
 

 

 

I N T E R N A T I O N A L   P O L I C E   E X E C U T I V E   S Y M P O S I U M   

 

W O R K I N G   P A P E R   N O   53   

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

w w w . I P E S . i n f o 

 

 

 

 

 

 

IMPLEMENTING THE MASS LINE IN CRIMINAL INVESTIGATION IN 

CHINA: A REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

 

LI Yongtao 

Associate Professor, Dr, Deputy Dean of Crime Countermeasures Research Centre, 
China Criminal Police University, Shenyang City, Peoples Republic of China 

 
 

Alan Beckley 

Adjunct Research Fellow, School of Social Sciences & Psychology, Western Sydney 
University, Australia 

 

 
 

September 2016 
  

 



2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The IPES Working Paper Series is an open forum for the global community of police experts, 

researchers, and practitioners provided by the International Police Executive Symposium (IPES). 

It intends to contribute to worldwide dialogue and information exchange in policing issues by 

providing an access to publication and the global public sphere to the members of the interested 

community. In essence, the Working Paper Series is pluralist in outlook. It publishes 

contributions in all fields of policing, and manuscripts are considered irrespective of their 

theoretical or methodological approach. The Series welcomes in particular contributions from 

countries of the South and those countries of the world which have limited access to Western 

public sphere. 

Manuscripts can be sent electronically to the WPS editor, associateproductioneditor@ipes.info. 

Content of the paper is copyrighted by the Author. All rights reserved. Short sections of this text, 

not to exceed two paragraphs, might be quoted without explicit permission provided full credit is 

given to the source. 

 

The views and opinions expressed are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect those  

of the International Police Executive Symposium. 

 

file:///E:/Dropbox/IPES/www.ipes.info/WPS/docs/associateproductioneditor@ipes.info


3 
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Abstract 

This article takes a rare look into operational policing in China. It examines the literature, 

written in the Chinese language and in English, on the subject of the mass line (ML) in 

criminal investigation. While there are many studies on the wider aspects of ML policing, 

there are few studies on the specific area of criminal investigation in operational policing in 

China. The studies that were identified focused on three aspects: the need for relying on the 

masses, the problems encountered in the reform era in implementing this guideline and the 

causes of these problems, and the strategies for enhanced implementation of this guideline in 

criminal investigation. Studies written in English concentrate on the history and policy 

changes in Chinese policing that tend to be introductory and descriptive in nature. This study 

concludes that relying on the masses (the public) in solving a criminal case is definitely a 

significant aspect for carrying out the ML in criminal investigation work, but not the only 

one. A more in-depth study on implementing the ML in criminal investigation is needed 

particularly focusing on how to effectively concentrate the ideas and efforts of the rank and 

file within a police force through implementing the appropriate style of leadership. 

 

Keywords: the mass line, relying on the masses, style of leadership, criminal investigation, 

China 

 

Introduction 

Braithwaite recently stated (2015) western criminal law and criminology practitioners 

should revise their theories of crime and consider learning from wider sources of information 

such as those in Asia. Coincidentally, this paper investigates methods of investigating crime 

in China; although there are similarities in police investigation globally, it is interesting to 

examine differing techniques described in this literature review. Criminal investigation work 

in China, as in any nation, is only one arm of the three basic police functions: criminal 

investigation (including enforcement), order maintenance, and service provision. 

Furthermore, criminal investigation activities make up only a small portion of all police 

functions (Bayley, 1992). However, these activities are closely connected with and 

underpinned by the other two functions. Therefore, to understand fully the mass line (ML) in 

criminal investigation work, it is necessary to consider the Chinese policing system as a 

whole while focusing on criminal investigation in particular. In order to define what ML in 

criminal investigation work it is first necessary to describe ML as a political idea, which, in 

the Chinese political system, has been described as a ‘policy prerequisite’ (Jianlin, 2011:23). 

Sklair (1979:314) states: ‘The mass line, which I shall use more or less as a development of 

democratic centralism ….. It is a principle of mass mobilisation whereby the will of the 

masses and the leadership of the cadres are brought into contact…’ Mass line policing takes 

this idea and builds further on it as according to Zhong (2009:158), ML policing is: 

‘The mass line refers to “for the masses, relying on the masses, from the masses to the 

masses”. It embodies two layers of meaning. First, policing is based on the interests of 

both the state and the masses, with a focus on “for the masses”. Second, policing relies 
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on the masses and on the mobilization of the masses, and police function to win the 

understanding and support of the masses’.  

More detailed descriptions of ML policing and its method of operation are included later in 

this paper. Based on the characteristics of police systems in various countries, scholars have 

categorised police systems into three general models: centralised, decentralised, and 

integrated (Bayley, 1992; Ma, 1997). Generally speaking, China’s police system can be 

regarded as the integrated model, also known as the combination system or the composite 

system, which refers to the organisation and administration of the police being a shared 

responsibility of the central government and the local authorities (Ma, 1997). Japan, 

Germany, Australia, and the United Kingdom (UK) fall within this category (Bayley, 1992; 

He, 1995; Ma, 1997). 

