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“’Pon my word, Watson, you are coming along wonderfully. You
have really done very well indeed. It is true that you have missed
everything of importance, but you have hit upon the method.”

—Arthur Conan Doyle, 4 Case of Identity
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The Ambiguous Challenge of Civil Society

Timothy Brook and B. Michael Frolic

The relationship between state and society in China has been a peren-
nial topic in Western intellectual circles since Hegel theorized China as
a state without a society. The relationship as it has unfolded since 1949
has posed challenges for Western scholars who view society as consti-
tuting a legitimate sphere apart from the state. It has also troubled
Chinese intellectuals striving to find a position in Deng Xiaoping’s
reformed order from which to negotiate the power and duties of their
state in its passage from socialism. The slow separation of government
from the Party that occurred during the transition from Mao to Deng in
the 1980s raised hopes at home and abroad that other norms besides
hard authoritarianism might govern state-society relations. When, in
1989, students attempted to bring alternatives into being and assert a
claim to the autonomy of society, the state moved decisively to block
their path.

The uprush and suppression of the Democracy Movement renewed
anxieties among Chinese and non-Chinese alike about how to under-
stand the state-society relationship. The failure of student activists to
secure a permanent foothold for autonomous organizing on the slopes
of Chinese political life has set the subsequent agenda for thinking
about Chinese political culture after Tiananmen. The first line of de-
fense for those seeking to recuperate a legitimate space for public
action was to argue prescriptively in favor of society as the force that
created responsible government. The model was Western and histori-
cal: the model of civil society. China scholars in the West turned to it
in the immediate aftermath of 1989 as a device to explain variously
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4 CIVIL SOCIETY IN CHINA

why the movement occurred and why it failed (e.g., Strand 1990;
Sullivan 1990; Calhoun 1994); so too did Chinese intellectuals in exile
(Ma 1994:187-92). Others rejected the application of the concept of
civil society to a culture and history to which it is foreign (e.g., Huang
1993; Wakeman 1993). In the 1990s, civil society has been much
discussed. The conceptual road we take in the future may not be
marked with this ambiguous signpost for a variety of reasons (dis-
course has its fashions), yet the focus on civil society in the 1990s has
provided an opportunity to confront our conceptual habits as well as to
rethink the constraints and possibilities in the state-society relationship
in China.

The Terms of This Inquiry

The purpose of this volume is to take stock of what boundaries and
avenues the field of China studies has reached in thinking through the
concept of civil society for China, and to reflect on the effects it has
had on the study of contemporary China. The individual chapters were
first presented at a symposium on civil society in China held in To-
ronto in 1995 under the sponsorship of the Joint Centre for Asia Pa-
cific Studies of the University of Toronto and York University. We
asked participants to apply the concept of civil society to China as they
saw fit, and to draw their conclusions without being obliged to work
with any particular model. We encouraged them, and ourselves as
well, to approach the concept of civil society critically, to question our
assumptions, and to assess the suitability of the concept in whatever
form for understanding trends in contemporary Chinese politics and
society. The authors represent four disciplinary approaches (education,
history, political science, and religious studies), and their chapters ex-
press different theoretical stances and ideological positions. This multi-
plicity of perspectives proved to be an asset, for it cautioned us against
either celebrating the Western narrative of democratic development or
proclaiming Chinese exceptionality. The authors in this volume are not
uniformly certain about what the manipulation of the concept of civil
society can or should achieve. We recognize that the concept rarely
answers a specifically Chinese question, but it does ask a few that
might not have come up otherwise. In doing so, we believe, it has
provided openings for creating new knowledge about the relationship
between state and society in China.
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We have grouped the chapters into two parts. The first provides
general perspectives, whereas the second offers case studies. The three
chapters in the first part distribute themselves across the current range
of interpretation regarding the usefulness of what is fundamentally a
Western concept. Timothy Brook’s chapter on the sorts of autonomous
organizations that can be discerned through Chinese history allows that
the concept can be used to advantage in studying Chinese society,
subject to adjustments to the circumstances of Chinese social institu-
tions. B. Michael Frolic considers civil society as it is currently theo-
rized to be culturally bound to popular Western narratives of
democratic development and prefers to enlarge the category to include
what he terms “state-led civil society.” Roger Des Forges pursues the
problem in a different direction by arguing that the Western-based
concept of civil society cannot be substituted for an understanding of
civility and society rooted more squarely in China’s own historical
experience. Only a concept of civil society constructed in relation to
the Chinese context, he insists, can register the choices that Chinese
people and Chinese states have made and continue to make.

The four case studies in the second part consider the concept of civil
society in relation to particular sectors of Chinese society. Ruth
Hayhoe and Ningsha Zhong look at expressions of group autonomy in
the history of higher education and argue that the current resurgence of
autonomous bodies similar to those in the Republican period is moving
China toward becoming a more diversified society. The outcome of
this movement will not necessarily look like society in the West, but it
will display characteristics that we associate with civil society. Paul
Nesbitt-Larking and Alfred Chan analyze attitudes among youth since
the 1980s as sources of the kind of autonomous thinking that contrib-
utes to civil society. Yunqiu Zhang reviews the history of trade unions
in the twentieth century and identifies the current expansion of union
activity at the local level as evidence of growing civil society in terms
that draw from both Frolic’s and Brook’s analyses.

The last case study breaks ranks with the other three. Focusing not
on urban China but on rural society, Kenneth Dean objects to reading
China in terms of civil society at all. He is deeply suspicious of the
concept, not only for what it may misstate about China but for its
complicity in the normalizing project of state building. In his analysis
of ritual life in rural Fujian, Dean has been guided by the poststructural
initiatives of Gils Deleuze and Félix Guattari. Their work has per-
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suaded him to discover a process of simultaneous interruption and
reconnection at the interface between the community and the state that
he feels is beyond the concept of civil society even to begin to encom-
pass. This process of interruption and reconnection is so powerful that
it resists the nationalistic desires of the state to possess the local. It also
confounds the conventional notions of state and society in the West
which the idea of civil society unwittingly reproduces. From Dean’s
perspective, the concept of civil society in China not only fails to
provide critical purchase on the smooth hegemony of the contempo-
rary Chinese state, but conspires with that state against acknowledging
the real forms of resistance and transformation that the disruptive com-
munities of local culture are constantly reinventing.

Dean states the strongest refusal to think of China in terms of civil
society, but he is not alone among the authors in expressing skepticism
about the prospects for realizing civil society in China. Readers who
pick up this volume expecting assurances that civil society is emerging
in China, either as a prelude to democracy or as a sign that democratic
structures and processes are growing, will be disappointed. That ex-
pectation was raised by the post-socialist transition in Eastern Europe
and the former Soviet Union, when the concept of civil society came
into prominence both to mobilize public action and to explain its re-
sults. However, it suggests outcomes that are unlikely in China in the
near future. Thinking through the concept of civil society for China
may help us to understand, among other things, why demands for
democracy cannot be met quickly.

Readers expecting to find a unified model of civil society running
through our analyses of Chinese society will also be disappointed. This
lack of unity is not because we do not agree on a single lens through
which to view China, but because we reject the simplification that a
single-lens vision must impart to any analysis. Our goal is not to define
or exalt any particular concept of civil society, but to think about
China. The historians among us (Brook, Des Forges, Hayhoe, Zhong,
and Zhang) feel uninhibited in using facets of the Western concept of
civil society to read back from the present and find cognate strands—
of auto-organization, moral community, and corporate life—at work in
the past and woven in complex ways into the present, without neces-
sarily finding what we consider to be civil society. The political scien-
tists (Frolic, Nesbitt-Larking, and Chan) have tended to keep the concept
closer to Western formulations, but do so to work toward new para-
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digms of state-society interaction that better accommodate the circum-
stances of Chinese life. The one specialist in religious studies (Dean)
rejects civil society in favor of a locally based cultural model of “dis-
ruptive communities,” doing so in the wake of the rejection of the civil
society concept by French poststructuralism.

Where the contributors are in agreement is in recognizing the need to
step back from many current Western assumptions that the concept of
civil society invokes. We find, for instance, that greater attention must be
paid to the state, and that the elements of civil society that may be dis-
cemned in China are the result as much of accommodations with the state
as of resistance to it. And we see gradual change rather than sudden
confrontation. None of the authors writes in terms of imminent regime
collapse or of civil society rising up to chastise the Chinese state, which
some might have done in the immediate wake of the Democracy Move-
ment. Nor do we expect Chinese dissidents and intellectuals to act in
ways that will allow them to emulate figures like Vaclav Havel and
Adam Michnik in effecting regime change. As we approach the end of
the decade following Tiananmen, Chinese intellectuals bear only a pale
resemblance to their Polish, Czech, and Hungarian peers who were so
successful in promoting what they saw as civil society against the state.

At the same time, while cautious about generalizing from Western
models and experience, we have also been careful not to be seduced by
arguments about an essential Chinese difference that must necessarily
exclude China from all such expectations. Some observers of the Chi-
nese state have found it tempting to resolve the contrast between China
and Europe by appealing to Chinese exceptionalism, by discovering
evidence of civil society in the Chinese past or by making a virtue of
alleged communal values that contrast persuasively with the individu-
alism conventionally ascribed to the West. The historical experiences
of China and the West have indeed diverged, but we prefer to avoid
resolving their differences either by essentializing them as culturally
primordial (such as by asserting that the West “has” civil society and
China “does not” or “cannot”) or by dismissing them as extraneous to
the underlying “laws” that are applicable to all societies at all times (by
insisting that civil society in the West is something China should or
will have). Sensitivity to difference does not negate the possibility that
there may be some advantage in thinking in comparative terms. Some-
thing has happened in China, and is happening now, on which the
historical experience of other societies may cast some light.
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In the course of coming to terms with this issue, we appreciate
Philip Kuhn’s (1994) sensible observation that civil society is a model,
not a reality. The ideal type of civil society, in which individuals make
rational decisions about the common good as they link society and the
state together through bonds of civility and public discourse, does not
exist, either historically or in the current world of superstates and
consumer-driven politics. In the realm of politics, it expresses a desire
for the way in which societies, states, and citizens ought to interact, not
how they do. Thus, civil society serves as a heuristic device for think-
ing through certain changes that China is currently undergoing, but
neither reproduces nor fully explains that reality.

Further, our purpose in considering China in relation to this partic-
ular model is not to cast China in the role of a late developer strug-
gling to catch up to an advanced West, which is how the concept of
civil society is sometimes deployed variously for and against China.
Rather, it is to seek new analytical openings for approaching the
challenge of state-society integration, which all polities face, while
remaining wary of the temptation to reduce China to a failed or infan-
tile version of the West. Rapid globalization may well alter the terms
within which any of us, Chinese included, think about China. For the
moment, though, certain historically given understandings arising
from state-society relations in the West can usefully be mobilized to
provide ways of thinking about state power in whatever part of the
globe it manifests itself.

Civil Society in History and Theory

The Western concept of civil society has its own precise history and
intellectual context of formation. It emerged in the eighteenth century
in Europe at a time when a new relationship between society and the
state was evolving, as those who controlled capitalist production were
seeking access to political power. Their demand for a voice in affairs
of state constituted a space between the closed realms of business and
family and the larger realm of the state. In that space, a public sphere
took form in which members of the bourgeoisie and their allies negoti-
ated a shared identity and common political purpose. As the urban
public sphere became secure, the procedures of public representation
and the associational forms of civic life that are referred to as civil
society were gradually installed. These procedures and organizations
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emerged in opposition not to the state, but to the old regime’s barriers
to the entry of other political actors.

The close relationship of civil society to capitalism is both historical
and theoretical. Just as the economic system of capitalism took shape
in Europe above the realm of everyday barter and production in the
eighteenth century, so too did civil society emerge above the social
realm of personal interests and interactions. These were not simply
parallel developments, but parts of the same process. Civil society was
like capitalism in that its champions aspired to the ideal of self-regulation
and sought to make the state the regulator. Capitalism obliged the state
to keep its hands out of the till ; at the same time, though, it needed the
state to act in ways that were supportive of investment and trade and
nonexpropriative in its relations to property. The agitation of civil soci-
ety worked to keep the state from meddling in the civil realm, while
calling on the state to provide rules of procedure and civil codes that
would guarantee freedom from arbitrary state actions. Capitalism and
civil society joined hands to capture the state. No longer the embodi-
ment of the king’s desire, the state had become the captive arbiter of
competing desires and interests within capitalism.

Most of the recent discussion of civil society has centered on the
linking and mediating role that civil society is deemed to perform
between state and society, primarily to control or provide a counter-
poise to the state. This conception is rooted in the way in which West-
ern thinking has come to characterize state and society. Following
Raymond Williams (1983: 293), society distinguishes “that to which
we belong” from the state as “the apparatus of power.” The distinction
implies a relationship of inequality, which developed historicaily in the
eighteenth century when the state did in fact become more powerful,
but did so in tandem with the growth of civil society. The concept of
civil society was important to the process of drawing the distinction
between society and the state: “The crucial notion of civil society was
an alternative definition of social order, and it was in thinking through
the general questions of this new order that society was confirmed in
its more general and eventually abstract senses” (Williams 1983:57).
The term “civil society” first appeared as early as the sixteenth century
to designate the fellowship of the educated, in which context it was
used without reference to any conflict between this elite, or society
more generally, and the state. Individual members of the elite may
have placed themselves in opposition to the monarch, but they did not



10 CIVIL SOCIETY IN CHINA

think of themselves as counterpoised to the state in any structural
sense. That meaning only took shape in the eighteenth century when
the notion of bourgeois civil society against the state became estab-
lished in European political rhetoric.

The theme of society against the state continues to dominate the
discussion of civil society today, as the chapter by Frolic documents. It
does so because of the international context of the late 1980s and early
1990s in which that discussion was revived, when authoritarian re-
gimes of the left and right came under pressure to open up their politi-
cal processes. Opposing or excluding the state is what gives civil
society its critical force. But it also narrows the concept down from the
original breadth of its historical meaning. We have found that to speak
of civil society as a real social possibility, it is necessary to bring the
state back into the discussion.

Civil Society and the State

The contributors to this volume recognize that civil society is a concept
from which the state can never be far. To distinguish the two as poles
in a confrontational relationship has not proved useful in our analysis
and, what is worse, may mask other relationships. Indeed, in the Chi-
nese context, we have found it necessary to view the state as an active
factor, both in the contemporary Leninist setting and in the imperial
period when, as Brook observes, the state was a “far more conspicuous
element in constructions of the moral world than in the West.” Chinese
states may have been demonstrably authoritarian, but they also contrib-
uted much of “the moral terrain on which to stand.”

Does our recovery of the state in state-society analysis mean that
Chinese society plays only a weak role, and that China is, therefore,
different in essence from its counterpart in the West? In his important
contribution to the civil society discussion, Heath Chamberlain (1994:
117) reminds us that societies can be as tyrannical as states and warns
against imagining idealized societies. This caution does not lead us to
conclude that society has little role to play in shaping the Chinese
world, but only alerts us to the danger of misrepresenting society in
China on the basis of how society has come to be conceptualized in the
West. The historians in this volume acknowledge that strong Chinese
states have had powerful effects, yet they are unwilling to write off
Chinese society as too weak to have significantly shaped the Chinese
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world. Brook argues strongly in this vein. Dean carries that argument
still further to insist that no Chinese state, no matter how successful in
enlarging its power, can ever overwhelm local culture. The local realm
is where the real strength of Chinese society resides.

If the state-society relationship in China’s past does not easily con-
form to the conventional model of civil society, neither does the con-
temporary Chinese state. This is a state in transition, modestly
decentralizing itself and attempting to revise its Leninist principles.
What is striking about the chapters dealing with contemporary state
and society is the expression of a uniform willingness to bring the state
back in, not just as a presence but as a leading player in promoting
something analogous to civil society. Frolic focuses on “state-led civil
society” in which the state sponsors or co-opts social organizations to
help it administer society. Zhang finds a similar phenomenon among
local-level trade unions, which the overloaded state recruits to act not
as ideological watchdogs, but as mediators and purveyors of services
the state cannot provide. Hayhoe and Zhong in their chapter show how
the state is providing an opening for universities to acquire corporate
autonomy in their affairs, which they do at the state’s initiative and
primarily for economic reasons rather than as a result of the stirrings of
civil society, although the authors anticipate that greater autonomy will
contribute to the growth of civil society in the future.

The state that some of the contributors to this volume are bringing
back in appears more as a benign, if disciplinary, authoritarian than a
tyrant. It mixes elements of the Confucian imperial state, the Leninist
party-state, and what might be termed an early-capitalist state. In striv-
ing to find the right combination of elements from these models of
popular mobilization, the state has been drawn to a blend of Confu-
cianism and capitalism that elsewhere in Asia is being packaged as
Asian communalism or soft authoritarianism. A distinctive pathway
for Asian development is deemed to thrive on supposedly non-Western
values, restricting civil society in favor of maintaining a strong state
(see Brook and Luong 1997, and especially Woodside 1997). In the
post-Mao Chinese state, this ideology is regarded as appropriate for
directing the process of marketization and reform, not for promoting
an open, democratic process. It has achieved a degree of persuasive-
ness among the people, as political training conditions Chinese to set a
lower priority on demands for civil society in preference for letting the
state fill in the space between itself and society. The future, therefore,
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is unlikely to be a series of Tiananmens at which people rise up to
demand their rights, but rather a more nonconfrontational process of
consumerist attachment to economic growth.

The presence of the state in society is not purely an element of
Asian exceptionalism. Civil society emerged in the West in close rela-
tionship to the state, working with it more consistently than opposing
it. At the level of practice, institutions of civil society are obliged to
take account of the state’s mechanisms of social control, and they
frequently establish close relationships with government institutions
and representatives. Indeed, the pressure to have the state register insti-
tutions of civil society comes more from society than the state, as a
means of marking safe terrain on which to operate and to stake out
claims vis-a-vis other competing organizations. The state for its part
has good reason to supervise, infiltrate, and co-opt entities and activi-
ties it does not initiate or control to guarantee its survival. To argue, as
many in the civil society discussion have done, that there is a clear
distinction in the West between state and society; that civil society
represents society against the state; and, therefore, that the concept
does not work for China may be a case of mistaking the rhetoric of
rights agitation in the West for substance. State and society are densely
interactive realms everywhere, as much in the West as in China. Civil
society might better be thought of, therefore, as a formation that exists
by virtue of state-society interaction, not as something between, sepa-
rate from, or autonomous from either.!

