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Perspectives

Current conventional wisdom holds that democracy will come to China when the 
economic modernization programs China’s Communist rulers have introduced 

unwittingly lead to it Twenty years ago the dissident Wei Jingsheng saw democracy 
springingforth not from these refonns—part of the “four modernizations"—but from 

another, deeper source. Two decades have not diminished the force of Wei’s argument, nor 
closed the gap that remains between the idea of democracy and the reality in China.

D e m o c r a c y :
THE FIFTH MODERNIZATION
Wei Jingsheng
W hat is democracy? True democ
racy means placing all power in the 
hands of the working people. What 
is true democracy? It is w hen the 
people, acting on their own will, 
have the right to choose representa
tives to manage affairs on the peo
ples’ behalf and in accordance with 
the will and interests of the people. 
This alone can be called democracy. 
Furthermore, the people must have 
the power to replace these represen
tatives at any time in order to keep 
them from abusing their powers to 
oppress the people.

Is this actually possible? The cit
izens of Europe and the United 
States enjoy precisely this kind of 
democracy and can run people like 
Nixon, de Gaulle, and Tanaka out of 
office when they wish and can even 
reinstate them if they so desire. No 
one can interfere with their dem o
cratic rights. In China, however, if a 
person even comments on the “great 
helmsman” or the “Great Man peer
less in history,” Mao Zedong, who is 
already dead, the mighty prison  
gates and all kinds of unimaginable 
misfortunes await him.

Will the country sink into chaos 
and anarchy if  the people achieve 
democracy? On the contrary, have 
not the scandals exposed in the 
newspapers recently shown that it is 
precisely due to an absence of de-

W ei J ingsheng w a s  e x i le d  to  th e  U n ite d  
S ta te s  th is  y e a r  a f te r  sp e n d in g  n e a r ly  tw o  
d e c a d e s  in  p r is o n  f o r  h is  w r i t in g s  a n d  
a c t iv is m . T h is  e s s a y  is  e x c e r p te d  w i th  
p e r m is s io n  f r o m  W e i’s  The Courage to 
Stand Alone: Letters from Prison and 
Other Writings (New Y ork: P e n g u in  
B o o k s , 1 9 9 8 ) .

mocracy that the dictators, large and 
small, have caused anarchy? The 
maintenance of democratic order is 
an internal problem that the people 
themselves must solve. It is not 
something that the privileged over- 
lords need concern themselves with. 
Besides, they are not really con
cerned with democracy for the peo
ple, but use this as a pretext to deny 
the people their democratic rights.

Of course, internal problems can
not be solved overnight but must be 
constantly addressed as part of a 
long-term process. Mistakes and 
shortcomings w ill be inevitable, but 
these are for us to worry about. They 
are infinitely better than facing abu
sive overlords against whom we have 
no means of redress. Those who 
worry that democracy will lead to 
anarchy and chaos are just like those 
who, following the overthrow of the 
Qing dynasty, worried that without 
an emperor, the country would fall 
into chaos. Their recommendation 
was: Patiendy suffer oppression! For 
without the weight of oppression, the 
roofs of your homes might fly off!

To such people I would like to 
say, with all due respect: We want to 
be the masters of our own destiny. 
We need no gods or emperors and 
we don’t believe in saviors of any 
kind. We want to be masters of our 
universe; we do not want to serve as 
mere tools of dictators with personal 
ambitions for carrying out modern
ization. We want to m odernize the 
lives of the people. Democracy, free
dom, and happiness for all are our 
sole objectives in carrying out mod
ernization. Without this “Fifth Mod
ernization,” all other modernizations 
are nothing but a new promise.

Democracy is not merely an 
inevitable stage of social develop
ment as Lenin claimed. In addition

to being the result of productive 
forces and productive relations that 
have developed to a certain stage, 
democracy is also the very condition 
that allows such development to 
reach beyond this stage. W ithout 
democracy, society will become stag
nant and economic growth will face 
insurmountable obstacles.

W ill our enemies let us im ple
m ent democracy? Of course not. 
They w ill stop at nothing to hinder 
the progress of democracy. Decep
tion and trickery are the most effec
tive means they have. All dictatorial 
fascists tell their people: Your situa
tion is truly the best in the entire 
world.

Does democracy come about nat
urally when society reaches a certain 
stage? Absolutely not. A high price 
is paid for every tiny victory; even 
coming to a recognition of this fact 
w ill cost blood and sacrifice. The 
enem ies of democracy have always 
deceived their people by saying that 
just as democracy is inevitable, it is 
doomed, and, therefore, it is not 
worth wasting energy to fight for.

But let us look at the real history, 
not that fabricated by the hired 
hacks of the “socialist government.” 
Every small branch or twig of true 
and valuable democracy is stained 
w ith the blood of martyrs and 
tyrants, and every step taken toward 
democracy has been fiercely attacked 
by the reactionary forces. The fact 
that democracy has been able to sur
m ount such obstacles proves that it 
is precious to the people and that it 
embodies their aspirations. There
fore the democratic trend cannot be 
stopped. The Chinese people have 
never feared anything. They need 
only recognize the direction to be 
taken and the forces of tyranny will 
no longer be invincible. ■
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consistent excellence in covering the world 
,j.. J - by ordering one of the following special products.
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“The Disintegration of the Soviet Union”
Audiocassette Series: Volume 2 
“China Rising: A Superpower Awakes”
Audiocassette Series: Volume 3 
“The Fundamentalist Challenge in the 
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Audiocassette Series: Volume 4 
“Latin America: Open for Business?”
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“The Cold War: Beginnings”
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“The Pacific Century?”
A ll Audiocassette Series tapes are US$9.95 each.

issues Available in Bulk or Single Copy
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and for 10 or more subscriptions mailed to the same address.
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