According to The People’s Police Law 1995 and The Organisational Management 

Regulation of the Public Security Organs, Chinese police are under the joint leadership of the 

State Council and local governments and are accountable to both. At national level, the 

Ministry of Public Security (MPS) represents the State Council, directing and regulating the 

police forces throughout the country. Moving one level down is the Public Security 

Department at each province-level jurisdiction, including the twenty-two provinces, five 

autonomous regions, and four municipalities directly under the central government in the 

Mainland of China. These provincial public security departments have broad discretionary 

power in making local policies in line with the over-arching national policies and laws. Under 

the provincial level are public security bureaus at city or county level, where city districts 

have been established, public security sub-bureaus may be established. City/county public 

security bureaus may establish public security police stations. Police stations are not 

independent but dispatched agencies of their immediately superior bureaus (Figure 1.1). 
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There are two major advantages of the dual leadership hierarchy. On the one hand, it ensures 

the nation’s police forces remain under the control of the State Council so that national 

policies, fundamental laws and professional standards can be effectively implemented across 

the country. On the other hand, it provides the local governments with necessary autonomy in 

determining how to use the police resources to the best local interests and circumstances. 

Such a democratic-centralism style is the application of the ML into political activities in 

China (CPC, 2007). 

Police work guided by the ML demonstrates a triple structure in organisation and a triple 

role played by the police. First, in terms of organisation, the Party committees and the 

governments at various levels exert their leadership in making general policing policies and 

strategies; second, the police enforce laws and play the leading role in crime investigation 

and social order maintenance; and third, the masses support and participate in a variety of 

policing activities such as providing clues about crimes, participating in social order 

maintenance, and helping to guide traffic and pedestrians. Police practitioners from Western 
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cultures will recognise similarities in this concept to the Neighbourhood Policing model and 

its links to maintaining public confidence in the police (Myhill and Quinton, 2010). This 

review has collected and examined literature on implementing the ML in police work in 

general and criminal investigation work in particular consists of two types: Chinese language 

literature and English language literature.  

 

Method 

A literature search was undertaken for subject matter relating to the ML in criminal 

investigation in the Chinese language and English. The search results through China’s key e-

publishing database CNKI showed that a total of 8,808 items (including journal articles, 

doctoral theses, and master’s dissertations) included the terms “the ML” and “criminal 

investigation” in their contents. However, there were only four articles with “the ML in 

criminal investigation” in the title, and 44 articles listing “ML” and “criminal investigation” 

in the abstract. No doctoral or masters dissertations had the words “the ML in criminal 

investigation” in their research title. In Chinese language literature, studies on ML policing 

are numerous, but specific studies embracing “the ML in criminal investigation” in their title 

or as the major study subject are few; even so, these studies cover a range of topics. Within 

the English language literature, it is difficult to locate any studies specifically about 

implementing the ML in criminal investigation. The available studies mostly concentrate on 

the history and policy changes in Chinese policing. Among these studies, those related to the 

ML in police work focus on two topics. One is concerned with the connection between the 

campaign-style policing strategy and the ML policing strategy. The other concerns the debate 

of “the end or continuity” of ML policing which will be discussed in a later section. The 

literature review follows the thematic approach to summarise, evaluate, and synthesise the 

arguments and ideas. Points of interest and issue have been highlighted in the discussion 

section followed by a conclusion. 

 

Findings from Chinese literature 

 

The concept of the masses 

According to Liu (2004), the masses outside the police force can be categorised into at 

least three tiers. The first tier refers to most law-abiding citizens which constitute the majority 

of the masses and the major supporting forces that the police can rely on in criminal 

investigation. The second tier of masses can be categorised as the special groups of the 

masses. They are law-breakers but do not fall into the category of “enemies”, which means 

that their crimes are not aimed at overthrowing the government or threatening the security of 

the state. The first two tiers refer to human beings existing either as an individual or as a 

group. The third tier can be named the “organisational masses” (Liu, 2004, p. 126), and 

comprises of such things as companies, banks, hospitals, prisons, and non-criminal 

investigation police agencies. According to Liu, this proposal is helpful for clarifying the 

relations between different police agencies (Liu, 2004). Based on this proposal, criminal 

investigation agencies are the main force in investigating, while all other agencies including 

other police agencies can be regarded as the “masses” that may provide support to the 

criminal investigation agencies.  

Zhang (2008) also argues that the “masses” should not be narrowly understood as 

individuals alone; instead, economic companies, institutes, schools, and other social 

organisations should all be included in the concept of the “masses”. However, Zhang does not 

clarify whether non-criminal investigation police agencies are also the masses as Liu has 

indicated. In addition, some authors propose the concept of “expert masses”, including 

technical experts, scholars, accountants, and others with professional knowledge in a certain 
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area (Xu, Zhang & Wang, 2009). Although the broad definition of the masses in criminal 

investigation has been accepted by most authors, conversely, some have defined the masses 

in a very narrow way. According to Wang, “the masses in criminal investigation refer to 

persons that criminal investigators can rely on, unite with, or win over, except for criminal 

suspects and their associates” (2004, p. 17). This definition is challenged by Li (2013) who 

argues that, in the investigation stage of police work, excluding criminal suspects and their 

associates from the category of the masses runs potentially great risks because it implies the 

presumption of guilt, which is neither beneficial for protecting the legal rights of criminal 

suspects, nor helpful for winning the potential support of their relatives. Li (2013) upholds 

that criminal suspects and their associates should be regarded as a special category of the 

masses, which is close to the second tier of the masses identified by Liu (2004).  