The presence of the state in Chinese society, although reduced from
what it was in the Maoist period, is still strong and has heavy cultural
sanction. The prospects for democratic outcomes to recent social
changes, which the model of civil society might have predicted, do not
appear promising at this juncture. Des Forges is the most optimistic of
the contributors, envisioning a future Chinese version of civil society
that may correct flaws in civil societies as they are now constituted in
the West. Chan and Nesbitt-Larking express more modest hope for the
emergence of democratic values among Chinese youth. Hayhoe and
Zhong perceive a trend toward greater autonomy at least within univer-
sities, based on the experience of the Republican period, although they
temper that prediction with an awareness that expectations about indi-
vidual responsibility stretching back into the imperial era may limit the
expression of autonomy in ways congruent with Western understand-
ings. Brook and Zhang also invoke Republican traditions of local or-
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ganizing to anticipate a strengthening of work- and fellowship-based
associational activity. Frolic is more cautious about the prospects of
seeing elements of civil society realized in China in the near future,
although he sees embryos for their realization in the form of what he
conceives as state-led civil society.

Whether or not these incremental changes should be construed as
democratization, they are contributing to the building of a denser and
more complex institutional infrastructure at the local level. This infra-
structure is providing a greater measure of autonomy in some sectors. It
is also providing substantial social capital from which the state benefits
as much as society. By improving and increasing the linkages between
state and society, such elements of urban life as auto-organization, au-
tonomy, social representation, state-led civil society, and critical citi-
zenship can contribute to what some Asian elites prefer to call “good
governance,” if not democracy. This observation may represent only a
short-term perspective on the effect of this infrastructure building, in-
asmuch as good governance may require the scrutiny of society-based
activists to prevent it from sliding to tyranny.

The Primacy of the Economy

We have already noted that civil society emerged in Europe in the
context of the rapid commercialization and industrialization we associ-
ate with the growth of capitalism, when the production of wealth loos-
ened the fit between political and social hierarchies. Political decisions
in China today are driven by expectations for economic growth, and
everything that is occurring there must at some point be referred back
to economic factors. The state is promoting this development and is
willing to postpone democratization as the necessary price for sustain-
ing economic growth. For both, there appears to be considerable popu-
lar sanction.

In their search for nascent forms of civil society, some of our au-
thors have been struck by their association with the emerging com-
modity economy. Hayhoe and Zhong attribute the growth of university
autonomy and corporate identity squarely to the refinancing and partial
privatization of universities. Zhang sees the shift from state corporat-
ism to social representation in the work of trade unions as the result of
new economic relations that have developed between managers and
employees in Chinese enterprises and joint ventures. For Chan and
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Nesbitt-Larking, the development of critical citizenship is linked both
positively and negatively to the new economy: positively in terms of
the autonomy implicit in capitalist relations, and negatively in the rise
of materialistic desires and consumerism that may encourage indiffer-
ence to civic culture. Economic factors have also clearly played a role
in the emergence of social organizations noted by Frolic, as private
funding underwrites activities formerly carried out by the socialist
state, and as business associations form in response to the privatization
of the economy.

In our haste to attend to social, political, and cultural forms, we have
perhaps taken economics too much for granted. As Marx realized, the
market in Europe changed everything. It produced a civil society in
defense of property and mapped out an arena in which the bourgeoisie
struggled for power, redefining relations between state and society. It
empowered elites, promoted the embourgeoisement of culture, and es-
tablished a society based in that image. Does this history provide any
hints of what civil society, or something like it, could entail for China?
The new economy in China is producing wealthy entrepreneurial and
managerial social groups, even classes, that may eventually wish to
remake society in their image, and the state in their service. The poten-
tial threat to existing bureaucratic and political elites could be enor-
mous, particularly once mechanisms for mounting autonomous action
in the political sphere are in place. So, too, could challenges from
below: from industrial workers who, as Zhang shows, find themselves
in structural conflict with management and capital; or from peasants
who, as Dean tells us, are constantly devising means to manipulate and
subvert the state and the global processes it seeks to harness, remaking
their immediate worlds in ways neither the state nor we can fully
anticipate.

Prospects

What seems certain is that these challenges will take place at the local
levels of the economy and polity rather than at the top. It is not coinci-
dental that the contributors to this volume focus on change at the local
level. In part this is because the local is where the state first loosens (or
loses) control. As the market economy expands, the reach of the state
shrinks and its grasp weakens. New combinations of state and society,
public and private, emerge at the most local points of interface. Town-
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ship and village enterprises, for example, show themselves to be a
transitional space, marked for experimentation and open to change:
this is the terrain of fragmented authoritarianism in which state power
is either reassembled or dispersed (Lieberthal and Lampton 1992). It
is here, too, at the foundation of the changing matrix of local/national/
global that future elites will coalesce and contend for power, although
not necessarily in imitation of political developments in the West.
Rather than collapsing China into the category of the exceptional,
therefore, we believe that the time has come to reconceptualize civil
society at least, and perhaps social theory as a whole.

This reconceptualization is already underway in part in discussions
of civil society in the West. Many now argue that it no longer func-
tions, if indeed it ever did, in the way it has been theorized. Ernest
Gellner (1994) argues that the new civil society will be comprised of
modular individuals, highly mobile, entering and leaving attachments
almost at will, cutting across established borders with relative ease.
The society we now inhabit, a consumer-driven, hollowed out society
in which transactions replace citizenship and virtue is no longer the
qualification for public voice, little approximates the civil society that
social theory continues to preserve in ideal form. If this is indeed the
case and civil society in the West has drifted into the realm of pure
ideology, what has taken its place? Michael Walzer (1995) has pro-
posed that we have entered the age of global civil society, “an interna-
tional civil society the very existence of which raises questions about
the usefulness of the state.” National politics can no longer be con-
ducted as they were. Transnational organizations such as Helsinki
Watch, Amnesty International, and the United Nations peek over bor-
ders and communicate rights-based values, however idealized, to
places where previously they were unspoken. Pop culture purveys no-
tions of autonomy and resistance even as it inculcates obedience to
consumerist consumption, and mass technologies like television and
the Internet provide channels along which a confused mixture of liber-
ation and discipline passes. No system can remain immune to these
influences. This is not to say that states are ready to abdicate their
power and surrender it to local or global bodies. They will hold fast to
their systems of governance and integrative mechanisms even as trans-
national institutions spread the illusion of a global civil society.

Our year-long meditation on the fortunes and fate of civil society
has led us to believe that we are on a threshold in the development of
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social theory. The predictive power of existing models of state and
society are being rendered redundant, even inconsequential, by the
explosion of forces on a global scale that the world has never before
experienced. No economies are local anymore, nor are societies closed,
and states that resist them may lose the footholds they still have to
confront these changes and anticipate their effects. The Eurocentrism
of the civil society model may discredit it, yet resistances to state
power, whether frontal or devious, will continue to find points of es-
cape from the enclosures that postwar states have learned with great
skill to erect around the dwindling resources that sustain them.
Whether this leads toward a new understanding of civil society, or
away from it entirely, remains to be seen.

If there is one good reason for keeping the concept of civil society
in play when we think about China, it is that the term has entered the
discourse of some of the Chinese intellectuals who are currently striv-
ing to remake their state and society in new ways (Sullivan 1996: 15,
quoting Dai Qing). Civil society is becoming part of their conceptual
apparatus.? It affects their ways of thinking about society and the state,
however much we may worry about its context or dispute its meaning.
It will, therefore, continue to shape the language of critical engagement
in China so long as some choose to resist the idealization of a commu-
nitarian Asia where the authoritarian state is allowed to stand in for
society at every turn. In this sense, the concept of civil society marks a
threshold of hope that our logical analysis may deconstruct but cannot
dismiss.
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Auto-Organization in Chinese Society

Timothy Brook

The concept of civil society pivots on the post-eighteenth-century habit
of distinguishing the realm of the political—"“the state”—from the
realm of the social—“society.”! This distinction between state and
society has grown out of the historical experience of state formation
under European capitalism. It is explained as a process of social forces
from below progressively limiting state power above: through elite
challenges to the power of sovereigns (in the process of constitutional-
ism), through the ascendancy of market principles (in the form of
capitalism), and through the pressure of public opinion on state deci-
sions (in the realm of what has been called the public sphere).

The state-society relationship is regarded as a source of stability in
Western societies; it is just as regularly viewed as a source of instabil-
ity in authoritarian regimes in the Third World. Where democracy has
failed, its failure has been attributed to blockages or imbalances in this
relationship, and proposals to remedy these problems alternately iden-
tify the state (on a spectrum ranging from authoritarian to democratic)
or society (ranging from vertical to horizontal) as the principal locus of
dynamism—or as the barrier in need of removal—for broadening the
political process and enhancing regime stability in the Third World.
Among Western observers, pragmatists favor accepting the power of
the state over society in their proposals for Third World political devel-
opment; interventionists argue in favour of strengthening society
against the state.

Analyzing the structure of power in China as a relationship between
state and society can provide insights into how power is distributed
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and how its exercise is alternately publicized and hidden from view,
thus creating the sort of instability that is essential for power to be
effective. Yet, predicating power on a clear distinction between state
and society poses difficulties in the Chinese context. The state has
been a far more conspicuous element in constructions of the moral
world in China than in the West, where the demands of society for
representation both within and against the state have been strong.2 A
view that polarizes society against the state derives from a conception
of society as larger and morally more legitimate than the state. In
China, by contrast, the concept of society as a locus of legitimate
public action has little moral terrain on which to stand that has not
already been appropriated by the state or effectively delegitimized by
state ideology.

The apparent weakness of Chinese society vis-a-vis the state may
reflect an ideological blind limiting people’s ability to recognize the
full extent of their subordination to the state—a blind that only an
externally situated analysis can raise. On the other hand, the notion that
society in China is “weak” may signal an unwarranted assumption
about universal norms regarding state and society that simply do not
apply within Chinese political culture, leading us to conclude that what
is there signifies an absence of what should be there. Both are misper-
ceptions, and both affect how we think of China. Political regimes in
China have indeed succeeded in building and communicating an effec-
tive ideological casing, in short, have instilled a conviction in the ne-
cessity and benignity of a directive state, that blocks an effective
critique of state power from within the Chinese world view. That con-
viction has been formative in determining how actors within the setting
imagine, broker, and pursue political opportunities. It can be left out of
the analysis only at the risk of missing how Chinese orient themselves
to issues of power.

The internationalization of human rights discourse since the 1980s
has to some extent altered the terms through which the Chinese gov-
ernment must enunciate its legitimacy. International criticism of the
government’s human rights record over the past decade has exposed
the regime to internal, society-based scrutiny that it has not been able
completely to deflect by appealing to a culturally sanctioned tradition
of the legitimacy of the state over society. Although this criticism
derived originally from assumptions that may have had little to do with
long-established Chinese notions of state and society, it is beginning to
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draw on alternative moral expectations and submerged historical mem-
ories within Chinese traditions that recognize the power of society and
are not dependent on Western constructions of human rights or the
rights of society against the state.

The concept of civil society not only derives from a European tradi-
tion of political thought, but has much to do with contemporary cri-
tiques in the West of the erosion of critical and communicative action
in advanced capitalist society, and little to do, it would seem, with
China. From another perspective, however, the concept provides a
comparative ground from which to ask new questions. To broach the
concept with respect to China, it is essential to bear in mind two
cautions offered by China historians. One, put forward by Philip Kuhn,
cautions that civil society is a model, not a reality. He points out that
the “West” from which Jirgen Habermas, among others, elaborated
the concepts of the public sphere and civil society is not the historical
West but its theoretical double. Habermasian constructions of civil
society and the public sphere are ideal types, not direct transcriptions
of concrete historical formations (Kuhn 1994: 305-307). Since the
concept of civil society is simply that, a concept, we should not think
of Europe as “having” civil society; rather, civil society is a concept
that provides a certain analytical perspective on Europe. In the same
vein, China does not “have” civil society, however many of the ele-
ments associated with this European-derived concept can be traced in
the Chinese past and present. Civil society in China is not a reality but
a concept. :

The second caution, which Bin Wong (1993: 44-45) has urged,
considers the implications of importing wrong assumptions into the
task of writing social theory. He advises that comparative history
should not be undertaken on the presumption that similarities signify
parallels or convergences. To avoid a Eurocentric unilinearity, compar-
ative history must allow that profound historical differences can under-
lie similarities and must grant what is distinctive in the historical
trajectory of Chinese society as much theoretical weight as what is
distinctive about the history of European society. Otherwise, while
picking out new historical possibilities as we look at China from a
Western perspective, we may fail to see those that lie closer to the
heart of the Chinese experience. The comparativist’s task is to take the
European and the Chinese historical experiences and read equally from
both of them when constructing general models of state and society.



22 ClVIL SOCIETY IN CHINA

Auto-Organization

A recent definition characterizes civil society in part as “the realm of
organized social life that is voluntary, self-generating, (largely) self-
supporting, [and] autonomous from the state” (Diamond 1994: 5).3 The
present chapter has been written not to evaluate China in relation to
this definition but, more modestly, to reflect on one element of that
definition, the voluntary, autonomous organization of social life, as it
might apply to China.

The Chinese state over the past three millennia has been active
recurrently and conspicuously in organizing people into social units or
“communities.” An early ideal for the state modeling of community
units, still alive in Chinese cultural memory, is the ancient well-field
(jungtian) system. According to this system, arable land was divided
into units of nine equal parcels distributed among eight households,
each getting one parcel to cultivate and all holding joint responsibility
for cultivating the ninth and tendering its product as tribute to an
overlord/state.# Although the well-field model rested on the existence
of natural communities predating the formation of the state in the
second millennium B.C.E., it accepted the state’s right to override social
arrangements.

Not all organizing throughout Chinese history has been at the behest
of the state, however. Chinese have recurrently formed communities
that are neither under the direction of the state nor bound to such state
functions as revenue extraction. This process of autonomous group
formation, or auto-organization, has gone on within Chinese society
since the emergence of the state, often out of its sight, and sometimes
in tandem with (even in cooperation with) state interventions at the
local level. Auto-organization has been an important factor shaping the
lives of Chinese. It has contributed to the formation of the particular
historical relationship between state and society that pertains in China
today, rendering that relationship more complex and more disjointed
than is usually acknowledged.

Auto-organization also testifies to the presence within Chinese soci-
ety of horizontal integration, which political science scholarship tends
to neglect. A common model of Chinese society, derived from the
perspective of its elites, identifies local corporatism, the organizing of
power among functionally differentiated groups (Fewsmith 1985: 163—
65; Thompson 1995: 58), as the way in which Chinese usually group
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themselves in the local setting. Local corporatism stresses the vertical
integration of ordinary people, who surrender their political voice to
their elites. It minimizes the capabilities and opportunities that people
exercise regularly to communicate horizontally and form cooperative
bodies. Local corporatism has been a characteristic structure of Chi-
nese society in the imperial period and beyond, shaping fundamental
assumptions about social action, notably within kinship networks. But
it does not exhaust the principles by which people group in China or
anywhere else.

In his study of contemporary Italy, Robert Putnam has noted distinc-
tive variation in the structure of local political life. At one extreme are
the civic communities he tends to find in northern Italy, which are
“marked by an active, public-spirited citizenry, by egalitarian political
relations, by a social fabric of trust and cooperation.” At the other
extreme in southern Italy he sees places “cursed with vertically struc-
tured politics, a social life of fragmentation and isolation, and a culture
of distrust” (1993: 15). Putnam regards the second type of local soci-
ety, in which “force and family provide a primitive substitute for the
civic community,” as a “second-best, ‘default’ solution” to the
challenge of building social integration (1993: 178). This negative
evaluation does not induce him to elevate the latter to the status of
what may be considered “typically” Italian. Both civic and uncivic
communities exist in Italy, and do so across a range of possible modes
of social integration that vary according to local habits and strategies
for survival that Putnam traces back a thousand years. | would argue in
a similar vein that, while the clientelistic fragmentation of local corpo-
ratism can be traced in Chinese society, it is also possible to identify
over the same fabric consistent patterns of associative behavior based
on voluntary cooperation. This chapter is intended to expose the pres-
ence of auto-organization as a more cooperative principle of social
integration at the local level as it has been exercised and remembered
over the past four centuries.

The case study for this chapter is Shanghai. Shanghai has had a well
developed civic culture in the twentieth century, but it has also had
something like a civic culture going back at least to the latter half of
the sixteenth century. In a text written in 1606 to honor the restoration
of the Confucian shrine at the county school, a local elder recalls a
time when Shanghai was characterized by a higher level of distrust,
gang justice, and fraud than any other county in the region. He asserts
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that the zealous administration of local officials in recent years has helped
greatly to inspire popular trust in the gentry, who in turn have stabilized
local society (Shanghai 1980: 467-468). As if to affirm the commitment
of the next generation of gentry to this stabilizing process, the names of
all 267 students registered in the Shanghai county school have been
entered on the stele on which his text is inscribed. The way in which the
author formulates his observation suggests that a transition from uncivic
to civic community may have taken place during his own lifetime,
although more evidence is needed to confirm this impression.

In the seventeenth century, the sphere of public commercial organi-
zation in the city of Shanghai developed rapidly, leading to a marked
growth in formal trade and native-place organizations in the eigh-
teenth. This growth not only continued but increased after Shanghai’s
designation as a treaty port in 1842, resulting in a productive mix of
Chinese- and Western-style association building through the latter part
of the nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth. Because of
its treaty-port status, Shanghai has been singled out as an exception to
Chinese patterns of urban development, largely because of the trans-
formation foreigners view as having been brought about by them. Prior
to their arrival, foreigners considered Shanghai an insignificant town
where the “feudalistic, seclusionist, and anti-commercial” character of
China was faithfully reproduced (Barnett 1941: 11). By going back
before 1842, I will show that a process of civic-community formation
was already well underway. I will also argue that the later fluorescence
of associational life in Shanghai cannot be adequately assessed without
a recognition of the depth of historical experience that lies behind
treaty-port Shanghai, although I acknowledge that we do not yet have a
sufficiently dense body of research on Shanghai society to demonstrate
this hypothesis conclusively.

I will begin by reconstructing, in brief outline, aspects of auto-
organization in Shanghai during the late-imperial period, from the six-
teenth century to 1911, to adumbrate the historical foundation on
which associational life in the twentieth century came to be built. My
focus, however, will be on the Republican period (1912-1949), when
some of the political limits on auto-organization were removed. I will
also briefly consider the submergence and resurgence of auto-organi-
zational activity during the People’s Republic. Empire, republic, and
people’s republic differ in their constitutions, each adopted distinct
principles and institutions to order public life and distribute political
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Table 1.1

Principles of Auto-Organization and Selected Historical Types

Principles Late-imperial types Republican types

1. Locality Village society Village committee, street union,
district association
Native-place association  Feliow countrymen’s association

2. Occupation Guild Trade association, chamber of
commerce, occupational
association, trade union

3. Fellowship Religious society Religious society, church
Benevolent society Benevolent society, charity,
improvement society
Literary club Dramatic society, choral society,

book club, athletic club,
women's association, youth
group

Academy Private school, university,
student union, alumni
association, research society

4. Common cause Policy advocacy group, political
party

power. What will be striking is the extent to which auto-organizational
activity and types crossed the political divides of 1911 and 1949, as
well as the degree to which Western practices of and discursive frame-
works for social organization have played only a secondary role.

