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ABSTRACT

Among the countries undergoing market transitions, China is rather
unique in bringing together market economy with authoritarian govern-
ance. Facing the challenges of socioeconomic transformation, the Chi-
nese party-state responds them with a series of political reforms aiming
at strengthening the legitimacy and capacity of the regime. In urban
areas, direct elections have been initiated to choose the Residence Com-
mittee. Although these elections have been institutionalized, citizens’ par-
ticipation in these elections is still being “mobilized” by the party-state
and therefore, the political consequences of these elections are consid-
ered as limited by most China scholars. This paper, after studying the
2003 and 2006 local-level elections in Shanghai city, however, points to a
different direction. We find that the predominant “mobilizational partici-
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pation” has considerably reshaped the sense of political efficacy and
community consciousness of many Shanghainese, especially those partic-
ipate deeply and more forcefully. In other words, judging from our field
data, the participation experience itself, no matter voluntary or mobil-
izational, will surely make a difference. The attitudinal changes among
Shanghai citizens thus should be considered as the unintended conse-
quences of an authoritarian regime to use elections to consolidate its
legitimacy and power.
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