 

The need to rely on the masses 

The importance of relying on the masses in criminal investigation has been discussed by 

all authors in this review (Jing & Wang, 2011; Lin, 2014; Pan, 2015; Wang, 2004; M. Yang, 

1999). For example, relying on the masses is believed to be “the foundation for victory in 

criminal investigation” (Wang, 2004, p. 17). It has also been argued that, since the founding 

of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), “the practice proves that the criminal investigation 

work must follow the ML, closely rely on the masses” (Liao, 1988, p. 66). That the ML must 

be followed in criminal investigation is a unanimously upheld and declared principle. For 

example, the ML is considered to be “the magic weapon for the development of criminal 

investigation work” (M. Yang, 1999, p. 36), “the lifeline for fighting against narcotics” (Ma, 

1999, p. 65), and “the indispensable work method in criminal investigation, which shall be 

strengthened further” (Jing & Wang, 2011, p. 148). Some also argue that innovative thinking, 

method, and institution are needed for implementing the ML in police work in a social 

transformation era (Ju & Yao, 2014; Liang, 2012; Lin, 2013; Pan, 2015). However, when 

discussing the implementation of the ML in criminal investigation, the concept of the masses 

in all of those studies refers to the ordinary people outside the police forces (Lin, 2014; 

Wang, 2004; Wei, 1999; L. Wu & Ma, 2002).  

When arguing the need for relying on the masses in criminal investigation, authors have 

tended to focus on three factors. The first factor explains the inseparable social relations 

between the criminals and the masses. Some authors have argued that criminal suspects all 

grow up among the masses, hide themselves among the masses, and are bound to be revealed 

to the masses (Lin, 2013; Lin, 2014; Pan, 2015; Wang, 2004). Similarly, Jing and Wang 

maintain that “because lawbreakers and offenders are living among the masses, it is 

impossible for them to remain living among the masses for a long time without disclosing 

their crimes” (2011, p. 148). Liao also claims that “offenders need to survive; they have no 

choice but to live among the masses, hence all their activities are inevitably under the 

surveillance of the masses” (1988, p. 67). These ideas all focus on the fact that crimes are 

committed among the masses and offenders are living among the masses, so someone among 

the masses should know about these crimes and criminals. Consequently, if criminal 

investigators want to find out who has committed a crime, they should go to the masses for 

collecting clues and evidence.  

The second factor concerns the opposing relations between criminals and the masses, 

between committing crimes and protecting the interests of the masses. Most authors uphold 

that all crimes directly violate the interests of the state and the masses, so the masses hate 

crimes greatly and anyone who has a conscience, even if they are relatives and friends of 

those criminals, will not support or tolerate their anti-social conduct (Liao, 1988; Pan, 2015; 

Peng, 2011; Wang, 2004). Therefore, the masses have the enthusiasm not only for fighting 

crime of their own accord but also for supporting police in criminal investigations because 

file:///C:/Users/Paul/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/IE/JNS0X4NP/mass%20line%20final.docx%23_ENREF_1
file:///C:/Users/Paul/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/IE/JNS0X4NP/mass%20line%20final.docx%23_ENREF_1
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criminal investigation represents justice that is valued by the majority of the masses (Liang, 

2012; Lin, 2014; Wang, 2004). 

In addition to the first two factors, some authors argue that current crimes are increasing 

not only in quantity but also in quality in that some crimes are committed with the use of 

modern technology or involve specialist knowledge, thus demanding support and help from 

experts within the community who have relevant specialised knowledge (Cai, Wang, & Bao, 

2001; Pan, 2015; Yang, 1999). For example, when explaining the need to rely on the masses 

in criminal investigations, Yang argues that some criminal cases involve special 

technological knowledge that requires police to “consult with experts and scholars who have 

such special knowledge, relying on them for solving technological problems” (Yang, 1999, p. 

37). Although Yang does not state explicitly that experts are also a type of the masses, his 

view is consistent with the concept of expert masses proposed by Xu et al. (2009). The above 

authors have taken three different perspectives to explain the reasons why police should rely 

on the masses in criminal investigations. In common, however, they all discussed the 

implementation of the ML in criminal investigation based on the concept and definition that 

the masses referred to those who are outside the police force.  

 

Contemporary problems encountered and their causes 

Relying on and mobilising the masses in the struggle against crime had been greatly 

emphasised and was successful in Mao’s era (Dutton, 2000; Li, 2006; Zhong, 2009). 