Based on a survey of sources from the sixteenth to the twentieth
century, I have identified four principles beyond kinship by which
Chinese have constituted groups: (1) locality; (2) occupation; (3) what,
for want of an established terminology, I shall call fellowship; and (4)
common cause.’ These principles vary in their degree of voluntarism,
with locality at one end of the spectrum creating associations assem-
bled from largely pre-established ties, and common cause at the other
end grouping people on a more voluntary basis. There is nothing abso-
lute or final about this heuristic typology. I offer it merely as a way of
summarizing under an extremely loose rubric certain characteristics of
Chinese social life that appear to extend over time. The four principles
and some historical types are listed in Table 1.1.
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Late Imperial Practices

Locality was a basic marker of identification for all Chinese in the
late-imperial period. Living together in the same place provided the
most obvious foundation for the identity of the group. Based on that
foundation, members of a village joined together as members of the
village “society” (she), which was struck and dissolved as necessary to
conduct religious festivals, organize local projects such as irrigation,
and coordinate labor for crop watching. People did not choose their
locality, though even as a nonelective identity, locality provided the
core context for transcending the tighter ascriptive ties of kinship,
tying the lived community together, and bridging the large horizontal
gaps to outside villages.

Living away from a common locality also united people. As Chi-
nese became more systematically mobile, sojourners from the same
province or county formed native-place organizations in increasing
numbers in the Qing dynasty. They did so to pool resources and pro-
vide themselves with social support and services that they otherwise
lacked as sojourners. Such groups had existed on a less formal basis
prior to the formation of corporate native-place associations. Sources
from Shanghai indicate that, already in the Ming dynasty, out-of-
county residents clubbed together in loose affiliations or “groups”
(bang) of people sharing a common origin. Northerners tended to
group by province—for example, we know that there existed bang of
coprovincials from Shanxi and Shandong in Shanghai in the late Ming
dynasty—while southerners, who were more numerous, associated by
prefecture. In the seventeenth century, such groups began combining
resources to establish such sojourner institutions as nonlineage ceme-
teries (Shanghai 1980: 194). By the eighteenth century, native-place
associations in Shanghai were constructing “guildhalls” (huiguan) in
which social and ritual functions made public declaration of the soli-
darity of the group and strengthened its authority in local society
(Shanghai 1980:235). The term “public office” (gongsuo) came into
general use in the nineteenth century to signify the offices that native-
place associations maintained to handle their members’ affairs, espe-
cially after 1850, when the number of native-place associations putting
up buildings expanded conspicuously (Negishi 1951: 6). Although na-
tive-place associations acted to serve the needs of their members only,
in doing so they contributed to the weaving of the increasingly dense
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network of public services that constituted Shanghai’s urban public
realm in the nineteenth century.6

Occupation was a second principle of group formation. It operated
principally among urban artisans and merchants who belonged to
“guilds” (hang or hui) distinguished by the goods they made or traded.
Manufacturing guilds were well established before the Qing dynasty,
but the institution of the “trade guildhall” (also Auiguan) for merchants
who were not from the same locality proliferated during that dynasty as
commercial life became more complex. Shanghai’s maritime merchants
furnish an example of a commercial guild that declared a corporate
identity not explicitly based on locality. These merchants enter the his-
torical record in 1715, when they pooled their resources to construct the
Commercial Shippers’ Guildhall (Shangchuan huiguan). The stele re-
cording the original building of the guildhall does not indicate whether
these merchants associated as a guild prior to erecting this sign of their
corporate identity (Shanghai 1980: 197); likely they did.

The state looked favorably on guilds as a means of guaranteeing its
own interests, for it could off-load onto them such matters as taxation
and urban control rather than trying to ramify its own control mecha-
nisms into every nook of urban society, which was naturally resistant
to the reach of the state. The state’s interest in supporting this form of
social organization was reflected in the willingness of local officials to
intervene whenever the commercial interests of guild members were
threatened by interlopers. When the chandlers of both the Ningbo and
Shaoxing bang found their members being subject to extortion by self-
appointed “heads of the trade” (hangtou), who fraudulently claimed
they were collecting legitimate taxes, they appealed successfully to the
Shanghai magistrate’s office in 1868 for a writ of official protection
(Shanghai 1980: 131).

Among merchants, occupational and native-place identities often
overlapped, as did the institutional forms they constructed, guildhalls
and public offices. Ningbo offers a good example. Sojourners from
Ningbo who were prominent in Shanghai banking circles founded both
the Shanghai Money Trade Guild (Shanghai gianye gongsuo) and the
Ningbo Native-Place Association (Siming gongsuo) in the latter half of
the eighteenth century. As institutions they were distinct, but their
memberships overlapped extensively. Susan Mann has concluded that,
by working through both associations, Ningbo bankers were able “not
only to create an important monopoly in Shanghai commerce, but to
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exercise a powerful influence in the financial structure of all China”
(Jones 1974: 78). More recently, Linda Johnson has argued from a
broader perspective that guilds did not inhibit competition, serving
more to broker trade than to monopolize it. She sees the cumulative
effect of guild organization as positive in fashioning civic Shanghai in
the nineteenth century. Guilds “created public spaces and served public
interests” and “thus contributed to an evolving sense of a common
civic identity quite distinct from paternalistic government supervision”
(Johnson 1995: 154).

Fellowship, the third principle of group formation, was the basis of
organizations formed on the strength of shared interests rather than non-
elective ties. One was not born into a fellowship group, although the
social situation of the fellowship group meant that ties of kinship, locality,
occupation, and business all shaped and influenced membership. The
fellowship principle produced the richest array of auto-organizational
forms in the late-imperial period. “Devotional societies” (usually hui),
which were organized to promote the worship of a particular deity,
encourage religious devotion among members, and mobilize funds for
temple building, became quite popular among local gentry in the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries (Brook 1993a: 103—7). Closely asso-
ciated historically were “benevolent societies” (tongshan hui, tongshan
tang), which were organized to carry out charitable work; these were
increasingly popular with local gentry in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. The Infant Protection Bureau of Shanghai in the 1870s is a
late example. Funded by local gentry with extensive experience in
managing charitable enterprises, it was organized explicitly to com-
pensate for the failure of local officials to take seriously or deal effec-
tively with what local elites perceived to be unacceptably high rates of
infant mortality, especially for girls (Fuma 1995: 51-52, 58).

The most common, and most characteristic, friendship-based associ-
ation within elite circles was the literary club. Lu Shen (1477-1544),
the leading figure in the local gentry of Shanghai in the 1520s, formed
such a club or society among the leading Shanghai writers and calligra-
phers of his time. So, too, Dong Qichang (1555-1636), native to
Shanghai and recognized as the greatest painter of the late Ming dy-
nasty, formed a poetry society in his younger days and later in life was
a member of a Buddhist Lotus Society with eminent scholars in the
nearby prefectural capital of Songjiang (Dong 1630: 1.36a, 4.54a). A
literary club could be no more than a trivial exercise in socializing
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among a closed class faction, but it could also be critical to the process
by which a politically unenfranchised gentry built horizontal social
ties, providing them with a forum for public discussion and giving
them a presence in local affairs and influence with state representatives
(Brook 1993a: 3843).

Depending on the political climate, these groups could further for-
malize themselves into academies (shuyuan). Academies were unoffi-
cial institutions that offered private instruction to examination
candidates, but also hosted academic discussions on pressing moral
and political topics among the scholars of a county or even wider
region. Shanghai was not the site of a nationally prominent academy in
the Ming dynasty, although the famous Donglin Academy in nearby
Wuxi became the focus for a conservative revitalization of Confucian-
ism early in the seventeenth century and a base for challenging bureau-
cratic and eunuch factions at court. These “experiments in independent
moral cultivation,” as John Meskill (1982: 138) has described them,
occupied a “precarious” niche in the political structure of late-imperial
China, precisely because of the ease with which they could become
bases for challenging state policies.” In times of intense competition
for political resources, literary clubs and academies could become the
building blocks by which “bureaucratic differences were articulated
into extra-bureaucratic social movements” (Wakeman 1985: 92). This
sort of politicization was strong in the last four decades of the Ming
dynasty, when soft alliances among literary clubs led to the formation
of vertically integrated factions interested in challenging the growing
power of the eunuch establishment at court.

The fourth principle of auto-erganization, common cause, was not
available in the imperial era, for the simple reason that the state for-
bade people other than incumbent officials from discussing affairs of
state. In actual fact, many fellowship-based organizations, from reli-
gious societies to academies, existed on the strength of a common
espousal of public causes or a common aspiration for action. The Chi-
nese state’s monopoly of explicitly political resources made negotiat-
ing with interest groups within society inconceivable. The only
recognized common cause was the cause of the state, and any group
that positioned itself for political influence was automatically regarded
as doing so for a cause less than that of the whole. Such a group was
labeled a dang, which would become the term used for political party
early in the twentieth century (by Japanese usage in the nineteenth).
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Dang could signify nothing more than a tight group of like-minded
people: painter Dong Qichang refers repeatedly to his cohort of gentry
friends as “our party” (wu dang) (e.g., Dong 1630: 1.36b-1.37a, 2.1a).
It could also have a derogatory meaning, as when Dong warns of
“inferiors grouping together in a dang” (Dong 1630: 7.14a). Com-
monly, the term was used to disparage political cliques. When a eu-
nuch faction within the Ming imperial household arrogated to itself the
authority of the emperor, for example, officials were ready to condemn
this takeover in terms of dang.® So too, though, did early-Qing dynasty
commentators condemn late-Ming dynasty factions struggling to
challenge abuses at court. Looking back at the disarray that led to the
dynasty’s fall, Tang Zhen refused to listen to the common defense of
the reform faction as having been the only option for good men to
battle evil. “Dang are the mortal disease of the state,” he declared in
his uncompromising essay, “Root Out Factions.” “Fail to control them
and the state will perish” (Tang 1984: 449). Tang allows no notion that
auto-organization could be a foundation for stability. Stability’s only
guarantee is a strong state, even if it is a state headed by foreign
invaders like the Manchus. The Manchu emperors in turn adopted this
interpretation that the Ming dynasty had fallen because of internal
factions. They published edicts against forming dang, taking brother-
hood oaths, or gathering in clubs.?

The foregoing glance at social structure in Shanghai reveals a place
where the fabric of social and commercial ties became more complex
and dense over time. Some of these ties were vertical, as elites created
and operated corporatist organizations through which they could domi-
nate local opinion and mobilize the political support of their clients.
But some were horizontal, linking together individuals into sociable
circles and providing vehicles and scripts for civic action.

The Republican Experience

The formal ban on dang came to an end with the fall of the empire in
1911. Even before that collapse, however, the legal framework for
auto-organization within Chinese society was changing. The cumula-
tive burden of China’s defeat by Japan in 1895, the collapse of the
Guangxu reform regime in 1898, and the occupation of Beijing by
foreign troops suppressing the Boxer uprising in 1900 pushed intellec-
tuals, and eventually the Qing court, in the direction of limited consti-
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tutionalism. In 1902, the regime promuigated the first in a series of
edicts that conceded to propertied individuals the right to associate for
public purposes. The first such edict called for the organization, by
urban- officials, of chambers of commerce, although a national code
governing their operation was not published until 1914 (Garrett 1974:
217-18). Recognition of the rights of assembly and association in other
contexts followed. To tag the new public organizations, the state cre-
ated the registration category of “legal group” (fatuan). It made this
status available in 1903 to newly emerging professionals such as law-
yers, bankers, and industrialists, who wanted to form associations to
regulate their members’ activities and promote the elite’s ability to
intervene with the state in civic matters that affected them. !0

The forms that auto-organization had taken in the late-imperial pe-
riod did not suddenly change with the endowment of legal status under
a Republican constitution. The imperial-era types continued to exist,
sometimes to mutate, and certainly to proliferate in the Republican era.
If 1911 marks a shift in Chinese auto-organizational practice, it has to
do first with the growth of cities as political centers, and second with
the altered position of the state.

The founding of the Republic opened up urban politics. Compared
to a century earlier, urban residents had greater opportunities to orga-
nize themselves and, through these organizations, to seek to influence
municipal and national affairs. The Republican Revolution, the May
Fourth Movement of 1919, the May Thirtieth strike wave of 1925, and
the anti-Japanese agitations of 1931-1932 and 1937 were only the
most prominent of the political crises that engaged large numbers of
urban Chinese. Associations of all types proliferated in Shanghai in the
1910s and beyond: fellow-countrymen’s associations, student unions,
street unions, advocacy groups. Unlike the new political parties, these
were not political organizations in the sense that they identified their
goal as the capture of state power; rather, they were social organiza-
tions. Though organized in society, they were organized for politics in
the sense of seeking to influence state policies in their favor. The
presence of these auto-organizations created a new civic politics that
changed the face of political life in the cities and further stimulated
auto-organizational activity in a way that greatly altered the social
landscape of urban China. It did so because of the continuities with the
past, not the disjunctures. As David Strand has stressed, and as this
chapter argues, urban politics in the Republic were pursued on the
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foundation of “a rich associational life which in turn was rooted in
long-standing social practices in neighborhoods and occupational
groups” (Strand 1994: 310).

The emergence of republican government also marked a shift in the
state’s relationship to auto-organization. The new state found itself
obliged to respond to and interact with social organizations in ways
that the imperial regime did not tolerate. A Qing magistrate had had to
work informally with interested local groups—the local gentry, mer-
chant guilds, native-place associations—to negotiate the state’s con-
cerns with their collective interests, a negotiation that was often
obscured by his patronage of their institutions. The Republic did not
leave the state’s relationship to social organizations on such an infor-
mal, ad hoc footing. Anxious to channel public activism in ways that
enabled it to direct and control the modernization process without
opening political challenges from below, the Republican state recog-
nized the right of people to organize but put regulations in place to set
limits on the formation and power of social organizations. A formal
registration process enabled the state to decide whether an organization
should be allowed to exist and what activities it would be allowed to
pursue. While Guomindang and Communist regimes registered organi-
zations above ground, their parties and security apparatuses expended
enormous efforts penetrating them from below or setting up rivals,
particularly those espousing a common cause that could challenge the
existing state. The political stakes in an unstable period were simply
too high to permit the autonomy of society.

To provide a sense of the associational life of Republican Shanghai,
I have surveyed social organizations that were sufficiently active in the
late 1930s to have come to the attention of the Special Branch of the
Shanghai Municipal Police (SMP). The SMP was a foreign police
agency under the jurisdiction of the Shanghai Municipal Council,
which oversaw the administration of the International Settlement. The
Special Branch was charged with investigating political matters, such
as dissent and sedition, as well as issues that could have international
consequences. It became particularly interested in the activities of so-
cial organizations in the wake of Japan’s invasion of China in the
summer of 1937, when many such organizations in Shanghai mobi-
lized to protest Japan’s actions, but also used these protests to pursue
domestic political goals. From the files of the Special Branch I have
culled the names of 153 organizations: (1) eighty-six associations that
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Table 1.2
Associations Active in Shanghai, 1937—1941

National Organizations
salvation  seeking/evading
Active associations registration
organizations (formed {December
(July—August  July—-August 1937 to
Type 1937) 1937) January 1941) Total
Locality 15 2 2 19
Occupation 34 14 12 60
Fellowship 36 22 ' 7 65
Common cause A 7 1 9
Total 86 45 22 153

Source: Shanghai Municipal Police files of the Special Branch, 1894-1949: D-7994,
8002, 8039,8157,8157(C), 8166, 8350, 8679, 8692, and 8911. RG263, Military Archives
Division, National Archives, Washington, D.C.

engaged in public protests or issued statements of opposition to Japan
during July and August 1937 (SMP files D-7994 and 8002); (2) forty-
five national salvation associations created by existing organizations to
mobilize public opinion against Japan and raise funds to support the
Chinese army (SMP files D-7994, 8002, and 8039); and (3) twenty-
two organizations that either applied or failed to apply to the SMP for
registration between December 1937 and January 1941 (SMP files
D-8157, 8157(C), 8166, 8350, 8679, 8692, and 8911). In the discus-
sion that follows, I refer to these associations by the English names
recorded in the SMP files.

These three sorts of organization are broken down by type in Table
1.2.11 The first set, comprising eighty-six organizations that came to
Special Branch attention in the summer of 1937 sufficiently to be
noted in Special Branch records, includes significant numbers of al-
most every type. Nine native-place associations are conspicuous, from
prestigious groups such as the Ningbo Fellow Countrymen’s Associa-
tion (of which many of the prominent bankers of Shanghai were mem-
bers) to provincial associations representing natives of Anhui,
Shandong, Sichuan, and Zhejiang provinces, along with six local
Shanghai district associations. The occupation-based associations in-
clude eighteen trade associations (as traditional as the Bean and Rice
Hong Owners’ Association and as modern as the Shanghai Film
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Producers’ Association), thirteen professional societies (of bankers,
lawyers, dramatists, marine engineers, and wood sculptors, to name
only a few), and three trade unions. Even more numerous are fellow-
ship groups: five benevolent societies (including the Chinese Red
Cross Society), five improvement societies, a sports club, two choral
societies, two drama clubs, three reading groups, a vocational school,
two alumni associations, ten research societies, and five women’s or-
ganizations.!2 The sole common-cause group in this set is the Commu-
nist Youth League, which operated clandestinely in the region and
could not register with the SMP.

The second set of organizations identified in the SMP files con-
sists of national salvation associations that were established by ex-
isting organizations in July and August 1937. For this set, the
distribution is slightly different than for the previous set. Only two
native-place associations came to the attention of the Special
Branch as engaged in this sort of organizing; one of these, the Can-
tonese Educational Circles’ National Salvation Service Group, was,
in fact, an occupational subset of a provincial group. By contrast,
occupational, fellowship, and common-cause groups proved to be
far more significant in mobilizing public opinion to pressure the
Guomindang regime to oppose Japan.

Many organizations applied, or failed to apply, for registration with
the SMC during the Japanese occupation. The twenty-two tabulated in
the third column of Table 1.2 are only those for which I was able to
find documentation (in most cases, the group’s formal application for
registration) in the files of the Special Branch. Registration had been
required of Chinese public bodies operating within the International
Settlement before 1937, and was reaffirmed by an SMP investigation
of the status of all organizations in the summer of 1938 (SMP file
D-8692).13 The intention of this investigation was to limit the prolifer-
ation of national salvation associations, which the SMC judged as
jeopardizing the modicum of independence that the International Set-
tlement strove to maintain after Japan had established control over the
rest of Shanghai. Only one application was submitted by a common-
cause group, the “Unwilling to Become Slaves” National Salvation
Association. It was rejected on 13 November 1937. The deputy com-
missioner of the SMP Special Branch went on record to declare that he
did “not propose to register any National Salvation Societies [emphasis
in the original], or [news]paper, in the Settlement at this time.” He
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suspected them, rightly as it turned out, of being Guomindang or Com-
munist fronts (SMP file D-8166). The SMC preferred to prevent auto-
organization from moving into the volatile arena of common cause.

