile, it could serve as a
transitional path. Finally, he advocates developing deliberative democracy within
a federal framework to ease conflict and enhance legitimacy — offering valuable

insights for China’s future governance of diversity and ethnic affairs.
DEMOCRATIC TRANSITION I
Fifteen Truth Commissions—1974 to 1994: A Comparative Study (Part II)
Priscilla B. Hayner/ Translated by Xiaoyi Yan

“Truth commissions” have long attracted attention in Chinese intellectual and
activist discussions of transitional justice, yet there remains little understanding of

how other transitional countries have practiced them.

In this study, Priscilla B. Hayner compares fifteen truth commissions established in
thirteen countries between 1974 and 1994. Though written in the 1990s, the study still
helps fill a major gap in our knowledge of this field. The original version was pub-
lished in Human Rights Quarterly, Vol. 16, No. 4 (November 1994), pp. 597-655.

Notes
Global Democracy and Human Rights Events

Eleanor Zhang
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