However, in the new economic reform era, the implementation of reliance on the masses in 

criminal investigations is facing some problems that can be placed in three categories. The 

unwillingness of the masses to support and cooperate with the police ranks is the first. In the 

process of conducting criminal investigations and arresting criminal suspects, police officers 

are often acting in an isolated situation without support from the masses (Li, 1993; Pan, 

2015). The masses’ unwillingness to provide support is usually attributed to changes in social 

values and social structure that emerged under the market economy, and to the unfriendly 

attitudes and responses of the police to the masses (Lin, 2014; Pan, 2015; Wang, 2004; Yang, 

1999).  

The second main problem with relying on the masses is connected with the rapid 

development and application of modern technology in criminal investigation, which weakens 

the investigators’ awareness of, and willingness to rely on, the masses (Jing & Wang, 2011; 

Liu, 2004; Pan, 2015; Wu & Ma, 2002). More specifically, some authors criticise criminal 

investigators for being too obsessed with modern technology, that the technology is in the 

hands of the masses and that human beings are the key element in criminal investigations 

(Liao, 1988; Lin, 2014; Wang, 2004). Although authors have differing opinions about the 

role of modern technology in criminal investigation, most agree that the integration of 

modern technology with the support of the masses is essential for the success of criminal 

investigation in the new era (Lin, 2014; Liu & Hao, 2009; Pan, 2015).  

The third main problem with relying on the masses concerns the estranged police-

masses relations mainly caused by the unethical conduct of some criminal investigators who 

are not conscientious about providing high levels of service, “but employ simple and rude 

methods to their operations, treating the masses with cold, indifferent and unresponsive 

attitudes” (Li, 1993, p. 6). Some criminal investigators are not good at communicating with 

and learning from the masses or are not willing to do so (Jing & Wang, 2011; Li, 1993; Wu, 

2001). In addition, corruption, extorting confessions by torture, misuse of police power, and 

other forms of misconduct are still common practices among some police officers, and this 

has badly damaged the image of the police (Li, 1993; Li & Li, 1999; Wu & Ma, 2002). Such 

unethical, unlawful, and even criminal conduct leads the masses to lose trust in police and 

exacerbates alienated relations between the police and the masses.   



9 

 

 

Strategies for improvement 
Corresponding to the problems encountered and their causes, a number of authors have 

proposed strategies for improving the implementation of the guideline of relying on the 

masses in criminal investigation in the new era (Jing & Wang, 2011; G. Li, 1993; J. Li, 2006; 

Wang, 2004; Wei, 1999; C. Wu, 2001; L. Wu & Ma, 2002; M. Yang, 1999). These 

suggestions involve four aspects. The first is concerned with improving the quality of the 

criminal investigation force; the second deals with how to build and keep harmonious, 

cooperative, and trustful police-masses relations; the third explores how to innovatively 

integrate modern technology with traditional methods of relying on the masses; and the 

fourth suggests institutionalising the methods of relying on the masses. 

 

Improving the quality of the criminal investigation force 

Chinese culture places high value on the virtue of rulers. This can be observed both in 

the Chinese ancient Taoist and Confucian philosophies of the benevolent government (Jin, 

1993; Lin, 2009) and in Mao’s doctrines of virtuous leadership (Mao, 1938; 1949; 1957). 

According to Li (2006), Mao placed great stress on public security force building and said 

that:  

public security organs are a knife in the hands of the proletariat. Well-controlled, they 

could attack enemies and protect the people; ill-controlled, they are easy to hurt oneself. 

If this knife were grasped by enemies, it would become more dangerous (Li, 2006, p. 

80).  

In addition, Sui (2007) has pointed out that Mao had put more stress on the quality than on 

the quantity of the police. For example, Mao once stated that “the quantity of the public 

security force shall not be too big, but the quality must be very keen-witted and capable” 

(Mao, cited in Sui, 2007, p. 61).  

In order to build high standards within the police force, Mao laid great stress on 

ideological and ethical education of police officers (Li, 2006; Meng, 2008; Wu, 2009). Such 

qualities and ethical standards were specifically stipulated in the 1957 Regulations of the 

People’s Republic of China on the People’s Police (National People's Congress, 1957) and 

the 1958 Eight Main Rules of Discipline and Ten Points for Attentions for Public Security 

Police (MPS, 1958). Although these regulations have been replaced by the newly 

promulgated The People’s Police Law 1995 and other police regulations, the emphasis on 

improving the quality of the police has been maintained. At the legislative level, all these 

“laws and regulations, rules and points” put stress on adhering to the leadership of the Party, 

no violating the interests of the masses, and building highly qualified police forces with a 

firm political stand, exemplary ethics, and practical, considerate, and professional conduct 

(MPS, 1958, 2010).  

 

Developing technological methods of relying on the masses 

Although stressing the importance of adhering to the traditional methods of relying on 

the masses, Chinese scholars and law enforcers have been willing to accept the need for 

innovative technological ways of operating. As Western experts have realised the relations 

between the development of technology and crime commission and control (Clarke, 2004; 

Grabosky, 1998; Haque, 2005), so have Chinese police circles. A number of Chinese scholars 

have pointed out the importance of integrating the traditional methods of relying on the 

masses with newer methods supported by modern technology (Jing & Wang, 2011; Lin, 

2014; Liu & Hao, 2009).  

