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Political Culture and Political Participation in the Different Chinese Cultural Areas:
A Comparative Study of Mainland China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong

ABSTRACT

"Political Culture and Political Participation in the Different Chinese Cultural Areas:
A Comparative Study of Mainland China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong" is the title of a cross-
national research project conducted by political scientists from the United States, Mainland
China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong. This research project was financially sponsored by the
National Science Council (series number NSC-86-2745-H-002-002R-Y), and administered
by the National Taiwan University Workshop on Political System Change. The general
project advisor was Prof. Andrew J. Nathan from Columbia University. Professors Tianjian
Shi (Duke University), Yun-han Chu (NTU), and James Tong (UCLA) advised the teams
from Mainland China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong respectively. The associate researchers were
Professors Fu Hu, Ming-tong Chen, and Huo-yan Shyu. In order to conduct this comparative
study of political culture, political participation, and regime change, surveys were
administered in Mainland China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong from the summer of 1993 through
the winter of 1994. A common questionnaire framework and methodology was used in each
of the three regions.

This project has touched on two core research questions. First, in the field of
comparative politics, we have attempted to document the relative importance of the cultural
versus institutional influences of behavioral change in three different political regimes
sharing similar Chinese cultural backgrounds. In addition, we have attempted to analyze the
cultural dimensions surrounding changes in political regimes, a relationship often overlooked
in the fields of political culture and political change.

We designed our survey questionnaire after having reviewed related studies
conducted in countries such as the United States, Western and Eastern Europe, Japan, and
Russia. Because our survey design is consistent with the surveys of many of these studies,
we hope to eventually use our data to draw comparisons with the experiences of these and
other countries. We have utilized both old and new testing methodologies in order to study
the rapid socio-economic changes experienced in the political development of non-
democratic areas in transition. One often neglected concept utilized in our survey is known
as 'system culture' (Almond,1990: 153). This methodology takes into consideration the
political participation and behavior of ordinary people during the process of policy
implementation. We also present a new dimension that we call ‘type of mobilization' for
analyzing participation, and design an analytical framework to measure what we refer to as
'vertical efficacy;' again, two aspects of political participation that have frequently been
overlooked in the analysis of political change.

This project has sought to reconsider the conceptualizations, theoretical assumptions,
and measurements that have been developed based on the experiences of stable Western
democracies by targeting the two critical concepts of political culture and political
participation. The project has also made some necessary adjustments to consider the
structural characteristics that have emerged in the processes of both authoritarian regime
transition, as in the case of Taiwan, and socialist regime transition, as in the case of Mainland
China.



To obtain a measure of political culture, we have considered the attitudes of citizens
towards the legitimacy of the state structure (the governing-value orientation) and the
legitimacy of the regime structure (the power-value orientation). This approach has been a
significant modification of the Western research tradition, which has typically taken citizen
attitudes as the subject of political culture. We have also considered the social values relating
to political behaviors as well as the operation of political institutions in our research. This
methodology has helped to develop an appropriate framework to test the traditional values
unique to Chinese culture, such as the role of inter-personal relationships, the outlook
towards conflict-avoidance, and the ideals of rule of virtue and rule of man.

Furthermore, this project has sought to correct the biases in the measurements of
political participation that have long existed in Western literature. Under the framework of
our comparative study, the key points for observing political participation are not limited to
the forms but also include the directions and contents of political participation. Our
observations are expanded beyond typical situations (such as citizen gatherings and activities
in communities, participation in elections, participation in political parties and interest groups,
and citizen initiative contacts) to include accounts of outside-institution and anti-institution
participation. In Mainland China, for example, observations on intra-unit participation
behaviors are included in the research results. These important improvements have made the
comparative study of the three areas significant for both theory verification and theory
initiation.

Although the studies conducted in each of the three areas were administered on the
basis of a common framework, each took on its own particular characteristics. The Taiwan
team focused on questions such as ‘Have changes in culture been the cause or the product of
democratization?,” and ‘Has the issue of Taiwanese versus Chinese national identity divided
certain ethnic groups?’ In instances when a competitive party system has gradually been
formed, the Taiwan team inquired as to what kinds of loyalties people have established to
political parties given the existence of inherited institutional structures such as electoral
system and cultural pattern. The research in Taiwan went even further to focus on the kinds
of traditional and non-traditional participation that have been facilitated as the result of
political change.

In Mainland China, Prof. Tianjian Shi explored why Chinese people often choose
fixed types of participation inside existing institutional frameworks. His research covered the
sources of participation in different socio-economic, age, and sex groups. Research
conducted in Mainland China also focused on the participation patterns in the process of
policy-output in an attempt to explain the varied participatory strategies of the agents in
political systems of different areas. Together with Prof. Andrew J. Nathan, Prof. Shi further
analyzed how patterns of participation changed given different political attitudes and beliefs.

In Hong Kong, Professors Siu-kai Lau and Hsin-chi Kuan researched how political
and social attitudes were shaped by both the Chinese traditional thought and the indigenous
development experience. Their research has suggested that the civic freedom supported by
people was not necessarily the product of the individualism of the West. When Hong Kong
returned to PRC's control in 1997, an old 'Chinese' identity ironically gave way to a new
'Hong Kongese' identity. People in Hong Kong differentiated themselves from traditional
patterns of democracy by supporting institutions such as a consultative government, a new
competitive election system, and the idea of a responsible legislature. Such attitudes, coupled
with the lack of participatory institutions, generated low rates of participation (particularly
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among traditional channels). At the time the research was conducted, however, it seemed
possible that all these features would change with the introduction of a new election system
as part of the colonial government’s independent plan.

We combined the results of our three individual studies under a comparative
framework to analyze similarities and differences in these three political systems under a
much broader view. This framework examined nine variables, which are listed as follows: 1)
demographic and socio-economic background, 2) membership in organizations and political
experience, 3) media participation including political interest, political involvement, and the
degree of awareness of political affairs, 4) participation in elections, including the choice of
candidates and parties and participation in the process of election campaigns, 5) political
participation in non-election activities, including channels, patterns, and the extent of
participation, 6) system culture, including nationalism, national identity, national duty,
diplomatic relations, and the relationship between state and local culture, 7) process culture,
including political equality, popular sovereignty, political liberty, political pluralism, and
separation of power, 8) political efficacy, and 9) traditionalism.

Because our survey sample drew from electorates all over Taiwan, we used a
multiple-stage sampling method in this project to ensure the representative nature of the
sample. Our multiple-stage sampling utilized the principles of probabilities proportional to
size (PPS), stratified sampling, systematic sampling, and double sampling. In all, we
sampled 1400 respondents in Taiwan area, making the sample probability roughly 1/9500.
For the sampling frame, we used the electoral registers for the 1995 Election of Legislative
Yuan produced by the election commission of each city and county.
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