To those associations that could gain recognition, however, registra-
tion became increasingly attractive as the Japanese army pressured
Chinese groups to show support for the occupation. Some had been in
existence well before the occupation. Of the two native-place associa-
tions that applied (both for counties in the hinterland of Ningbo), the
Fenghua association had been formed in 1924 and the Xiangshan asso-
ciation in 1935; presumably, they came forward to register in the sum-
mer of 1940 in the hope of gaining some protection through their status
with the SMC. Most of the other associations seeking registration were
founded in July 1937 or later. This was the month the “Three Lives”
(San Sing or Sansheng) Dramatic Society came into existence, accord-
ing to its application for registration, dated 20 June 1940. This dra-
matic society was not an amateur theater group, as the name might
have suggested, but a workers’ association set up by the managements
of three cotton and flour mills, all with the character “life” (sheng) in
their names, to organize after-hours activities for their employees.
These three mills were all that remained of the great industrial empire
of the famous Rong family after Japan occupied the parts of Shangha1
where the Rongs’ other mills were located.

Shanghai Municipal Police registration and surveillance records tes-
tify that native-place identity continued to matter as an urban auto-
organizing principle in Republican Shanghai, as Bryna Goodman
(1992, 1995, 1996) has fully demonstrated. They also indicate that
occupation and fellowship were becoming even more prominent in the
disoriented political climate of the Japanese occupation, suggesting
that Shanghai residents were eager to create lateral social linkages to
protect and advance their interests. Mutual aid and “friendship” socie-
ties, for example, like the Shanghai Municipal Monks’ Adjustment
Committee, which was formed on 5 June 1940 and registered seven
weeks later, tended to be occupation-based. They assumed increasing
importance among the unprotected who faced growing deprivations
under the occupation.

Compared with origin and occupation, fellowship emerged as the
dominant auto-organizational principle at the time. Shanghai during
the late 1930s was a time and place when almost any interest espoused
in common was sufficient to bring individuals together to share and
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protect mutual concerns or to promote ideas within society. The old-
style religious and benevolent societies continued to function past the
imperial period, but alongside them appeared modern organizations
like the Chinese Red Cross and the YMCA. The old elite literary clubs
left no traces in the SMP files, but in their place emerged drama clubs,
choral societies, sports clubs, reading circles, alumni associations, and
improvement societies promoting causes from Esperanto to literacy in
Chinese characters. Many were specifically for women or youth, and
most were founded before the emergency of 1937. These associations
constituted an emerging structure of social cooperation and civic re-
sponsibility that was far broader than the associational fabric of late-
imperial society, when membership in groups that extended beyond the
confines of kinship or locality tended to be limited to those of elite
status. ,

The principle of common cause was least invoked in the associa-
tional realm in the Republican era. As noted above, the only explicitly
political organization that appeared in the first set of organizations for
the summer of 1937 is the Chinese Communist Youth League. From
another perspective, however, all of the forty-five national salvation
associations could be interpreted as common-cause bodies, even
though I have categorized all but seven according to the identity of
their parent association. Their sudden appearance signals that common
cause, suppressed by state authorities in periods of normalcy, could
become an important organizing principle under conditions of sudden
emergency or extreme political instability. In place of overtly political
entities, the Japanese invasion stimulated the formation of higher-order
associations of previously separate social organizations. Benevolent
societies grouped together to form the Federation of Various Benevo-
lent Societies for Famine Relief, women’s associations joined forces to
create the Shanghai Various Women’s Organizations’ Joint Office (under
Guomindang sponsorship), and student unions linked to create the Uni-
versity Students’ Friendship Society. Not surprisingly, given its desire
to avoid offending Japan, the SMP declined to register any of them.

The State-Socialist Experience
Since taking state power in 1949, the Chinese Communist Party has

been successful in stifling auto-organization in Chinese society. It has
dominated associational life and disciplined most people to accept
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Party-led organizations as the appropriate vehicles for mobilizing social
action and public opinion. Until recently, all organizations that existed
did so under Party tutelage. The leeway for such organizations (con-
ceived and confined as elements of the Party’s “United Front” with
non-Party elements) was somewhat greater during the state-corporatist
phases of the 1950s and 1980s. During the Cultural Revolution in the
mid-1960s to mid-1970s, state and society were deemed coterminous.
Briefly during the first year of the Cultural Revolution, socially based
Red Guard organizations sprang up in Shanghai, although most existed
by virtue of covert support from a Party faction and all were eventually
suppressed. Under the extreme conditions of that time, any sense of
legitimate space between state and society was eliminated. To argue
for autonomy was to argue for the uncoupling of society from the state,
a claim judged as treasonable to the nation.

The political reform program of the 1980s moved in the direction of
distinguishing the Party and government, with the Party providing the
rules by which the state would exist and the government charged with
operating the machinery of state efficiently. This distinction was not
one of state and society, but it did open some spaces within the flows
of political power. One of these points of opening was the “mass body”
(qunzhong tuanti). Prior to the late 1980s, these mass organizations
were formed, directed, and managed by the Communist Party as ad-
juncts of state control. As part of the political reform program an-
nounced at the Thirteenth Party Congress in 1987, the relationship
between Party organs and mass bodies was to be adjusted such that
“each manages its particular functions and [the relationship] moves by
stages toward systematization.” More particularly, both the Party and
government were called on to make fuller use of “mass bodies and
basic-level autonomous organizations of a mass nature” in order that
“matters concerning the masses are handled by the masses themselves
according to law.”14

That “masses” (qunzhong) and “autonomy” (zizhi) should be juxta-
posed in this statement points to contrary lineages in the political re-
form position. “Masses” designates non-Party people whose political
rights are determined by the Party; in the lexicon of Chinese Commu-
nism, the term is meaningless in the absence of the Party that gives it
meaning. “Autonomy” on the other hand, indicates at least nominally
the absence of higher authority in the decision-making process within
the body. What it asks to be absent, more specifically, is the Party. The



38 CIVIL SOCIETY IN CHINA

political reform removed the Party’s right to intervene in social enti-
ties, however. Despite the reference to autonomy, it did not declare
that power would be dispersed away from the Party. Rather, it re-
phrased the authority of the Party in the abstract form of “law,” in
accordance with which Party-created bodies were obliged to act. The
rephrasing opened some space between Party organs and mass bodies
without fully recognizing a civil society interposed between the
masses-as-society and the Party-as-the-state.

However circumscribed, in Shanghai the reform program has seen
the activation of occupational groups previously kept on close Party
rein. Unions have become more vigorous in the protection of their
members’ interests, and trade associations have expanded membership
as commerce and industry have grown. More visibly, the reform pro-
gram has also seen the proliferation of legal organizations based on
fellowship. Associations of common interest such as soccer clubs, pho-
tography clubs, and stamp-collecting clubs have blossomed since the
mid-1980s, often by emerging from under the Party-dominated work
units within which they previously nested.

Common interest has been accommodated by the reform regime, but
common cause has not. Among the principles of auto-organization, this
is the least easily invoked, inasmuch as common cause tends to pro-
claim an autonomy that can too readily serve to mark resistance to the
Communist Party’s hegemony over initiatives in the public realm. This
potential came abruptly to the fore during the Democracy Movement
in the spring of 1989, when students and workers formed “autonomous
associations” (zizhihui) to promote calls for the reform of China’s
political system. Occupation and fellowship were regularly invoked as
the principles governing this brief phase of auto-organization, yet the
purpose of organization was consistently to promote not corporate in-
terests, but interests in the public realm.

The process of autonomous organization began in Beijing during the
first week of the Democracy Movement (the third week of April 1989)
and extended to Shanghai shortly thereafter. Students first formed au-
tonomous student unions by school that were distinct from those the
Party organized for them, but quickly combined these separate bodies
into the Autonomous Union of Shanghai College Students. Like the
Beijing Federation of Autonomous Student Unions on which it was
modeled, this organization was weakly integrated, vulnerable to fac-
tional splitting, and unable to firm up its goals. Even so, it succeeded
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through May and early June in mobilizing public opposition in Shang-
hai to the government’s refusal to negotiate with the students in Bei-
jing and in exercising a measure of coordination over the movement.

Students in Shanghai and Beijing were keen to mobilize worker
support and distributed pamphlets praising workers for their support
and reminding them of the heroic struggle of Polish workers to create
Solidarity and remake the Polish state. A small number of workers
responded by setting up the Shanghai Autonomous Federation of
Trade Unions. This union aspired to occupy a structural position paral-
lel in the movement to the students’ federation, and indeed to enact the
inspiration of Solidarity in China. This was the parallel that most
alarmed Chinese Communist Party hierarchs, who feared the emer-
gence of an independent working-class organization far more than they
anguished over declarations of autonomy from students who, as future
elites, could more easily be reincorporated into the state after the pro-
tests were over (Brook 1992: 85).

In addition to these umbrella groups, the Democracy Movement saw
the proliferation of many more common-cause organizations in Shang-
hai: the China Youth Democracy Party, the Shanghai Patriotic Work-
ers Support Group, the Chinese Autonomous Civil Rights Union, and
the Patriotic Volunteer Army, to name only four.!> By virtue of their
declarations of autonomy from Party systems, all these groups marked
a radical departure from the forms of occupational organization that
had prevailed under the earlier state-corporatist and state-dictatorial
phases of the People’s Republic. In form and gesture they were
strongly reminiscent of auto-organizational practices in the Republican
era, although most participants were unaware of these precedents (Es-
herick and Wasserstrom 1990). They also proved to be painfully vul-
nerable to state suppression (Warner 1991: 228-29).

The suppression of June 1989 marked an abrupt setback to com-
mon-cause organizing. Continuing vigilance has meant that organiza-
tions such as the Shanghai Human Rights Association, which was
suppressed as soon as it became public in 1994, cannot hope to secure
legal status (Amnesty International 1996: 50). Outside of common
cause, however, organizational life has not dimmed. Occupation in
particular has gained ground as a principle of organization in the
1990s, attested to by the growing vitality of professional associations
and trade unions. Indeed, it will be necessary for auto-organization to
expand its presence within the emerging structure of state-society rela-
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tions under China’s current economic reform program for that program
to work. This necessity arises not from the moral claim of the individ-
ual for the right to associate, but, more crudely, because horizontal
social bonds, and the sense of civic investment they generate, contrib-
ute directly to economic and institutional performance by improving
infrastructure and mobilizing subjective capacity. Both market and
state operate more efficiently if economic growth is coupled to partici-
pation in civic life. As long as the government pursues development
policies that demand this efficiency, it will be obliged to cede some
space for the operation of independent corporate bodies. This cession
is regarded variously as marking a resurgence of state corporatism, as
signalling a departure from the state-corporatist model (as Yunqiu
Zhang argues in this volume), and as generating a structural hybrid in
which state and corporate bodies mingle (as B. Michael Frolic argues
in his chapter). Where future auto-organizational impulses will lead
remains not simply to be seen but to be interpreted and contested. That
contest will intensify as “socialism with Chinese characteristics”
emerges from behind its obfuscating label.

Some Characteristics of Chinese Auto-Organization

The evidence presented in this chapter suggests that we can identify
four characteristics of auto-organization, derived from the Chinese ex-
perience but perhaps salient in other cultures as well.

The first is the responsiveness of auto-organization to crisis. The
disruption of order provides an opening for initiatives from below, and
associations have shown themselves to be responsive to that opportu-
nity. This responsiveness produces impressive results at critical mo-
ments, but its corollary, the dependency of auto-organization on crisis,
suggests that a consistent presence of auto-organizations has proven
difficult to sustain on a day-to-day basis. This difficulty should be
attributed not to the nature of Chinese society, but to the presence of
sometimes violently repressive regimes during the twentieth century.
That repression again need not be regarded as characteristically Chi-
nese. It would be better traced to the instability of the modernizing
state, which finds itself unable to negotiate with particular interests
because of its constant fear that at each point of negotiation its legiti-
macy or hegemony will unravel.

The second characteristic of Chinese auto-organization is a readi-
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ness to combine into larger entities, again notably at times of crisis.
Just as the Beijing Federation of Autonomous Student Unions was
founded soon after the start of the Democracy Movement in 1989, so
the Shanghai Students’ Union emerged within four days of the May
Fourth demonstration in Beijing in 1919 (SMP file 10-6691). It, in
turn, became affiliated with a national students’ association. (National
combination proved hugely difficult seventy years later, in large part
because of the state’s more effective means of social control.) Street
unions demonstrated a similar process during the 1919 movement,
combining at the national level in the Amalgamated Association of
Street Unions. Above these and other citizens’ federations emerged the
National Organizations’ Union of China (SMP file 10-3524). Crisis
had the same impact on the elaboration of associations during the May
Thirtieth Movement in 1925, when the Shanghai General Trade Union
was formed; and again during the crisis provoked by Japan’s attacks
on China in 1931-1932 (Henriot 1993: 66—78). Finally, as we have
seen, the public outcry against Japan’s invasion of China in 1937 gen-
erated a surge of alliance building with the creation of a national salva-
tion association for almost every constituency in Shanghai: students,
cadets, women, merchants, vocational workers, cultural workers, re-
porters, editors, professors, youth, even children (SMP file D-8122).

Combining of organizations takes place also among different types
of association as well as within the same type, again at moments of
crisis. This third characteristic of Chinese auto-organization was evi-
dent in the 1911 Revolution, and again in the May Fourth Movement
in 1919, when student unions, chambers of commerce, native-place
associations, trade associations, and even the Boy Scouts coordinated
their efforts to a common purpose (Goodman 1992; Wasserstrom
1992; SMP files 10-6691, D-4656). Japan’s invasion in 1937 led to
even broader alliance formation, as the many national salvation groups
pyramided into the “Unwilling to Become Slaves” National Salvation
Association.

Although not free to be fully political, the auto-organizational
sphere in the Republican era was nonetheless, to use a phrase intro-
duced early in this chapter, organized for politics. This is the fourth
characteristic. Social organizations understood that their purpose was
to influence the state. They might not be able to work explicitly for the
institutionalizing of a legal order, and they might wisely shrink from
adopting explicitly political forms or platforms. However, they could
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intervene to scrutinize state actions in the public realm and to agitate
for an improvement in governance. Aware of the political character of
such interventions and the force of repression such politics can un-
leash, Chinese have shied away from common-cause entities in prefer-
ence for bodies that did not declare political aims. Of the four different
types of auto-organizations outlined in this chapter, those based on
fellowship seem to have contributed most forcefully to the process of
bringing the Chinese state within an accountability based on a shared
set of rules (however much the rules themselves may have been con-
tested), at least in the Republican period. Occupation-based associa-
tions by contrast have been least likely to mobilize citizens to make
demands on the state. Craft guilds and workers’ associations might do
something of this sort when demanding fair treatment from employers,
thereby nourishing an awareness of rights and their place within the
larger structure of legal norms. But it is difficult to argue that they
were able to make significant contributions toward establishing a
larger structure of legal norms by which they could guard their auton-
omy, except insofar as they gave their members a taste of what collec-
tive action could achieve.

Auto-Organization and the Chinese State

The notion of civil society emerged in European social theory toward
the end of Europe’s absolutist phase. This was a time when intellectu-
als were looking ahead to understand the outcome of bourgeois
challenges to the oligarchic state. It was believed that the failure of
such challenges to occur—and China has been the popular example
from Hegel through Marx to Weber and on to Deleuze—led to despo-
tism. China’s record as a warlord state during the first half of the
twentieth century, and as a party-state through the second, seems only
to confirm this analysis. And yet the Chinese state has not in this
century, nor in any other, been successful at despotism for more than a
few years. Despotism is a theoretical imaginary based on the unrealis-
tic notion of absorbing all power to the center, an arrangement that can
only be temporary and is always incomplete. Auto-organization is evi-
dence of the incompleteness of Chinese despotism, and may provide
some of the historical counterweight to its realization.

It is something of a commonplace to observe that Chinese political
culture favors dependent relationships rather than assertions of inde-
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pendent moral decision, and that Chinese moral culture favors harmo-
nizing the individual with society, and doing so within the larger moral
goal of harmonizing society with the state. In a recent essay on the
relationship of academies to the late-imperial state, Thomas Lee argues
that Confucianism furnished intellectuals with the ideal of intellectual
autonomy and moral independence within this larger framework of
vertical harmony. The pursuit of moral independence drove academy
intellectuals at moments of crisis to speak out against the moral failure
of the monarch or those close to him. Lee sees the resolution of this
tension in intellectuals’ willingness to rate the omnipotence of the
emperor more highly than the life of the critic, whose commitment
must in the end be regarded, in Lee’s view, as “irrational.” The inten-
tion of critique was to remonstrate, never to stake a claim against the
authority of the emperor over his subjects or, more abstractly, against
the authority of the state over society. The academy movement, and
most other expressions of auto-organization, should be viewed “in
terms of successful involvement in moral government, rather than in
terms of separation from it, and much less even in terms of a search for
a legally sanctioned separate sphere of action.” Lee is willing to accept
that “something resembling a ‘civil society’ ” existed in China before
the eighteenth century, but “only briefly and only in difficult times.”
The occasional eruption of civil society signalled not a step toward
something new, but a temporary systemic failure that only confirmed
the more fundamental commitment to “mediation, harmony and unity
in community rather than a carving out of an autonomous sphere for
action” (Lee 1994: 118, 119, 133-35).

Such descriptions of Chinese culture may be sensible, and they are
widely replicated by scholars who advocate a “China-centered” ap-
proach to questions of state power. But they conceal more than they
expose and render themselves vulnerable to confirming ideological
claims rather than probing the political basis on which such claims are
erected. The recurring reversion to a fundamental commitment to har-
mony that Thomas Lee describes does not rule China out of an analysis
that attributes this reversion to the instability of the Chinese state rather
than to the “weakness” of Chinese society. Lee, after all, implies the
instability of the state (in the unstable person of the emperor) when he
observes that the Confucian commitment to harmony is ultimately “ir-
rational” in exposing the official who is uncompromising in advocating
of good government to execution.
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Autonomous organization in the public realm has been construed by
contemporary East Asian elites as potentially corrosive of the stability
of the state. The analysis in this chapter suggests that the truth runs
very much the other way. Auto-organizational activity increases in
times of political crisis as a response to the breakdown or compromise
of proper state functioning, not because society has somehow detached
itself from the polity, but because a regime has failed to meet eco-
nomic or political challenges. Auto-organization does not destabilize
regimes. Destabilization occurs when the state acts in ways that cause
its authority to appear merely oppressive and its legitimacy unsup-
ported. Social organizations strive to reconstruct that stability, albeit on
a basis different from that of state organs. Rather than polarizing soci-
ety from the state, auto-organization patches ruptures between the two,
anticipating breakdowns and rebuilding fallen bridges. It compensates
for the recurring failures of the state, which are inevitable even under
the most perfect of Confucian or communist constitutions.