For example, in addition to DNA testing, GPS (Global Positioning System) monitoring, 

video surveillance, and television broadcasting, Chinese police are trying to extend traditional 
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foot-based door-to-door neighbourhood canvasses to netizen
3
-supported Internet canvasses, 

or “Renrou searches”
4
 for collecting crime clues and identifying criminal suspects (Cheng & 

Xue, 2011; Liu & Hao, 2009; Yao & Guo, 2008). The Renrou search tactic has not only 

helped Chinese police successfully solve several criminal cases since 2008 but also helped 

British police solve a murder case (Liu & Hao, 2009), and has been described as a new 

method of implementing the ML in criminal investigation in the Internet era (Cheng & Xue, 

2011; Liu & Hao, 2009). It is also reported that Chinese police have successfully used the 

“MicroBlog”
5
 to track down some fugitives and persuade them to surrender (He, 2011; 

Huang & Xu, 2011; Yu & Wang, 2011). New investigative techniques need pertinent legal 

stipulations so that their use does not undermine the protection of the masses’ legitimate 

interests while effectively combating crime. (Bai & Ji, 2008; Cheng & Xue, 2011; Liu & 

Hao, 2009). However, further studies should not concentrate only on using modern 

technology to mobilise the masses for detecting crime, but also how to implement ethical 

policing practices. With the development of modern technology, extorting confessions by 

torture is regarded as a cruel method and has been prohibited by law worldwide, including in 

China. Although such illegal and unethical behaviours are not routine in Chinese police 

practices, they have occasionally occurred and have produced very grave damage to the 

masses’ trust in police (Li, 1993; Wu & Ma, 2002). It seems that replacing the method of 

extorting confessions with innovative technological methods in solving criminal cases may 

be a good option for the police to regain the masses’ trust and support.  

 

Institutionalising the methods of relying on the masses 

The necessity for institutionalising the methods of implementing the ML has been 

discussed by a number of authors in China (Li & Zhao, 2004; Lin, 2014; She, 2010). The 

mass campaigns, as one important and well-known method for carrying out the ML, need 

particularly to be institutionalised to avoid any ill-controlled mass campaigns leading to 

social damage, even social chaos (She, 2010). The strike-hard
6
 campaigns launched since the 

1980s in China are in essence the continuation of mass campaigns in crime control (He, 2008; 

Tang & Miao, 1997). According to He (2008), the strike-hard policy should be adhered to as 

a long term policy but be operated in more regularised and legislated ways and should be 

integrated with a policy of balancing severity and leniency so that it can better protect the 

interests of the masses and human rights.  

Some Chinese authors have proposed that the current “reward system for reporting 

crimes” should be improved so that relying on the masses guideline in criminal investigation 

can be better implemented in the new market economy situations (Cheng, 2006; Li & Zhao, 

2004; H. Liu, 2007; Yu, 2005). This improved “reward system for reporting crimes” should 

not only include more detailed protocols such as the amount of prizes and the protection of 

crime reporters, but also encourage the masses to report corruption and other crimes 

associated with abusing powers (Huang, 2010; Peng, 2011; Yang, 2010). In addition, it has 

been suggested that the mass supervision system over judicial work should be regularised and 

                                                           
3
 Netizen is a newly created word from Net (=Internet) and citizen, referring to someone who spends a lot of 

time using the Internet. 
4
 “Renrou search”, also called “human flesh search”, is a practice popularised by Chinese netizens that involves 

hunting down the personal details of a publicly despised person and posting them online. 
5
 MicroBlog is a type of web site diary that usually contains someone’s personal experiences, interests, 

comments on various issues, and provides links to other places on the Internet.  
6
 This refers to the Yanda Campaigns (campaigns for severely fighting serious crimes) launched periodically 

throughout 1981 to 2001 in China aiming to solve the soaring crime rate that emerged after the economic reform 

since the late 1970s.  
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institutionalised so that openness and justice can be better achieved (Cheng, 2007; Pan, 2015; 

Peng, 2011).  

 

Findings from English literature  

Within the English language literature, it is difficult to locate any studies specifically 

about implementing the ML in criminal investigation. The available studies mostly 

concentrate on the history and policy changes in Chinese policing. Among these studies, 

those related to the ML in police work focus on two topics. One is concerned with the 

connection between the campaign-style policing strategy and the ML policing strategy. The 

other concerns the debate of “the end or continuity” of ML policing. 

 

Campaign-style policing and ML policing 

Available English literature related to ML policing theories and practices includes a 

number of articles and books that discuss the strike-hard policy and campaign-style policing 

in China in the 1980s. Trevaskes (2007) argues that official justification for the policy has its 

roots in the organisational and ideological connections between “Mao’s ML and the strategies 

of crime control in criminal justice work, which originated in the revolutionary period and 

were further developed in the post-revolutionary period after 1949” (p. 31). At the start of the 

21st century, China’s criminal justice policy saw a shift from severe punishment to 

“balancing severity and leniency”, attempting to limit a decades-old strike-hard policy toward 

serious crime (Trevaskes, 2010).  