The role of the state in China, thus, is crucial to social initiatives and
social outcomes. To fault Chinese society for stubborn localist, isola-
tionist, or corporatist habits that interfere with the formation of a ma-
ture public sphere or strong civic culture in the twentieth century (or
earlier—in other words, for lacking sufficient vitality to sustain its own
integration—is to ignore the terrific pressure that Chinese state bodies,
by judicial and extrajudicial means throughout most of this century,
have exerted to maintain political power when challenged by its elites
to do better (Brook 1992: 204-9). If Chinese society appears riven by
structural weaknesses, with the power of small organizations to com-
bine more than matched by their tendency to factionalize and fall apart
(Strand 1994: 321), we would do well to remember that groups in
European cities prior to the full development of civil society were
probably as vulnerable to factionalism, scandal, and repression. On the
other hand, beating a retreat into the comfortable zone of historical
comparison does not do away with the fact that the autonomy of civil
society in Republican China was limited by “the absence of a reliable
state to deal with,” an absence that ultimately opened China to “illibe-
ral solutions” (Strand 1994: 329). Nor does it cancel out the fact that
the Chinese state today pursues a conscious strategy of incorporating
those intermediate social organizations that bolster its position and
repressing those it considers dangerous (White 1996: 219).

Despite the restrictions that state authorities have imposed on auto-
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organization during the past century, the memory of associational link-
age has not been eradicated. With the current shift to close economic
calculation, there is every reason to anticipate the reemergence of so-
cial organizations of the sort that thronged in urban China in the 1930s,
although the conditions of their existence have yet to be fully negoti-
ated. As these organizations reemerge, they will unavoidably come to
act in ways that, at some point, will be construed as political; and the
Chinese state will respond in ways intended to restrict their indepen-
dence of action. The process of ramifying the organizational fabric and
strengthening the social capital of Chinese life will be to the organi-
zations’ and state’s mutual benefit, for it will multiply the bases of
stability and link citizens more effectively to their state. Within the
current political environment in China, this development will come
only through a judicious balance between cooperation and critique. If
the path seems narrow, it is one with which Chinese in this century
have been made intensely familiar.
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State-Led Civil Society

B. Michael Frolic

If the prospects for China’s immediate democratization are uncertain,
the vision of the emergence of a Chinese civil society, a sphere of
activity marked by a growing degree of autonomy from state power, is
more promising.! For some, the emergence of civil society is a slow
process, linked to the social and political consequences of the opening
up of China’s economy. In this view, as economic reform causes the
Chinese party-state to loosen its grip, civil society will take shape and
gain strength. Others, less patient, look to more frequent instances of
dissent and opposition, seeing civil society as a tool to be used by
intellectuals for pressuring a “bad” state, rather than evolving in tan-
dem with it.

Our interest in civil society was heightened by two events. The first
was Tiananmen, which whetted expectations on the part of a substan-
tial number of Chinese participants and Western observers that demo-
cratic reform was imminent in China. For many, the fifty-day
confrontation at the Square should have produced if not dramatic polit-
ical liberalization, then at least a measure of openness (glasnost) sim-
ilar to the Gorbachev reforms, or a token loosening up of party-state
control. Instead, the regime tightened its grip in the post-Tiananmen
period. Those who expected a Chinese outcome along the lines of
developments in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, where the
party-state system quickly collapsed, were disappointed. The prospects
for Chinese democracy, which seemed tangible before Tiananmen,
evaporated in the retreat to political conservatism after 1989. The re-
gime had demonstrated its capacity to stop political liberalization in its
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tracks. Thus, if democracy was unattainable in the short run, why
not focus on civil society, on developing the infrastructure that is a
vital condition for the realization of democracy? Setting their sights
somewhat lower, proponents of political reform optimistically
looked to signs of nascent civil society as a marker for emerging
democratization.

A second event that turned our attention to civil society and away
from democracy in the first instance was the end of communism in
Eastern Europe. In Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Hungary, civil society
seemingly had triumphed. Alternative society, “the parallel polis,”
“parliaments of the streets,” “flying universities,” samizdat—the delib-
erate opposition of society to state—had brought down a row of one-
party states. Havel’s Velvet Revolution and Solidarnosc in Poland
could serve as models of a civil society strategy, in that democratic
goals had been achieved in no small measure through the creation of
networks of autonomous organizations in a space parallel to the state.
They did not directly confront the state, but surrounded it with “a wide
spectrum of activities, from cultural and religious organizations and
human rights groups to independent economic activities ranging from
trade unions to private enterprises” (Kiss 1992: 27). As Vaclav Benda
(1991: 36), a leading Czech activist, put it:

I suggest that we join forces in creating, slowly but surely, parallel
structures that are capable, to a limited degree at least, of supplementing
the generally beneficial and necessary functions that are missing in the
existing structures, and where possible, to use those existing structures
to humanize them.

These two events, the collapse of communism in Eastern Europe
and the Soviet Union and the reaffirmation of the Chinese state’s
power in the face of Tiananmen, brought the civil society discourse to
the center of Western political analysis. Yet the concept has proved
difficult to define. Like “democracy,” to which it has increasingly been
joined in political discourse and rhetoric, “civil society” inspires a
wide range of interpretations and individual agendas. For Westerners,
it is a complex lens focusing on a wide range of activities, linking
public and private, state and society, individual and collectivity, econ-
omy and polity. For example, consider the following definition of civil
society by Michael Ignatieff (1995: 128-29):
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In civil society ... division and diversity, checks and balances, are of
the essence. Political power is fenced off from cultural power and eco-
nomic advantage, office holders do not enrich themselves from office,
power does not confer cultural authority, and social position does not
entail cultural or political influence. A free society, acting through the
press and its elected representatives, restrains the state, and the law
restrains both.

Ellen Meiksins Wood (1990: 61) provides a different perspective, one
that focuses more sharply on the emergence of capitalist economic
relations:

Civil society represents a separate sphere of human relations and activ-
ity, differentiated from the state but neither public nor private, and
perhaps both at once, embodying ... more specifically a network of
distinctively economic relations, the sphere of the market place, the
arena of production, distribution and exchange. . . . The full conceptual
differentiation of “civil society” required the emergence of an autono-
mous economy.

This chapter presents four perspectives on civil society drawn from
the substantial Western literature on the collapse of communism and on
the nature of political change in China.2 Each of these perspectives
focuses on a central theme within the civil society discourse. The four
are not mutually exclusive. Together they paint a portrait of a concept
that is analytical, yet normative; a strategy that is associated with revo-
lutton, yet predicated on evolutionary change. In the second part of the
chapter, I suggest that China may indeed be “different” and identify a
fifth perspective, which is linked to the Chinese party-state’s continuing
control over the Chinese polity. This Chinese authoritarian “state-led
civil society,” created from the top down as an adjunct to state power,
coexists with the more familiar Western “democratic” manifestations of
emerging civil society. By state led civil-society, I refer to the hundreds
of thousands of social organizations and quasi-administrative units cre-
ated by the state to help it manage a complex and rapidly expanding
economy and changing society. Depending on one’s point of view,
state-led civil society can be considered either a new form or just a
temporary accommodation by the authoritarian state to forces that will
overwhelm it soon enough. This Chinese version of civil society repre-
sents not only a government strategy, but may be conceived of as an



STATE-LED CIVIL SOCIETY 49

“Asian” type of political development, that is, a form of state corporat-
ism or non-Western communitarianism that differs noticeably from the
more conventional civil society of the West (Unger and Chan 1995:
29-54). In the third section of the chapter, I discuss four instances of
state-led civil society: the new system of village elections; the rise of
non-governmental organizations (NGOs); the beginnings of civil soci-
ety in a Zhejiang municipality; and the opening up of “private space”
for entrepreneurs in Xiamen. These examples show the diversity and
scale of emerging state-led civil society in China, as well as its still
tentative nature.

Will civil society provide the infrastructure for the democratiza-
tion/liberalization of the authoritarian system? Will this process make
China more like the West, or is there a particular synthesis occurring in
which Chinese civil society is taking a path that will lead to a some-
what different experience from that in the West? Here we confront
speculations about the enduring authoritarian nature of Asian life and
politics, about cultural and historical limitations on the role and activi-
ties of individuals and the need for greater patience in awaiting demo-
cratic outcomes linked to the process of economic modernization. We
should bear in mind that only a generation has passed since the death
of Mao; it may be premature to speculate about the long-term direction
of liberalizing trends in Chinese politics and society.

In looking for the emergence of civil society, we can make three
assumptions: that there is a Western/Chinese mix of values and ideol-
ogy that is producing a Chinese variant of civil society, that disengage-
ment from authoritarian Leninist structures and norms will be slower
than expected, and that nascent civil society should not be confused
with the imminent democratization of China. We should also remem-
ber that civil society is about culture, values, and attitudes, which
change slowly. When millennia of traditions still count, it is too much
to think that fundamental transformation can occur within a single
generation.

Civil Society as a Parallel Polis

The concept of civil society was reborn in the 1970s, primarily in
Eastern Europe where it became an arena for dissent. Dissidents were
able to create alternative structures outside the state, a polis that was
parallel to the state. The latter did not, and apparently could not, elimi-
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nate these structures of opposition. Civil society emerged from the
perception that the totalitarian state was no longer able to enforce its
full control over society. Havel refers to a “post-totalitarian” system
in which individuals “live within the truth,” and “citizens’ initia-
tives, dissident movements, or even oppositions, emerge, like the
proverbial one-tenth of the iceberg visible above the water” (1991:
177). In Havel’s view “good” civil society had been crushed by the
“bad” totalitarian state. Now, alienated intellectuals and individuals
with a true public spirit could recapture their institutions, ideologies,
and values by setting up their own civil society in nonviolent oppo-
sition to this bad state. It was a citizen’s duty to support good civil
society against the bad communist state. According to Kuron, “Soci-
ety organizes itself as a democratic movement and becomes active
outside the limits of the institutions of the totalitarian state” (cited
by Kiss 1992: 227). When these regimes imploded in the late 1980s,
much of the credit was given to this parallel polis strategy: it was
based within the society, produced a counterelite potentially capable
of seizing power on behalf of the people, employed methods that
were nonviolent, and was linked to understandings and perceptions
of a civil society that had existed in the past and could now be used as
a basis for the future democratization/liberalization of these postcom-
munist regimes.

The idea that dissidents and intellectuals in opposition could peace-
fully change a communist party-state was not lost on a small group of
Chinese intellectuals and an even smaller group of dissidents in the
1980s. A part of the Chinese leadership appeared willing to permit a
modest political opening. The economic reforms were creating poten-
tial “social bases for autonomy” (Kelly and He 1992: 28). This contrib-
uted to the perception that it was possible to pursue tactics similar to
those in Eastern Europe. For example, the Beijing Stone Group, a
computer company formed in the early 1980s, set up a think tank, the
Social Development Research Institute, which promoted political liber-
alization through indirect means. Another organization, the Beijing
Social and Economic Research Institute, was staffed mainly by aca-
demics who tried to open up the political system by advocating the
extension of the rule of law and human rights. A variety of groups
emerged to pursue activities to change the system primarily through
soft, nonconfrontational tactics that “ranged from fund-raising con-
certs, suicide-prevention hot-lines, signature campaigns, Gallup poli-
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type social surveys, to political demands for freedom of speech and
association” (Kelly and He 1992: 28-31).

But conditions in China were different. The activities of groups such
as Beijing Stone represented a veneer of Chinese opposition to the
authoritarian party-state. The idea of restoring a civil society that had
been crushed by the state may have made sense in Eastern Europe, but
it was problematic in China, which barely had a tradition of civil society
in its past. Significantly, China lacked a critical mass of dissident intel-
lectuals willing to challenge authority. Much of the energy of China’s
intellectuals and dissidents was consumed in trying to persuade the state
to change itself, rather than overthrowing it through the creation of a
parallel polis. This strategy was in keeping with the Confucian tradition
that intellectuals should serve the state, and Communist practice that
reinforced their subordinate position. “Neo-authoritarianism,” advo-
cated as a pathway to political reform in the late 1980s, essentially
argued for modified authoritarianism, not for democracy. Civil society
was seen as a future benefit to be bestowed by a benign authoritarian
regime rather than as a vehicle for overthrowing a totalitarian state.

Civil Society as Citizenship

The concept of “civil society against the state” is relatively new. In its
original usage civil society had another meaning, that of good citizen-
ship. Benda refers to civil society as a parallel polis; in fact, we can say
that civil society originally was the Greek polis, what men had created
in opposition to the state of nature. In the polis, virtue and good citi-
zenship reigned supreme. Civil society and the city-state were cotermi-
nous. This society was polite and civil, and it was elitist, since only a
few men of virtue were citizens. It set the tone for all society, however.
The community of citizens “is the source of morality which arises out
of, and is sustained by the everyday interactions of persons within
what is now called civil society” (Australian-Asian Perceptions 1993:
7). For Shils, a civil society is one in which the law binds both state
and citizens together and they exercise the “virtue of civility,” the
hallmark of good citizenship. “Civility” means moderating particular,
individual, or parochial interests and giving precedence to the common
good. The citizen, a civil person, exercises the virtue of civility by
giving precedence to the common good over individual feelings and
needs (1991: 16).
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This idea of good citizenship is at the center of the Western liberal-
democratic tradition. Transposed from the polis to the twentieth cen-
tury, it encompasses the individualistic, rational, and, until recently,
elitist strands that comprise our political ideologies. Good citizenship
can develop only over time and requires a community of rational,
self-directing individuals who can elevate their private interests to a
consideration of the greater public good. Trust and honesty are essen-
tial components in this process. In the long journey from subject to
citizen, as from authoritarianism to democracy what counts is not only
the development of individual and particular interests but the commit-
ment of these interests to the public good.

Is China ready for this kind of civil society? The road from subject to
citizen is long and arduous. Finding a critical mass of rational, self-
directing individuals capable of joining their private interests in a

“ broader consideration of the greater public good is difficult. China has
differently constructed traditions of individuality and “the public”
(gong). A recent Australian study identifies two types of citizenship,
individualistic (Western) and communitarian (Asian), and suggests that
the latter is strongly entrenched in China and in the wider Asian setting:

In Neo-Confucian societies where the public sphere has been created by
and from the state and not from the private sphere there remain few
limits to the state and there are few opportunities for individuals to play
multiple roles (such as the ‘role’ of the independent citizen) in Asian
society. They cannot easily ‘drop out.” They are always expected to
behave as political participants in their communities, and the state has a
right to intrude into their ‘private lives’ in ways which the hypothe-
sized, individualistic, capitalist-liberal democrat citizen would not ac-
cept (Australian-Asian Perceptions 1993: 8).

If this is the dominant pathway for citizenship in contemporary China,
what does this tell us about its emerging civil society? From a Western
perspective, “communitarian” citizens lack the freedom of will, condi-
tions of trust, and protection of law to act freely as rational individuals.
Thus, the basic requisites of civil society are missing. But from a
non-Western perspective, one might see this as a slow transition to soft
authoritarianism, mediated by the state rather than by civil society. If
Japan, Taiwan, and South Korea can make this transition over time,
why not assume the same for Chinese citizens?
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Civil Society as Political Development

The most common perspective on civil society is based on the great
transformation of relations between state and society in the modern era
in Europe. Specifically, the key events were, first, the separation of
church and state; second, the rise of the capitalist economy; and third,
the creation of the modern bureaucratic state. The separation of church
from state created a space for multiple loyalties, for the separation of
state and society, and for the evolution of the idea of a private sphere
for individuals. The subsequent rise of the capitalist economy provided
a different sort of space, based on the need to protect the individual’s
property. According to C. B. Macpherson (1962), the spread of “pos-
sessive individualism” in defense of private economic space contrib-
uted to the rise of modern civil society. A number of processes were
occurring simultaneously. Individuals were acquiring wealth and
power, and staking a claim to terrain independent of both state and
society. The state expanded to fulfill its distributive and regulatory
functions in an increasingly complex world. The multiplicity of private
interests had to be integrated into a new concept of the public, one that
could mobilize individuals in support of the common good. The rela-
tionship of individuals and state to society—the wellspring of values
and, ultimately, change—had to be redefined.

The process of political modernization, therefore, demands a crucial
space between a changing state and society, in which individuals inter-
act and define themselves in relationship to the political. Civil society
is that space and it serves to mediate political participation and change.
It is this accommodation to change in multiple directions (economy,
state, society, individual, political community) that characterizes West-
emn civil society and explains its unique place in modern political anal-
ysis. In focusing on contemporary China, we can see the linkage
between incipient civil society and economic modernization. The mar-
ket economy has created a new economic space, within a rapidly dif-
ferentiating society, in which central state political control cannot be
sustained without increased reliance on mediating structures. Civil so-
ciety is the most important of these structures, and its existence in
China is predicated on the state’s need to have such mediation. The
state can use a civil society to govern more effectively. However, civil
society also provides a realm in which individuals can protect them-
selves against both state and society in an ever-changing and increas-
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ingly complicated environment. In today’s China, these are only
emerging roles, existing in a weak institutional base, within a context
of value conflict and change.

Civil society as political development is squarely based on the mod-
ern Western experience and has, it is fair to say, a Western bias. Aside
from romanticized notions about the Greek polis, Western thinking
about civil society is a relatively recent phenomenon, linked to the
emergence of capitalism, the modern state, and democracy. China has
barely experienced the separation of state and society, the powerful
influence of capitalism, and the rise of the modern industrial state.
Why, therefore, presume to look in today’s China for a civil society
that is linked to developed capitalism and democracy? Roger Des
Forges in this volume argues that the various elements of Western civil
society can be found in China over the past three millennia, in particu-
lar, in relatively autonomous social organizations at the local level.
One can even find “civility” in Confucian practice. Yet, these were
inchoate and episodic phenomena, which in my view differ fundamen-
tally from the civil society that has taken shape in the modern West.

Civil Society as Governance

Ideally, civil society lubricates the political system and links the vari-
ous parts together. To Havel and other East European dissidents, the
“system” had become disfunctional under the communist party-state. It
had to be restored by means of civil society, which could serve as
compass and navigator for the new ship of state. Civil society is what
makes the whole system work. It unites public and private, state and
individual, disparate individuals within a community, and state and
society. Civil society is both the energizer of development and its
stabilizer. It comprises the main players and is at the same time their
umpire. It provides structure and certainty, but also is flexible and
accommodates change.

In “politically developed” Western systems, a civil society is vital
for obtaining “democratic” governance. In other political systems, fas-
cist, monarchical, or authoritarian, a functional version of civil society
is essential just for providing effective management. According to Mi-
chael Ignatieff (1995: 128), “A civil society, as the eighteenth century
theorists understood it, was not necessarily a democratic society.”
“Regular government” was the preferred goal, and it was best to com-
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mit key societal elements to the government by means of a civil soci-
ety that was not democratic. Civil society was a mechanism which
evolved to prevent disorder and maintain links between the new state
and the changing society. In commenting on Robert Putnam’s recent
research arguing that northern Italy had a more developed civil society
and was better governed than the south, because of the existence of
“social capital,” Fareed Zakaria observes that this has little to do with
democracy. It has to do with the essential linking nature of civil soci-
ety, however it is defined, and with the need for effective social and
political management in the first instance. According to Zakaria,

The Italian north has been better run than the Italian south for hundreds
of years, during which the country was, to put it mildly, not always
democratic. One might more reasonably conclude from Mr. Putnam’s
research that social capital makes any regime work, whether monarchi-
cal, democratic or fascist (1995: 28).

In searching for civil society in countries that are just now undergo-
ing capitalist transformation and whose “social capital” is not the Prot-
estant ethic, it may be more fruitful to look for linking mechanisms
bound to the integration of local interests with the central state. “Link-
age,” which facilitates governance rather than democracy, is the short-
term, utilitarian essence of civil society. In times of rapid change and
during searches for new identities, civil society in its various interpre-
tations and formations is an institutional and attitudinal linchpin unit-
ing past and present, individual and collectivity, state and society.

To summarize, in this section I have presented four perspectives on
civil society. My purpose was to indicate the range and complexity of
the concept, which is rooted in the Greek polis, in the rise of capitalism
and liberal democracy in the past three centuries, and in the events of
East Europe in the 1970s and 1980s. Civil society is made up of many
strands and perspectives. Some of these elements are present in today’s
China; most are not. Frequently we are motivated by the conviction that a
fully formed civil society, linked to liberal democracy, must emerge
from the cocoon of authoritarianism. More likely, however, is an incip-
ient civil society tied to early capitalist development, that is, one based
not on democracy, but on the building of infrastructure and values on
the long road to political development. In analyzing China, we tend to
look for democratic governance as if China were a highly evolved
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polity, rather than an emerging authoritarian political system, blinking
mto the light of political change and just trying to maintain order in the
midst of constant chaos. Nor is it realistic to adopt a civil society
against the state strategy for China when there is as yet no Chinese
consensus about an alternative polis, and little institutional memory of
a previous civil society.? To talk of a Chinese civil society based on
citizenship is equally questionable, given that the rights of citizenship
are still being negotiated as China moves from a subject political cul-
ture to one that is more participatory and autonomous. In the discus-
sion, I intimated that the portrait of civil society in China presented
through these four perspectives on civil society (parallel polis, citizen-
ship, political development, governance) is not a satisfying one. Much
seems to be missing. For a number of reasons having developmental,
cultural, historical and ideological bases, civil society in China is likely
to emerge along a different path, at least in the immediate future.

State-Led Civil Society

A fifth perspective is to consider China in terms of a state-led civil
society. I see two kinds of ctvil society in today’s China. One fits the
pattern described above, which emphasizes the opening up of the polit-
ical system, limitations on state power, and the advancement of the
rights of autonomous groups and individuals. This civil society is still
poorly developed and is struggling to maintain itself in China. But,
there is a second civil society that extends the reach of the state into the
new Chinese economy and community. This is state-led civil society.
1t is created by the state, principally to help it govern, but also to co-opt
and socialize potentially politically active elements in the population.
State-led civil society unites two strands of authoritarian politics: those
of the socialist authoritarian state in transition, and those of the ascen-
dant East Asian communitarian state (Unger and Chan 1995: 28).

By “state-led civil society” I refer to the recent creation by the state
of literally hundreds of thousands of organizations and groups that
serve as support mechanisms to the state. According to Jude Howell, in
1993 “there were reportedly over 1,460 registered national social orga-
nizations, 19,600 branch and local organizations registered at provin-
cial level, and over 160,000 social organizations registered with county
authorities” (1994: 97). Howell adds that the number of these organiza-
tions is probably much higher, because some have not bothered to gain
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official registration, while others are waiting for approval.

In the old Marxist-Leninist system, officially sanctioned groups and
associations such as the Women’s Federation, the trade unions, youth
leagues, and writers’ associations functioned as “transmission belts”
for government policies. In the new Chinese political system, the num-
ber and functions of these “social organizations” (shehui tuanti) has
soared. According to Gordon White, they are generally seen as occu-
pying an organizational space between a state organ proper and an
enterprise, an intermediate position that gives them, in theory at least,
some degree of formally recognized status as a “popular” (minjian) or
“people-run” (minban) organization as opposed to an “official”
(guanban) organization. In Xiaoshan, a city of 1.153 million, there
were approximately a hundred of these social organizations, divided
into ten categories. Those in the categories of “political,” “economic,”
and “science and technology” were the most numerous and important,
constituting over half. Others were in the following areas: arts and
culture, social welfare, social clubs, public affairs, health, and sports.
The groups ranged from new social organizations such as the Individ-
ual Laborers’ Association and the Private Enterprises Association, to
old “official” organizations such as the Women’s Federation and the
Overseas Chinese Federation. Other examples included the Qigong
Research Association, the Old People’s Exercise Association, and the
Dried Turnip Association (White 1993: 73-76).

Social organizations have muitiple functions. According to White,
they are “a crucial communications channel between a state organ and
the organization’s members, thereby helping the state to get across
ideological potnts or specific policies” (1993: 79). In addition, they
help to coordinate and focus state activity in particular sectors of the
economy. They also take over functions formerly exercised by the
state. They can serve a bridging function between the state enterprises
and the private economy, and between collective and private interests.
In an increasingly complex and more mobile society and economy,
social organizations extend the reach of the state, providing a critical
coordinating and participation mechanism. They are agents of adminis-
tration and political socialization in the first instance. In addition, they
are embryos of civil society as it is understood in the West. They also
function as surrogates for a state that is devolving control, rather than
serving as centers of citizen resistance to a repressive state.

State-led civil society is not only about helping the state to organize
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economy and society; it is also about the state acting as a powerful ally
for individuals separating from society. Too frequently we focus on
tyrannical states, forgetting that states emerged in the process of eman-
cipating individuals from the tight grip of traditional societies. As Heath
Chamberlain writes, “The ‘rule of the folk’ can be just as tyrannical as
the ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’ ” (1994: 117). Even the dictatorship
of the proletariat at times can be more benevolent than the tyranny of
semi-feudal society. He also reminds us that “Chinese society of the
1950s was a long way from being civil. It was essential that the state
intrude rudely and violently to liberate people from the constraints of
traditional family and social bonds, precisely in order to prepare the
soil for civil society’s future growth” (Chamberlain 1993: 210).

What the Communist state did so “rudely” against society in the
past is negotiated more politely by maturing civil societies in the pres-
ent. If China’s civil society was absent or in an embryonic stage, it was
up to the state, then and now, to disengage individuals from society.
But one tyranny leads to another: the state becomes more tyrannical
than the society that it has challenged.

State-led civil society is based on a number of assumptions. First, the
new associations and groups are not against the state but a part of it.
Second, they serve as training grounds for the development of civic
consciousness. Third, they function as intermediaries between state and
society. Fourth, state-led civil society is not riven by conflict between
its civil society components and the state. It is a marriage of conve-
nience rather than a catalyst for citizen resistance. Finally, mutual per-
ception of strength and weakness plays a key role. Elements in the state
perceive the need for change and regard social organizations as func-
tionally useful, without threatening the state’s hegemony. Those within
the social organization perceive a slightly weakened state, but are more
interested in short-term economic gains than individual autonomy at the
expense of state power. Neither wants the state to collapse.

State-led civil society is a form of corporatism. The state determines
which organizations are legitimate and forms an unequal partnership
with them. The state does not dominate directly. It leaves some degree
of autonomy to these organizations, but it does demand a disciplined
partnership based on cooperation within specified sectors, usually in
tripartite arrangements among business, labor, and the state. While
corporatism is most commonly identified with fascist forms of govern-
ment, corporatist mechanisms also have existed in liberal and socialist
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political systems. Anita Chan differentiates state corporatism from so-
cietal corporatism. The latter is a form of interest group politics. It
functions at the grassroots level rather than at the peak of the system. It
is less hierarchical and rigid than state corporatism, and is character-
ized by bargaining among the partners, rather than the dominance of
the state. “At the other end of the spectrum from such societal corpo-
ratism lies what is variously called authoritarian or state corporatism,
where the weight of decision-making power lies very heavily on the
side of the state” (Chan 1993).

The Qigong Research Association and the Old People’s Exercise
Association are examples of societal corporatism. The Private Enter-
prise Association and the Overseas Chinese Association are examples
of state corporatism. The latter deal with the hard issues of production
and ideological matters. In part this is a legacy of state domination
under Mao. But state corporatism is also viewed as a system of power
relations that characterizes East Asian developmental states. Viewed
from an “Asian” perspective, China’s state corporatism bears similari-
ties to the developmental states of Japan, Taiwan, and Korea when
they were in the midst of rapid economic growth. Unger and Chan
(1995: 33) have summarized the main features of what they call “the
East Asian model of state corporatism’:

The East Asian states have shared a cultural bias favorable to corporat-
ist structures. In the Confucianist teachings that pervaded all of the East
Asian cultures, giving primacy to private interests had been viewed as
equivalent to selfishness. The greater good was ideally manifested in a
consensus overseen by the moral authority of the leadership, reflected
in a moralistic father-knows-best paternalism.

It is tempting to argue that state corporatism is the natural pathway
for Asian developmental states, based on the examples of first Japan,
then Korea and Taiwan, and now China. Asian political cultures may
indeed be more authoritarian and less concerned with individual needs
and rights. State corporatism may be the preferred space between state
and society, rather than conventional Western civil society. In China,
“citizenship,” “governance,” and “political development” are more at
the mercy of the state than in the West at a comparable period of
economic growth. A double legacy of authoritarianism (Leninist and
Confucian) may be more than civil society (in the Westem sense) can
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bear. Still, while corporatist structures led by the state may be the
present norm in China, societal corporatism is increasing at the grass-
roots. Andrew Walder writes of “local corporatism,” wherein state and
nonstate merge at the lower levels of production and management
(1993: 311-15). We would be wise not to ignore the slow progress of
more conventional civil society on the margins, expressed in nagging
reminders of the potential for dissent; the slow drip, drip, drip of legal
reform and electoral change; and the leakage from abroad of images
and information about developmental alternatives. These are not anti-
dotes to what is clearly an authoritarian developmental experience, but
they are complements to the current mainstream of Chinese political
development. What we see in China today are two types of emerging
civil society, what might be called “dual civil societies,” and it is
state-led civil society that predominates.

Civil Society in China: Four Instances

I have argued that the identification and study of civil society in China
is a recent phenomenon, inspired primarily by events in Eastern Eu-
rope and by the political consequences of Tiananmen. Evidence of the
emergence of Chinese civil society is still sparse. We are dealing with
a little more than a decade’s experience. Yet such has been the pace of
change in China, and such has been our thirst to document these
changes, that we already have a number of case studies focused on
civil society. This section of the chapter looks at four examples: a
national NGO; social organizations in Xiaoshan city; village elections;
and business associations in Xiamen. These four focus on “state-led”
civil society, especially with respect to the growth of urban social
organizations and business associations; however, the eéxamples of
NGOs and local elections remind us of the hesitant emergence of the
other, more conventional (Western) forms of civil society.

“Project Hope” (Xiwang gongcheng), an NGO, was set up in 1989
by the China Youth Development Foundation (CYDF), which itself
had been established only six months earlier by the All-China Youth
Federation. The Project’s purpose is to raise money to educate children
in the poorest areas of China. It solicits funds from Chinese citizens
and from abroad. As of mid-1993, it had established sixty-two primary
schools and provided assistance to over 300,000 school dropouts. The
Project serves an urgent need that the Chinese state seems unable or
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unwilling to meet: upgrading the very low level of rural education. Its
nominal parent organization, CYDF, is controlled by one of China’s
oldest Communist Party front organizations, the All-China Youth Fed-
eration. The relationship among these three organizations is opaque.
As a recent Western account observed, “It is unclear whether the
CYDF has any authority over the distribution of funds and donations
among the provinces and whether it can supervise the use of these
funds when they are transferred to official organs” (China News Anal-
ysis, no. 1495, 15 October 1993). The National Committee on U.S—
China Relations questions “the lack of transparency in both
organizational structure and accounting procedures (which) inhibits
foreign cooperation and indigenous fundraising in China” (1994: 13).

The example of Project Hope tells us a number of things. First, the
Chinese state has set up a number of NGOs to organize and direct
private funding in areas of urgent economic need. A Chinese source
notes that “China remains a poor developing nation. As a result, the
government’s financial capacity is limited. Therefore, various social
groups and individuals have begun to provide notable charitable assis-
tance to the poor and needy” (Beijing Review, 25-31 March 1996). As
the state withdraws in favor of the market, Chinese authorities hope
that private sources can take over. Second, these efforts, while ostensi-
bly under the control of autonomous organizations, are monitored by a
state parent tied to the old structure of power. This is a case of dual
civil societies, a mix of state-led and conventional civil society, on the
boundary between state and societal corporatism. Third, much of this
NGO’s activities remain confined within the orbit of secrecy that char-
acterized the old way of management. These old habits predating the
Communist regime are difficult to shed. Finally, there is no evidence
linking this NGO to any group that is distancing itself from the state
and manifesting any attributes of a budding civil society. It is probably
too soon to make judgments about the success or failure of this NGO,
based on the sparse reports of these visitors. A 1996 Chinese report on
the China Charity Federation (CCF) provides a more glowing evalua-
tion of NGO activity, pointing out that substantial numbers of citizens
as well as influential foreigners, who are contributing funds, are ac-
tively involved in the CCF’s work. The CCF “operates solely on inter-
est income earned from its founding fund. No donations are used for
administrative costs” (Beijing Review, 25-31 March 1996).

A second study looks at the proliferation of urban social organiza-
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tions in Xiaoshan, a city of over a million inhabitants located in Zhe-
jiang province. Xiaoshan is a new commercial center “on the make” in
one of China’s most productive areas (White 1993: 63—68). According
to White, who visited the city several times in the early 1990s, “there
appears to have been a flowering of associational life” in Xiaoshan
during the Republican period. After 1949, the usual Communist-led
organizations were formed, replacing these associations and function-
ing as transmission belts between the party-state and the population. In
the post-Mao era, especially from the mid-1980s, the number of asso-
ciations proliferated, “reaching a high point in 198889 and then declin-
ing drastically in 1990.” There were ninety-nine social organizations in
Xiaoshan in 1990. Their growth is attributed mainly to the economic
reforms that opened up space for such organizations. Within the vari-
ous categories of social organizations currently functioning in the city
are the old-line “mass organizations” still serving as transmission belts
for the party-state; newer organizations which have been brought by
the leadership into the state-corporatist web, such as the Private Enter-
prise Association, which has a membership that is gaining economic
strength in the community; and a number of “popular” (minjian) or
“people-run” (minban) organizations, mainly in the fields of culture,
education, sports, health, and religion.

Social organizations can be classified in terms of their relative au-
tonomy from the party-state. White divides them into “official”
(guanban), “semiofficial” (banguan), and “popular” (minjiaxing). The
six official organizations such as the Communist Youth League and
the Trade Union Federation have special links to the Party. The semi-
official organizations are primarily economic and technical in nature
and constitute two thirds of the social organizations. These social orga-
nizations must be approved by a state agency in their sphere of opera-
tion. A social organization must be formally affiliated to a state organ
or parent. Positions in a semiofficial organization are often staffed by
persons who hold positions in the affiliated state organ in charge of
that social organization. The more important an organization is per-
ceived to be, the stronger the state control. The two types of organiza-
tions, state and social, “act as complementary parts of an evolving new
network of management.”

What does the example of Xiaoshan tell us about civil society? First,
while organizations have proliferated, they are still directed by the
state, to varying degrees. They function as intermediaries and possess
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limited autonomy, but they are not independent and offer no challenge
to the state. Second, new relationships and networks are constantly
evolving, and state and social organizations are working out new divi-
sions of labor. One can hypothesize that in this process the social
organizations will acquire more, rather than less, autonomy over time.
Third, there is little evidence to support the emergence of Western civil
society in the conventional Western sense. White observes that “one
can detect only embryonic elements of anything that could be de-
scribed as ‘civil society.”” This is attributed to the state’s having re-
tained its dominant position in the economy. The distinguishing feature
of organizational life in Xiaoshan is state corporatism and state-led
civil society.*

Village elections represent a third case, one that looks at rural mani-
festations of civil society. Since the dismantling of the communes and
the production brigades, which were the key units for managing village
life, grassroots political institutions have been in flux. In late 1987, a
trial Organic Law was passed by the National People’s Congress to
enlarge village autonomy and provide increased opportunities for polit-
ical participation. The law was not designed to dismantle the state at
the village level. Indeed, a strong state presence was deemed crucial to
stop parochialism and the growth of “independent kingdoms.” A study
by Kevin O’Brien looks at the initial results of these measures, princi-
pally in Fujian province, in three areas: the holding of direct, semi-
competitive elections, the creation of “villagers’ representative
assemblies” (cunmin daibiao huiyi), and the promulgation of “village
charters” (zhangcheng) and “codes of conduct” (cungui minyue) (1994:
33-60).

By mid-1992, 80 percent of the villages had completed at least two
rounds of elections, and villagers’ representative assemblies existed in
almost every village. While the new law encouraged electoral competi-
tion, often this did not happen, and leaders continued to be selected by
local Party committees instead of by villagers. In poorer areas, there is
less likelihood of democratic outcomes. While the percentage of non-
Party members on village committees has increased, the key decisions,
for the most part, continue to be made by the Party. Anne Thurston
notes that, without the support of higher level leaders, the process will
not work. As she points out, “There is no alternative to the Communist
Party in the countryside” (Thurston 1995: 3).

O’Brien identifies four types of villages: up-to-standard, authoritar-
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ian, paralyzed, and runaway. In terms of successful implementation of
these reforms, only a minority of villages have, as yet, attained up-to-
standard status. Most remain authoritarian in that they prefer not to
challenge existing authority patterns. Paralyzed villages are generally
remote and backward, and have done little to implement the reforms.
Runaway villages are those where village populist leaders have taken
control and seek to gain maximum autonomy from the state. Party
authorities worry about runaway villages, because they usually mean
runaway cadres and weak Party organizations.

The rural sector comprises 75 percent of China’s population. Politi-
cal reform in the villages is a daunting task, not just because there are
many peasants, but because their level of political development is low.
It is encouraging that some villages have elected their own leaders, and
observers note glimmers of change taking place. But this is not favor-
able terrain for the growth of civil society. The authoritarian cast of
China’s countryside is a tremendous burden. The contrast with the city
reminds us that civil society has been an urban elite concept for most
of its existence. Only in highly integrated societies can we think of a
civil society wherein “the masses” play a central role. The Tiananmen
crisis and its aftermath revealed that, if there is to be an emergent
Chinese civil society, it will be found in the cities and not in the rural
areas. Finally, some might question whether elections are part of civil
society or whether this activity belongs more properly in the realm of
the state, or of politics. My view is that, in the absence of multiparty
politics and without a tradition of political opposition, village elections
are mobilizing devices, exercises in the development of citizenship
(and civility), a political green field site in which civil society and the
political sphere can emerge in tandem.’