Trevaskes’ (2010) studies focus mainly on how the Party’s political policy informs the 

Supreme People’s Court in adjusting criminal justice policy in two aspects: one is the 

relationship between the Party’s political policy and criminal justice policy making; the other 

is the policy changes within the court system or judicial system. Studies such as hers can 

provide valuable and insightful contextualisation for studies on the implementation of the ML 

in criminal investigation because Chinese criminal justice policies, whether they focus on the 

court system or police system, are both informed by the Party’s political policies.  

Under the guidance of the strike-hard policy, Chinese police launched campaign-style 

policing. According to Tanner, campaign-style policing refers to concentrated, fixed-term, 

special targeting of particular categories of crime for arrest and severe punishment — hence 

the colloquialism “stern blows” (yanda) is applied (2005, p. 171). Tanner argues that a key 

feature of these anti-crime struggles has been the use of Maoist techniques of mass 

campaigning (2005, p. 171). Tanner makes the criticism that “Deng Xiaoping, who had called 

for an end to such mass campaigns (yundong) in 1978, nevertheless argued in 1983 that 

without mass involvement, these struggles would not succeed” (Tanner, 2005, p. 171). 

Tanner comments that, “with hallmark bluntness, he [Deng] accordingly labelled these 

‘campaigns that we simply will not call campaigns’ ” (Tanner, 2005, p. 171).  

Although Tanner’s descriptions and observations of campaign-style policing are 

reasonable, he appears to mistranslate and misinterpret the nature of mass campaigns and 

mass involvement from the original Chinese. Deng’s original speeches about launching the 

anti-crime campaigns include the following: “We do not regard these as making movements 

because we are not making person-persecuting movements, but we must mobilise the masses 

for concentrated fight against crime; such are movements but not the so-called movements” 

(Tang & Miao, 1997, p. 452). Apparently, Deng generally divides movements into two 

categories: political movements aimed at persecution, and non-political movements targeted 

at solving particular social problems. The strike-hard campaigns belong to the latter, which 

are aimed at fighting crime instead of political persecution. Deng stresses that “we shall not 

let crime offenders fear of nothing, which requires strengthening the power of dictatorship” 
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and “stern legal punishment”, because “we are protecting the security of the maximum 

majority of the people, and this is humanism” (Tang & Miao, 1997, p. 452). 

 

ML policing: end or continuity 

The English literature reviewed demonstrates two views in stark contrast vis-à-vis the 

fate of ML policing. On the one hand, some of these studies have recognised the ML as the 

dominant principle in Chinese policing (Bracey, 1989; Chen, 2002; Wong, 2001). In theory, 

The People’s Police Law 1995 continues to acknowledge the ML as the fundamental 

principle which stipulates that “people's police must rely on the masses, keep close ties to 

them, listen attentively to their comments and suggestions, accept their supervision, safeguard 

their interests, and serve them wholeheartedly” (Dai, 2008, p. 213). Western practitioners 

might notice that there is a parallel to this within the fabled nine principles of policing of the 

London Metropolitan Police when initiated in the nineteenth century: ‘To recognise always 

that the power of the police to fulfil their functions and duties is dependent on public 

approval of their existence, actions and behaviour and on their ability to secure and maintain 

public respect.’ (Peel’s Nine Principles of Policing, principle 2) (Cited in Bronitt & Stenning, 

2011, p. 332) 

Within the same perspective, some authors argue that ML policing practices have never 

stopped, but have developed to keep pace with social changes (Dai, 2008; Zhong, 2009). 

Taking the community policing reform in recent years as an example, Zhong regarded it as 

“nothing more than old wine in new bottles” (2009, p. 158). This means that the new package 

of community policing reforms is more a label for an imported concept than a change in 

nature, because the community policing reform maintains the essential characteristics of the 

ML approach (Zhong, 2009). Similarly, Dai argues that the traditional Chinese policing 

methods will remain but some new elements will be “incorporated periodically as a reaction 

to social economic needs” (2008, p. 225).  

In striking contrast to the above perspectives, Dutton (2000, 2005) has predicted that the 

end of the Chinese ML policing, as it had previously been known, is imminent. He argues 

that the economic reforms have inculcated Chinese people with the values of commerce and 

“the contract responsibility system it has relied upon reinforces a type of equivalence that is 

central to the new Chinese value system” (2000, p. 89). According to Dutton, within such a 

macro social context, Chinese police have devised their own money-based version of contract 

responsibility ostensibly to reinvigorate the ML and are themselves increasingly subject to 

the law of the contract (Dutton, 2000, 2005). He asserts that the law of the contract has 

“transformed the mass line into a mass-production line for the maintenance and extension of 

values that the revolution once fought against. This perhaps is the final irony and lasting 

legacy of the mass line in policing and quite possibly the end of socialist policing in China” 

(Dutton, 2005, p. 220).  