The fourth example focuses on business associations in Xiamen
city, Fujian province. Xiamen has a population of 600,000, and it is
one of China’s five Special Economic Zones. It is a boom city and has
strong ties with Taiwan across the Straits. According to David Wank,
in 1988 Xiamen had 15,000 small private shops, mostly market stalls
and family run stores, and 621 private trading firms. In 1988 the Xia-
men City Chamber of Commerce (Xiamen shi shanghui) set up the
Xiamen Civic Association of Private Industry and Commerce (Xiamen
shi siyang gong shang gonghui) (1995: 55-74). This association
sought to lobby the government on behalf of entrepreneurs’ interests.
Members wanted reduced taxes for all entrepreneurs and also lobbied
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on behalf of individual companies. The association ran afoul of the
state Bureau of Industry and Commerce. The Bureau “saw the Civic
Association as a challenge to (its) regulatory authority.” It “moved to
suppress the Civic Association, harassing its members by summoning
them to meetings at short notice, raising their licencing fees, and warn-
ing non-members against joining.” In 1990, the bureau set up its own
private business association, headed by an exceptionally able and well-
connected businessman.

Shortly thereafter, the Xiamen Civic Association was shut down by
the state. Most of its members dissociated themselves from its demise.
Wank had expected that Xiamen entrepreneurs would have a stronger
self-interest as a group. He had hypothesized, based on the experience
of East European marketization, that “entrepreneurs would seek alli-
ances with other entrepreneurs, thereby enhancing their collective rep-
resentation as a political interest group.” He found this was not the
case. In addition, he hypothesized that “entrepreneurs seek alliances
with other subordinated social groups, thereby enhancing the collective
capacity of civil society vis a vis the state.” This, too, he found was not
the case. Possible explanations include the following: that the Chinese
traditionally have viewed interest-based associations as inherently self-
ish, that the entrepreneurs had a low level of political consciousness,
and that the state was too strong and could always exercise its will if it
chose to do so. But Wank found a better explanation: that there was no
one “group” of entrepreneurs. These businessmen had different inter-
ests, depending on their social background, the size of their business,
and relationship to the bureaucracy. Each entrepreneur dealt with the
bureaucracy in his own way. Some sought to avoid contact with the
state as much as possible. Others established patron-client relations
with the bureaucracy to advance their own interests. Wank’s conclu-
sion is that this is a group caught in transition between a market and a
command economy, for whom individual as opposed to group deci-
sions or alliances are the norm.

Xiamen’s experience raises a number of important points. First, it
may be that entrepreneurs are too busy pursuing their economic inter-
ests to develop a sense of group identity. Second, the state has the
power to limit the entrepreneur’s activities, and the latter have no
intention of challenging that power. Third, entrepreneurs cultivate or
ignore the bureaucracy on their own terms when they deem it neces-
sary. They see their relations with the state as instances of individual
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bargaining. Fourth, the state at the local level develops alliances with
entrepreneurs to pursue its interests. This point has been forcefully
made in a recent study by Christopher Earle Nevitt (1996: 25-43). The
Xiamen Bureau of Industry and Commerce sponsored its own Associa-
tion of Enterpreneurs in good part to “get a piece of the action” for
itself. Finally, entrepreneurs are not advocates for civil society and
prefer, for the most part, to be left alone. The Xiamen businessmen did
not support the 1989 student movement. They felt that the students
wanted too much too quickly. In the words of one entrepreneur, “We
must go slowly, generation by generation. A country’s stability is con-
nected with order. Only by having normal order can people lead a
normal life.” When Xiamen entrepreneurs had a choice, they opted for
the security of state-led civil society, rather than choosing to partici-
pate in a less authoritarian alternative.

Conclusion

The foregoing discussion of civil society (in terms of parallel polis,
citizenship, political development, and governance) has shown that, in
the Western literature, the concept has inspired a wide range of inter-
pretations. These range from Greek ideas of citizenship, to the restruc-
turing of state-society relations associated with the capitalist era, to the
successful counterposition of civil society against communist regimes
in the past decade. Throughout this discussion, it has been apparent
that “civil society,” as it is generally understood, is grounded in West-
ern ideology and values. Most writing and thinking on the subject
assumes a close linkage between civil society and democracy: the
more developed a civil society, the more likely that it will become
democratic. Western criticism of this linkage is generally confined to
Marxists who argue that civil society is antidemocratic by virtue of its
being part of the hegemony of the ruling capitalist class. Between these
views is a functionalist perspective that sees civil society as a neces-
sary linking mechanism between all states and societies, democratic or
not, capitalist or not. This view opens a space for those who want to
accommodate past and present China. It provides a modicum of justifi-
cation for those who believe civil society was present in imperial China. It
can explain the emergence of civil society under the aegis of the state
in the form of state-led civil society. It also reinforces the concept of
an Asian state-society linkage, Asian communitarianism, that departs,
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at least in the foreseeable future, from Western/democractic pathways.

Second, what I have identified as state-led civil society takes into
account Chinese historical and cultural legacies and can be seen as
easing the transition from totalitarianism. At this time Chinese are too
absorbed in their economic lives to engage in the construction of an
alternate polis. Unlike Eastern Europe, where disaffected intellectuals
were willing to confront the state, Chinese intellectuals for the most
part lack the desire to declare their independence from the establish-
ment that has nurtured them.® Dissent and overt intellectual opposition
have played a small role in the emergence of Chinese civil society.
This does not mean that conventional Western expressions of civil
society, such as increased local autonomy, development of an urban
capitalist class, occasional outbursts of spontaneous group activity, the
seepage from abroad of Western values, and segmentation and the
growth of individual interests, are not present. Both types of civil
society exist. But they do not represent a particular threat to the Chi-
nese state. They do, however, represent an emerging infrastructure: a
set of thickening linkages between state and society that can bring
more autonomy and independence in the future, if not democractic
processes and institutions.

Finally, these examples reveal growing activity by social organiza-
tions, particularly at the local level. Nationwide rural elections have
been held with uncertain results. Nongovernmental organizations have
emerged and are tasked with taking over for the state in certain parts of
the rapidly diminishing social net, but their present role is still circum-
scribed. Urban business associations show some potential for shaping
autonomy but little for actually achieving it.” These activities convey a
mixed picture of possibilities and transitions rather than of systemic
changes. We see a transformation in process, but it is difficult to visu-
alize its path and velocity. In the short term, the state has the capacity
to muffle or hamess any concerted pressures for autonomy, and it is
fair to say that no one has the capacity or the will to challenge that
state by means of conventional forms of civil society. In the long term,
this social formation could change, with a restructuring of state-society
relations and the appearance of an effectively functioning civil society.
For the present, however, expectations of the imminent emergence of
Chinese civil society in the Western sense are premature if not mis-
leading.
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States, Societies, and Civil Societies
in Chinese History

Roger V. Des Forges

Every society . . . is continuously in change. . . . A conception of society
should . . . contain within itself an explicit acknowledgment of the de-
terminants of change. It should also offer guidance to the varieties of
change and their major sequences (Shils 1975: 25, 33).

This chapter attempts to take the idea of civil society out of its modern
Western context and place it in the larger context of Chinese history,
and to relate Chinese perspectives on “civil society” to the conditions
of the contemporary world. Three arguments are made: that anteced-
ents of civil society are embedded in the states and societies of early
Chinese history; that ideas of civil society live on consciously, or more
often unconsciously, in the minds of Chinese today; and that the Chi-
nese have long appreciated the values of moral community and public
welfare, which are valuable complements to current Western ideals of
liberal democracy and private enterprise.

Three Types of Civil Society

To the extent that the moral dimension of civil society is crucial, the
associations of civil society are not just interest groups, but communi-
ties. And communities are historically constituted, they are “communi-
ties of memory.” The process of interpreting common symbols—asking
what they mean for people today, arguing about them, putting them into
new words, portraying them in imagery and performance—creates
moral communities (Madsen 1993: 192-93).

68
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The current popularity of the term civil society to explain recent
changes in Eastern Europe, the Soviet Union, and the People’s Repub-
lic of China (PRC) can be traced back to the late 1970s. Revived by
Eastern European dissidents such as Vaclav Havel, George Konrad,
and Adam Michnik, civil society was gingerly embraced by Chinese
reformers both inside and outside the Communist Party as early as
1986 (Ma 1994: 180-85). In 1989, imbued with notions of democratic
politics and civil society, Chinese demonstrated against Communist
Party leadership, Eastern Europeans and Russians overthrew Leninist
states, and American observers embraced a theory of the public sphere
available through the timely English translation of Jirgen Habermas
(1989). The relative failure of the movement in China compared with
its success in Europe, together with Habermas’ interpretation, fostered
the impression that civil society and the public sphere were largely, if
not entirely, products of the European Enlightenment and Western
capitalism. Even Thomas Metzger, an American historian of China
who has emphasized the dynamism of Chinese culture, could refer
without fear of contradiction to “this purely Western concept of the
civil society” (Metzger 1994: 1).!

Most observers associate civil society and the public sphere not just
with the West but with the modern West.2 Historians of China who
describe the widening of the public sphere and the development of
civil society in the Qing dynasty (1644—-1911) and Republican times
are quick to assert that these phenomena remained linked to what they
call “traditional” forms of state-society relations and were thus fragile
in comparison with European analogues under capitalism (Schoppa
1982; Rankin 1986; Rowe 1984, 1989; Strand 1989, 1990, 1993). The
assumption that modern Europe produced the norms of civil society
and the public sphere has led other historians of China to question
whether these phenomena existed in China, since ostensibly similar
Chinese practices actually diverged considerably from the Western
model (Huang 1991, 1993; Wakeman 1993). One response has been to
argue that a public sphere developed in China as early as the latter part
of the Ming dynasty (1368—1644), although it was different from the
public sphere in the West. Similarly, it has been argued that some
characteristics of civil society emerged in the Qing dynasty, although,
a “full” civil society never appeared and would have been quite differ-
ent from civil society in the West if it had (Rankin 1993). Another
response to doubts about the applicability of the concept of civil soci-
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ety to China has been to question whether historians should even try to
find analogues to Western phenomena in Chinese history, but then to
insist that the Chinese notion of “public” (gong) became “unprecedent-
edly energized in the late Qing.” In this view, even though “there was
no discursive counterpart in imperial China for civil society,” one can
find many signs of commercial capitalism, public management, civil
law, publishing for profit, and even autonomous organizations from the
late Ming on (Rowe 1993). The notion that the Ming-Qing transition in
the seventeenth century was an important watershed in the develop-
ment of a realm of local elite activism akin to the public sphere in late
imperial China has been suggested in Timothy Brook’s (1993a) recent
study of late-Ming Buddhist patronage.? Brook nonetheless finds sim-
ilar developments centuries earlier in the Southern Song, and con-
cludes that a “gentry society”—mnot a civil society as defined within the
Western intellectual tradition—persisted into the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries.

Whether or not civil society was exclusive to the modern West, it is
clear that Europeans since the seventeenth century have defined it in
different ways and have emphasized varying characteristics (Chamber-
lain 1993). The exile scholar Wang Shaoguang (1992) has singled out
three important conceptions of civil society and has associated them
with different Chinese translations of the term. I shall draw on his
discussion and in the process suggest that these types had antecedents
associated with different kinds of states and societies in Chinese his-
tory. These distinctions are summarized in Table 3.1.

The first of these three Chinese types of civil society arises in Europe
from social contract theory or what R. P. Peerenboom (1993: 37-38)
has called the “fable of the ascent of humans from a brutal and savage
state of nature to the civilized wonder of a social life where each
person’s autonomy and dignity is safeguarded by a strong theory of
rights.”* Although prominent seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Eu-
ropeans entertained different conceptions of the ideal state—Hobbes
favored autocracy, Locke minimalism, and Rousseau majoritarianism—
they agreed that life under a human state was preferable to life in a
state of nature. From the perspective of Wang Shaoguang and many
other Chinese, civility in this society resulted largely from the exis-
tence of a state. This form of civil society can be best translated into
Chinese as wenming shehui (civilized or enlightened society). For
Lawrence Sullivan and some other Western students of contemporary
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Table 3.1
Types of Civil Society in Chinese History (after Wang Shaoguang 1992)

Century concept
English was formulated Eras in China of which it was
Chineseterms  translations in Europe characteristic
wenming shehui  Civilized/ Seventeenth—  Zhou, Tang, Qing
enlightened eighteenth
society
shimin shehui City people’s  Nineteenth Warring States Southern
society Song, Republic
gongmin shehui  Public people’s Twentieth Han, Ming, People’s Republic
society

Chinese society, however, contract theory in general and Rousseau’s
general will in particular envisioned a civil society that was organized
in opposition to the state (Sullivan 1990).

How is it that a Chinese analyst can interpret Western contract
theory as an affirmation of the importance of the state in creating civil
society, whereas a Western observer sees the same theory as a ratio-
nale for a civil society independent of the state? One answer is that the
Chinese developed a durable conception of contract nearly three mil-
lennia before Europeans did and created an equally persistent myth of
the state as a bulwark of civilization against barbarism. The case in
point was the transition from the Shang state (ca. 1750 to 1100 B.CE.)
to the Zhou (ca. 1100 to 256 B.C.E.), when a frontier people invoked
the mandate of “heaven and nature” (tianming) to carry out China’s
first “revolution” (geming) against an allegedly tyrannical state based
in the central plain (zhongyuan, a synecdoche for China). Although the
Zhou people had originally been considered barbarians by the Shang,
they used a combination of “civility” and “martiality” (wen and wu) to
claim the mandate to rule all under “heaven” (fianxia) (Creel 1970).
Under the Duke of Zhou, the new state overcame opposition and gov-
erned a realm larger than today’s France through a well-articulated
patrimonial, feudal, and bureaucratic system (Hsu and Linduff 1989).
The Zhou governed effectively for several hundred years and weath-
ered attacks from other frontier peoples before gradually disintegrat-
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ing. The dynasty won the praise of Confucius and became a model of
statecraft for later generations (Hall and Ames 1987).

If civil society in its eighteenth-century European sense was antici-
pated in some ways by this ancient Chinese state, what of civil society
in its nineteenth-century European guise? Here we encounter a rather
different concept of civil society espoused by such thinkers as Hegel,
Tocqueville, and Marx. They agreed with Adam Smith that the market
was the prime generator of the civil society, which arose between
society and the state and was in creative tension with both. This civil
society was protected by a constitutional order, supported by autono-
mous organizations, and divided among national states. For Hegel and
Marx, it was a transitional historical stage between one form of society
and another. Western scholars have distinguished sharply among these
thinkers, associating Hegel with a transcendent state devoted to the
public good that would eventually merge with civil society; Tocque-
ville with individual liberties and voluntary associations that guarded
against the tyranny of the majority; and Marx with a proletarian class
that would eventually replace the bourgeoisie and witness the wither-
ing away of the state. Chinese, however, regard all three as emphasiz-
ing the legitimacy of the individual pursuit of profit in a commercial
economy, the sanctity of private property and corporate independence,
and the fundamental opposition between civil society and the state.
Like Herbert Spencer and John Stuart Mill, they all embraced a form
of civil society that put the commercial class (or bourgeoisie) in com-
mand. This form is implicit in the Chinese translation of civil society
as shimin shehui (“city people’s society”) (Wang 1992: 6—12).

Although this kind of civil society seemed new to nineteenth-century
Europeans, aspects of it had appeared in China as early as the Spring
and Autumn and Warring States periods (722—221 B.C.E.).6 During this
age, the Chinese central state gave way to autonomous principalities
that eliminated one another through warfare until they were reduced to
a handful of powers vying for dominance (Lewis 1990). Life may have
been hard, but this was also a time of cultural creativity, intellectual
debate, social mobility, economic growth, and technological innova-
tion. New commercial towns sprang up, merchants gained wealth and
status, and society became increasingly autonomous vis-a-vis the state
(Hsu 1965). Though one does not want to push the analogy between
Warring States China and nineteenth-century Europe too far (the con-
texts and outcomes were quite different), China in this period was
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probably closer to a characteristic European-style society than it would
be in the nineteenth century when it came into intimate contact with
the West.” This period gave birth to such schools of thought as Moh-
ism, which emphasized a kind of utilitarianism; Daoism, which
stressed a form of individual freedom; and Legalism, which advocated
the rule of law. These schools anticipated the concerns of nineteenth-
century Europeans even though they conceptualized the issues quite
differently (Schwartz 1985; Munro 1985).

If the dominant nineteenth-century European conception of civil
society had some antecedents in China’s early Spring and Autumn and
Warring States periods, did the twentieth-century Western concept of
civil society have parallels in Chinese history? This construct is an
even more ideal type than the preceding two, since it includes a greater
variety of competing ideas and has broader origins and applications. It
holds that a civil society emphasizes self-development as well as self-
interest, and the good of the community as well as the good of individ-
uals. It posits that individual liberty must be accompanied by social
equality, and political democracy by economic justice. The political
process must include the popular masses; the resulting state must pro-
vide for public welfare; and nongovernmental organizations should
restrain national governments, multinational corporations, and even in-
ternational bodies. In short, this form of civil society is oriented toward
social, economic, and global democracy.® By combining values from
many times and places, and emphasizing public goods over private, it
can usefully be associated with the now standard Chinese translation of
civil society as gongmin shehui (“public people’s society”) (Wang
1992: 15-22).

The gongmin shehui ideal type of civil society has not yet been fully
realized anywhere in the world, nor is it likely to appear in the near
future. Wang Shaoguang refrains from advocating this third form of
civil society and opts instead for the second form (shimin shehui). He
argues that gongmin shehui will not produce the ideal societies posited
by Confucianism and Buddhism, just as such a vision of civil society is
likely to be dismissed in the West as utopian (Metzger 1994; Ignatieff
1995).2 Nonetheless, some of the ideas associated with gongmin
shehui, such as the Confucian “all under heaven as public” (tianxia
weigong) and the Buddhist “pure land,”(jingru) have been realized in
Chinese history. As early as the Han dynasty (206 B.C.E—220 C.E.), the
Chinese constructed a polity which arguably included elements of this
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ideal type. The founder of the Han overthrew the extant Qin state
(255202 B.C.E.), which had attempted to rule China through excessive
centralization and heavy requisitions. The Han modified the centralized
system it inherited, returning some authority to a political nobility and
recruiting men of merit to administer the realm on behalf of the masses
(Ch’ii 1972). The Han did adopt the Qin goals of wealth and power and
used military force to extend imperial frontiers in all directions, includ-
ing parts of what later became the autonomous (and finally indepen-
dent) states of Korea and Vietnam (Yi 1967). They ruled with
sufficient skill and paid enough attention to common interests that the
dynasty survived a brief interregnum under Wang Mang and lasted
another two centuries. Whatever its defects, the Han acquired such
charisma in the eyes of the Chinese people that its name was appropri-
ated by the Chinese majority to distinguish themselves as Han ren from
minorities within and foreigners without.!® The Chinese writing system
was standardized in this period and has ever since been called “Han
script” (Han wen). Other significant elements of Chinese culture, from
cosmology and urban design to rituals and agricultural technology, were
regularized in the Han, confirming the polity’s importance as a source
of Chinese conceptions of civic order and cultural identity (Hst 1980;
Wang 1982; Henderson 1984; Ci 1994).