 

Discussion 

The review of literature on Chinese policing shows English literature primarily focuses 

on being a general introduction to and a discussion of the relevant history, culture, policies, 

and reforms. This literature, blended with Westerners’ critical views, may provide 

comparative perspectives and beneficial references for reflecting on the problems revealed in 

Chinese ML police work. Among other issues, the better protection of the human and legal 

rights of criminal suspects (Tanner, 2005; Trevaskes, 2007) is one area where China needs to 

learn more from the Western world, particularly as serving the people and protecting the 

interests of the masses are intrinsic ingredients of the ML.  The authors of this paper are sure 

that policing practitioners in Western countries will identify familiar policing principles and 

issues identified such as the use of the mass media to help solve crimes and the use of covert 
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human intelligence sources (informants). However, Wong has claimed that there is still a 

paucity of studies from outside China about Chinese policing and that knowledge about 

Chinese policing is “sketchy, spotty, and superficial” (2009, p. 1). Dai reflects a similar 

viewpoint, writing that many studies in English literature about Chinese policing are 

“introductory and descriptive in nature” (2008, p. 224). Furthermore, some studies tend to 

“generalize Chinese policing, especially in the discussions of how one strategy has been 

replaced by another in the history of Chinese policing” (Dai, 2008, p. 225). This may result 

from the lack of research interest, difficulty in obtaining data, inaccessibility to places and/or 

people, scarcity of bilingual researchers, and/or incompatibility of scholarship styles (Wong, 

2009). In addition, lack of empirical studies, use of secondary information, language barriers, 

and the dearth of cultural background knowledge could have all attributed to the problems in 

English language studies about Chinese policing (Dai, 2008). Probably due to these 

difficulties in studying Chinese policing, none of the literature available in English has 

focused on the implementation of the ML in criminal investigation.  

Among the limited English literatures discussing the ML in Chinese police work, there 

exists misinterpretation of the mass campaign, mass involvement, and the ML. To 

comprehensively understand the implementation of the ML in criminal investigation, it 

should be kept in mind that the mass involvement differs from the mass campaign, and the 

mass campaign does not equal the ML (Luo, 1958; She, 2010; Tang & Miao, 1997). The 

mass campaign is only one aspect of mass involvement and only one method of 

implementing the ML. For example, a mass campaign in criminal investigation usually 

focuses on some targeted crimes (murder, robbery or rape) and will last for a fixed term (six 

months or one year). It may also target a particular criminal case (an explosion or a murder 

case), or a very dangerous criminal suspect (a serial killer or a most wanted suspect). When 

launching a mass campaign, the police will mobilise the masses through various media 

(newspapers, posters, television, radio, Internet, and mobile messages) to report crimes, 

provide clues, and even help to arrest a criminal suspect. This is a campaign-style mass 

involvement in criminal investigation. There are many other forms of mass involvement in 

criminal investigation, such as recruiting of secret informants from the masses, accepting 

mass supervision over criminal investigation activities, and seeking technical support from 

experts among the masses in solving technical difficulties encountered in criminal 

investigation (Cai et al., 2001; Li, 2006; Pan, 2015; Zhang, 2008). As stated above, Tanner 

has made confusion in understanding the relations among the mass campaign, mass 

involvement, and the ML in police work.  

The basic doctrines of the ML are now briefly elaborated as doing everything for the 

masses, relying on them in every task, and carrying out the principle of “from the masses, to 

the masses” (CPC, 2007). “Doing everything for the masses” demonstrates the Party’s aim 

and relying on the masses” indicates the Party’s strategy in fulfilling a task, which two 

aspects are similar to Lincoln’s political philosophy of “for the people, by the people”. The 

third aspect of “from the masses, to the masses” is the core and soul in Mao’s philosophy that 

Mao elaborated as following:  

In all the practical work of our Party, all correct leadership is necessarily “from the 

masses, to the masses”. This means: take the ideas of the masses (scattered and 

unsystematic ideas) and concentrate them (through study turn them into concentrated 

and systematic ideas), then go to the masses and propagate and explain these ideas until 

the masses embrace them as their own, hold fast to them and translate them into action, 

and test the correctness of these ideas in such action. Then once again concentrate ideas 

from the masses and once again go to the masses so that the ideas are persevered in and 

carried through. And so on, over and over again in an endless spiral, with the ideas 
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becoming more correct, more vital and richer each time. Such is the Marxist theory of 

knowledge (Mao, 1943, p. 119). 

According to Mao’s definition, this ML principle can be generally categorized into three 

methods: the method of knowing the world, the method of leadership, and the method of 

solving problems. In its core, Mao’s ML emphasises that the social practice of millions of the 

masses is the origin for all human knowledge
7
. Hence the masses’ ideas (or mass cognition) 

are the sources for making correct leadership decisions or policies (or leadership cognition) 

for solving problems. In short and in essence, the ML can be interpreted as methods aimed at 

constantly and democratically concentrating the wisdom and efforts of the masses in the 

process of forming decisions, policies, or theories, and implementing them into practice as 

well, to effectively solve problems. In the context of implementing the ML leadership method 

of concentrating ideas from the masses, the masses refer to not only those ordinary people in 

the society such as workers and peasants but also the rank and file within an organization the 

leadership can rely on in solving concrete problems. Which groups of the masses may be 

involved in solving a concrete problem should be decided in concrete conditions. This is the 

footing for obtaining more thorough understandings of how to implement the ML in practice 

to solve concrete problems. 

Though Chinese researchers have discussed broadly on the ML in criminal investigation, 

nearly all the studies focused on how the police as a whole could/should maintain close ties 

with the masses or the general public and how to mobilise the masses to help in solving a 

criminal case or fighting crimes. The reviewed Chinese studies have explored the causes that 

led to the deteriorating relations between police and the masses (the general public outside 

the police forces).  Corresponding to the problems encountered and the causes of these 

problems, a number of authors have proposed strategies for better implementing the guideline 

of relying on the masses in criminal investigation in the new era. These suggestions involve 

four aspects. The first is concerned with improving the quality of the criminal investigation 

force; the second deals with how to build and keep harmonious, cooperative, and trustful 

police-masses relations; the third explores how to innovatively integrate modern technology 

with traditional methods of relying on the masses; and the fourth suggests institutionalising 

the methods of relying on the masses. However, according to Mao, the ML in essence is the 

Marxist theory of knowledge and methods of leadership (Mao, 1943). Particularly, Mao 

emphasised that building close ties between “the Party’s leading bodies and the masses 

within the Party (between the cadres and the rank and file)” is the prerequisite for ensuring 

that the ML is effectively implemented (Mao, 1945, p. 208). In other words, maintaining 

close ties and effective interactions between the leadership and the led within an organisation 

is the prerequisite for ensuring the ML is thoroughly implemented by the whole organisation 

when it interacts with the masses outside this organisation. In other words, the leadership of 

an organization should show model examples for the led within that organization in 

implementing the ML method of work.  Analogically, maintaining effective interactions 

between a criminal investigation commander and other criminal investigators should be the 

indispensable element in thoroughly and effectively implementing the ML in criminal 

investigation. Yet no currents studies have focused on how the ML should be implemented 

between the police leadership and the ordinary constables or detectives within the police 

force.  This indicates it is imperative to conduct a further study on the impacts of the quality 

of police leadership on the implementation of the ML in police work. 

 

Conclusion  

                                                           
7
 For more information, please read On Practice in the Selected works of Mao Tse-tung (1st ed., Vol. I, pp. 295-

309). Peking: Foreign Languages Press, 1965. 

file:///C:/Users/Paul/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/IE/JNS0X4NP/mass%20line%20final.docx%23_ENREF_101
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In China, adherence to the guidance of the ML has been stipulated as a constitutional 

principle for all government agencies and functionaries (Constitution of the PRC, 

1982/2004). Implementing the ML in police work is also clearly stipulated as a principle in 

the Chinese police law. Such a situation indicates that ML will not end, at least not in the near 

future, but methods of implementing it will change to accommodate changes in society. In 

practice, however, even in Mao’s era, the dreamed relationship like the harmonious state of 

“milk blended with water” between the masses and the police was never fully achieved (Luo, 

1958). With the commencement of the reform era after Mao’s death, China saw a worsening 

police-masses relationship. Some suggest that the police must improve their mass viewpoint, 

which includes having firm faith in the masses, being willing to learn from the masses, 

relying on the masses, and serving the masses (Pan, 2015; Ren, 2010; Wang, 2004). At the 

same time, the police should improve their ethical standards and professional skills, and 

should enforce laws strictly and justly (Lin, 2014; Pan, 2015; Wang, 2004).  

However, our review shows that in current studies related to implementing the ML in 

criminal investigation, the issues on how the ML should be implemented within a criminal 

investigation force have been greatly neglected. Furthermore, other questions, such as who 

the masses are in the context of criminal investigation under the macro background of the 

rule of law era ongoing in China, how to protect the interests of the masses, and when and 

how to mobilise the masses to help in solving crimes should be further explored. Western 

police practitioners can also empathise with this point in relation to over-specialisation in 

police resources, also being overly-intrusive to obtain criminal intelligence (Beckley, 2013) 

and certainly themes such as maintaining the support and trust of the community (Beckley, 

2014). The issue of leadership and professionalism in policing is perennial and on-going 

(Herrington & Colvin, 2015). It appears that a more in-depth study is necessary to obtain 

more comprehensive understanding of the ML for informing the better implementation of the 

ML in criminal investigation and to provide a standard against which the practice of criminal 

investigations can be judged. This requires a researcher to build a solid theoretical ground 

from the concept, but also conduct an empirical study through field researches such as 

interviews with Chinese frontline police officers to obtain their experiences and 

understanding of the implementation of the ML in criminal investigation.  

Mao’s ML is not simply an elegant political slogan, otherwise, the CPC could not have 

built a “fish and water” relationship with the masses and won the victory of the revolution. 

Today’s social conflicts in China also indicate that when the ML is not well implemented, 

that “fish and water” relationship will degenerate to a “frog and water” relationship, which is 

where leaders squat on the riverbanks feasting and croaking their political achievements in 

good times but jump into the water for help and security in bad times or in danger. Such 

practice will lead to an “oil and water” relationship, and finally will be exacerbated to a “fire 

and water” relationship, with the water putting out the fire. If that situation was allowed to 

happen, it would ironically prove the truthfulness of Mao’s ML. 
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