Three Types of Civil Society through Chinese History

Chinese polities adumbrating modern Western conceptions of civil so-
ciety now popular among some Chinese intellectuals might have re-
mained mere historical curiosities had they not spawned sequels
extending to the present day. The Zhou state, idealized by Confucius,
became a model for many subsequent states, especially the Tang (618—
906). The second Tang ruler, Taizong, invoked the example of the
Duke of Zhou to explain why he had killed his allegedly less capable
and rebellious brothers and assumed the throne, thus bringing “security
to the state and benefit to the people” (Weschler 1974: 24). Taizong’s
reign subsequently became the epitome of good government not only
among Chinese, but among Koreans, Vietnamese, and Japanese. An-
other Tang ruler, Wu Zetian, rose from concubine to empress and
declared her own Zhou dynasty, which adopted the calendar, rituals
and architecture of that earlier state (Guisso 1979: 304). Empress Wu
was an authoritarian but capable ruler who expanded the examination
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system to recruit more broadly and “who gave attention to women’s
religious status, welfare, education, and access to public office” (Wu
Qingyun 1995: 8). The Zhou provided minatory as well as positive
models for the Tang. For example, one Tang official warned the Tang
ruler, Xuanzong, not to repeat the excessive refinement of the Zhou
ruler Kang. Another Tang official invoked a late-Zhou exemplar to
justify retiring from government to collect popular songs, viewed as
voices of the people (McMullen 1973: 323, 328-29, 333). In the late
Tang, regional governments “consciously posed as equivalents to Zhou
feudal kingdoms that had owed no more than symbolic subservience to
the Son of Heaven” (Peterson 1979: 505). In this period, the Zhou
model was reportedly not just emulated but surpassed. A late-Tang
official compared the Xianzong restoration favorably with previous
ones, including that of the Zhou (Peterson 1979: 538).

A millennium later, Qing rulers and officials invoked both Zhou
and Tang models to legitimate their authority and advance their poli-
cies. The first Qing ruler to govern from inside the wall, the Prince
Regent Dorgon, reportedly aspired to live up to that model regent, the
Duke of Zhou (Oxnam 1970: 44). When the Shunzhi emperor’s be-
loved wife died, he was admonished by an official not to follow the
bad example of Tang Taizong who allegedly spent too much time
visiting the grave of his deceased consort (Weschler 1974: 198-99).
On the other hand, Shunzhi’s son, Xuanye, better known by his reign
name, Kangxi, claimed to follow the example of Tang Taizong in
dealing humanely with his officials (Spence 1974: 88). Kangxi in turn
was praised by the Jesuits as one of the most enlightened monarchs in
world history, and the civil tone of his reign helped to inspire the
European Enlightenment (Adshead 1988: 243—44). His successor,
Yongzheng, cited the Zhou model to explain how a frontier people
like the Manchus could become civilized and thus earn the authority
to manage society (Huang 1974:219). Yongzheng’s son, Qianlong,
frequently “turned back to the high years of the Tang and its arche-
typal dynastic accomplishments as if the very act of reading its record
would enhance his own with some of the heroic qualities of that
remote age” (Kahn 1971: 128).!! In the 1860s, statesmen of the
Tongzhi restoration recalled how the Zhou had allied with one frontier
minority to suppress another and how the Tang had used the Uighurs
to pacify the rebellion of An Lushan. Qing officials invoked those
precedents to justify their policies of setting various Western powers



76 CIVIL SOCIETY IN CHINA

against one another and using Westerners to suppress the Taiping re-
bellion (Wright 1957: 45-50).

Critics of the Qing also invoked elements of Zhou and Tang civil
society in an effort to reform the system. Utilitarian thinkers such as
Yan Yuan called for a restoration of the Zhou systems of decentralized
administration and shared “public/private landholding” (jingtian) to
replace the extant centralized bureaucracy based on private landhold-
ing. Ming loyalists such as Gu Yanwu and Huang Zongxi believed that
the decentralized administration and public/private land system of the
Zhou could no longer be revived in their entirety, but they called for
restoration of the Tang system of central officials assisted by local
appointees together with the Tang “equal-field system” (juntian) to
complement the regular bureaucracy and “make the world more pub-
lic” (gong tianxia). They recommended such changes as abolishing
provincial-level governorships, allowing magistrates to serve in their
hometowns, and turning schools into political as well as educational
institutions for local literati. Opponents of such reforms, including
such unlikely political bedfellows as the radical Ming loyalist Wang
Fuzhi and the strict Qing ruler Yongzheng, went back to an alternative
Tang tradition associated with the thinker Liu Zongyuan (Chen 1992:
95-96). Liu had held that the commandery-county (junxian) system
was superior to the feudal (fengjian) system in selecting talent, benefit-
ing the people, and defending the realm. This perspective won out and
eighteenth-century proposals that sub-county officials be selected from
among the local gentry were turned down (Min 1989: 89-102).
Scholar-officials closer to the Qing political establishment also in-
voked models from the Zhou and Tang. The philosopher Dai Zhen
clearly identified with the late-Zhou thinker Mencius; the poet Yuan
Mei admired the Tang master Bo Juyi; the historian Zhang Xuecheng
compared himself with the Tang historiographer Liu Zhiji; and the
novelist Li Ruzhen satirized mid-Qing patriarchy with stories placed in
the time of Empress Wu Zetian.12

The Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods, the classical
locus of our second kind of civil society (shimin shehui), was less
structured and coherent and never became such a positive model for
later generations. Nonetheless, many features of that period reappeared
in later times, transmitting certain models of how to behave in the time
of cultural change and political disorder following the Tang. Although
the Song dynasty, named after a regional state that had flourished in
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the Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods, achieved what has
sometimes been called a “minor reunification,” it failed to restore the
far-flung frontiers of the Tang or to eliminate frontier states, such as
the Liao and Jin, that competed for the mandate to rule the world
(Rossabi 1993). It was under these conditions that the Song, like the
Warring States, built up its wealth and power, increased the size of its
bureaucracy and army, developed new industries and technologies, and
carried out political and social reforms in an effort to strengthen itself
and overcome its rivals (Liu 1959; Haeger 1975). In the end, like its
earlier namesake, the Song was unsuccessful in this endeavor. But in
its strengths as well as in its weaknesses it provided the context for
political, social, and economic changes that are sometimes said to have
resulted in the world’s first modern society.!3

To whatever degree the Song was “modern,” it experienced a flow-
ering of intellectual life that approximated the Hundred Schools of the
Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods. Some of the Song
thinkers were aware of the parallels between their age and that earlier
one. The historian Ouyang Xiu, for example, wrote a history of the
Five Dynasties period modeled on the Spring and Autumn Annals
thought to have been edited by Confucius (Liu 1967). Scholar-officials
invoked precedents from the Warring States period to explain their
service to more than one government during the Song period (Liu
1988: 61). The philosopher Zhu Xi, among others, revived the tradition
of private teaching and personal transmission of the Way initiated by
Confucius and continued by Mencius (Ebrey and Gregory 1993). At-
tempting to recover the original Confucian vision, the Southern Song
Confucians rejected Daoism and Buddhism as analogues to the hetero-
doxies of Mo Zi and Yang Zhu in the time of Confucius (Tillman
1992: 28). Suggesting the pervasiveness of this concept of historical
recurrence as well as cultural continuity (which of course did not pre-
clude innovation or even progress), the utilitarian thinker Chen Liang
criticized Zhu Xi for failing to “wash clean” the Tang—as Confucius
had idealized the Zhou—to serve as an effective model for Song times
(Tillman 1982: 80).

With the fall of the Qing early in the twentieth century, China en-
tered another period of cultural crisis and political disorder. Once again
a variety of politico-military leaders (known by their critics as “war-
lords™) failed to establish an effective central government in northern
China. It was left to Guomindang forces to lead a Northern Expedition
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in 1926-1928 and impose another minor reunification, although large
parts of China remained in the hands of militarists (Shanxi), declared
autonomy from the center (Tibet), fell under the control of neighboring
powers (Manchuria), or became independent (Mongolia). These condi-
tions once again led Chinese to rethink their culture, strengthen their
state, reform their society, and develop their economy.

Local gentry of the late Qing such as Sun Yiyan and Yan Chen
turned to the Spring and Autumn period for models of “locally based
social stability as the foundation of national order and unity, and . . .
talented men moving upward from local societies to govern the coun-
try” (Rankin 1986: 124). Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao tried to
reinterpret Confucianism to assume the roles of sages in a newly ex-
panded, now global, world (Hsiao 1975). Republican-period dissi-
dents, Guo Moruo and Wen Yiduo, identified with the Warring States’
bero Qu Yuan, who was said to have spoken for the people against a
corrupt state (Schneider 1980). Jiang Jieshi (Chiang Kai-shek) drew on
models from the Warring States and the Song in devising his New Life
Movement (Thomson 1969: 157-58, 173). One of Jiang’s critics
clearly identified himself with Su Dongpo, the literary giant of the
Northern Song who opposed the reforms of Wang Anshi (Liu 1947).
Republican historians such as Chen Yinque and Gu Jiegang were in-
spired by Song resistance to the frontier states of Liao and Jin and
called for a strong defense against Japan (Yu 1970: 67; Schneider
1971: 280). Japan for its part followed the example of the Liao and Jin,
which had claimed authority from the Tang, by justifying its rule in
Manchuria as a continuation of the Qing (Chan 1984: 134-35).

Each of these three periods of cultural crisis and political dis-
unity, accompanied by aspects of our second form of civil society,
came to an end in a highly centralized and expansionist order that
Chinese have on balance regarded as uncivil if not uncivilized.!4
The Warring States period was brought to an end by the triumph of
its most authoritarian regional state, the Qin, in the third century
B.CE.. Using aggressive military force to overcome all opposition,
that state’s founder, known as Qin Shihuang (“First Emperor”), not
only reunified the Chinese culture arca after a long period of dis-
union, but also imposed a political system of centralized administra-
tion under an autocratic ruler. The Qin also overreached itself in
suppressing unorthodox learning, establishing a royal line that pre-
sumed it would last forever, and demanding excessive labor services
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on public projects (Sima 1993). It governed all of China for only one
generation before being overthrown in popular uprisings. With some
important exceptions, the Qin was criticized in the historical record as
“authoritarian” (zhuanzhi) or even tyrannical. Although the West knew
China by a name derived from Qin, the Chinese preferred to name
their polity “the central state(s)” (zhongguo), a more flexible image
than that provided by the Qin or any other single dynasty.!>

Like the Qin, the Mongol dynasty called Yuan reunified the entire
Chinese realm for the first time since the Tang, extending the frontiers
of China and, within those frontiers, exerting an unprecedented degree
of control (Allsen 1987; Rossabi 1988; Endicott-West 1989). What-
ever the tendency of twentieth-century Chinese and Western scholars
to regard the Yuan as a “conquest” dynasty resistant to acculturation
into China, the parallel between the Qin and the Yuan was recognized
by contemporaries as well as by later observers. One official of the
Southern Song opposed any negotiations with the Mongols, saying that
they were bent on swallowing all other states just as the Qin had done
(Peterson 1975: 221). Once the Yuan was in place, other scholars
recognized its similarity to the Qin even while differing over the sig-
nificance of the parallel. A leading Confucian scholar rationalized his
acceptance of the Yuan with the assurance that the classical tradition
would survive the Yuan just as it had the Qin (Lao 1981: 124-25).
Indeed, since the Mongols lacked a complete and formal written code,
Confucian literati found themselves in the odd position of counseling
Yuan monarchs to follow the Qin tradition of relying on laws
(Langlois 1981: 172, 175, 180; 1982: 100, 109, 119). Yet the Qin
remained a flawed embodiment of the model. When one Yuan crown
prince asked about Qin Shihuang, his tutor replied that he had been
“cruel.” He urged the prince to follow other models, including those of
the Tang (Franke 1982: 165, 182). A Confucian scholar who refused to
serve the Yuan expressed his hatred for both Qin and Yuan by writing
a poem commemorating one of his townsmen who had tried to assassi-
nate Qin Shihuang (Tu 1982: 255). If the Yuan commanded some
respect for having restored China to its accustomed position of central-
ity, now arguably in all of East Asia, it failed to win the allegiance of
many literati who were excluded from office and held in low esteem.

The Qin mcre than the Yuan remained influential as a model in
twentieth-century China. Already in the late Qing and early Republi-
can periods, there were some who hoped for, or feared, the appearance
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of a new centralizer like Qin Shihuang (Li 1974: xviii-xx; Friedman
1974: 156; Esherick 1976: 239). During the 1930s, some of Jiang
Jieshi’s supporters called on him to model himself on the Qin founder
5o as to eliminate inefficiency and corruption (Eastman 1974: 46; Li
1975: xxi, xxiii-xxvii). In the 1940s, some observers criticized Jiang
precisely for having become another Qin Shihuang (Pepper 1978:146).
In 1958, Communist Party Chairman Mao Zedong confidently ac-
cepted the analogy between himself and the Qin founder, asserting that
he had even surpassed him in the number of counterrevolutionaries he
had killed (Li 1975: xlix-1; Wilson 1979: 363—64). Mao was nonethe-
less aware of the risks involved in that comparison. In 1963 he sug-
gested that the PRC needed a Qin Shihuang, and that Party Chairman
Liu Shaoqi was playing that role (Terrill 1980: 302). Liu Shaoqi, of
course, was soon overthrown by Mao in the Cultural Revolution. By
1971, Mao had come into conflict with his new heir apparent, Minister
of Defense Lin Biao, who reportedly once criticized Mao for “im-
plementing the laws of Qin Shihuang” and being “the biggest despot in
Chinese history” (Wilson 1979: 471; Li 1975: 1-li). Mao thereupon
destroyed Lin Biao and sanctioned a campaign against Confucius
which had the effect of elevating Qin Shihuang’s status in official
historiography. Nonetheless, in the April 1976 commemoration of the
death of Premier Zhou Enlai, a poster appeared in Tiananmen Square
criticizing China’s contemporary Qin Shihuang (clearly Mao). In one
of Mao’s last recorded conversations, he acknowledged that “many,”
including Deng Xiaoping, had called him a Qin Shihuang. On his
deathbed, Mao seemed to accept the analogy, musing that China might
well “change color” after his death (Wilson 1979: 487).16

It is against this background of an uncivil society that we can under-
stand the emergence, character, and continuing influence of our third
form of civil society, “public people’s society” (gongmin shehui), Like
the Han that succeeded the Qin, the Ming that followed the Yuan was
founded by a commoner who won broad support among the masses
and recruited officials he expected to be dedicated to serving the peo-
ple (Hucker 1978). Like the Han, the Ming pursued the goals of wealth
and power and expanded its frontiers to include Mongolia in the north
and, briefly, Vietnam in the south (Mote and Twitchett 1988). Like the
Han, the Ming also imposed limits on the accumulation of wealth and
power, relied principally on an agrarian-commercial economy for its
revenues, required its military to support itself and allowed it to lose its
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capacity to fight, and relied heavily on ideology and ritual to govern
for nearly three centuries (Huang 1981). Even the fall of the Ming,
occasioned by eunuch abuses, literati factionalism, state deficits, and
popular uprisings, resembled that of the Han (Wakeman 1985).

The similarities between the Han and Ming orders were not merely
accidental or a figment of later historiography. Ming scholar-officials
were clearly aware of the Han precedent and sought to fashion their
own dynasty in its image. One late-Yuan literatus reportedly urged the
rebel Zhu Yuanzhang, soon to become the founding Ming emperor
(Ming Taizu), to “pattern his career after that of the first emperor of
the Han” whose birthplace was near Zhu’s own. Another advisor
judged that the Han emperor Gaozu was “the best previous dynastic
founder” but hinted that Ming Taizu would surpass him (Goodrich and
Fang 1976: 384-85; Dardess 1983: 139, 172, 196). Those who pat-
terned themselves on the past were not just imitating and replicating
but learning and surpassing. After Ming Taizu took power, he report-
edly read the history of the Han and tried consciously to follow Han
Gaozu’s example by balancing civil and military officials, curbing
eunuchs, reducing taxes and labor services, and developing horse
farms and military garrisons (Farmer 1976: 51, 66, 78-79, 87). Later
historians noted that the Ming founder followed faithfully and in some
cases transcended his Han model (Zhao 1799: 32/591; Wu 1948: 39,
132, 219, 224-25; Sa 1966—1968: 238-75). When the second Ming
ruler succeeded to the throne, the historian Fang Xiaoru followed the
example of the famous Han historian Sima Qian, who had dropped the
Qin from the legitimate line of dynastic succession. Fang suggested
that the Yuan be excised from the standard histories, to ensure its
expansionist policies would not be admired and revived (Chan 1984:
129). Another advisor to the Ming founder advised that he check the
authority of his princes on the model of the second ruler of Han who
had tried to rein in the feudatories (Goodrich and Fang 1976: 399).
Ming scholar-officials continued to invoke Han precedents through the
rest of the dynasty (Farmer 1976: 102; Lo 1969: 58; Tu 1976: 36-38;
de Bary 1970: 178).

Both the Han and Ming polities were attractive models for revolu-
tionaries such as Sun Yat-sen in seeking to overthrow the Qing and
establish a “people’s state” (minguo) on the three principles of nation-
alism (minzu zhuyi, people’s clanism), democracy (minquan zhuyi,
people’s rightsism), and socialism (minsheng zhuyi, people’s liveli-
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hood) (Gasster 1969).!7 During the 1930s and 1940s when the histo-
rian Wu Han was writing his biography of the Ming founder Zhu
Yuanzhang, he used it to level discreet criticism at the Guomindang
(the Nationalist or “Citizens’ Party”) leader Jiang Jieshi (Wu 1948).
But it was Mao Zedong and his cohort who, having never studied
abroad, took the Han and Ming models most to heart. In 1920, a friend
said that Mao aspired to be another Liu Bang, founder of the Han. In
1948, Mao himself recalled the lessons of Liu Bang’s war against
Xiang Yu as he pursued his war against Jiang Jieshi (Terrill 1980: 54,
189). As Mao planned his return to power after the setback of the
Great Leap Forward, he reflected further on the history of the Han and
the Ming (Li 1994: 440-42).18 In 1964, on the eve of the Cultural
Revolution, Mao remarked that the Han and Ming founders both
lacked formal education but made good leaders, signaling his immin-
ent assault on China’s educational establishment (Schram 1974: 166).
In 1965, Mao attacked the historian Wu Han, whose play about the
dismissal of the honest official Hai Rui in the Ming dynasty he inter-
preted as an attack on his earlier decision to dismiss the outspoken
defense minister, Peng Dehuai (Fisher 1993).

The campaign against Wu Han was the opening shot of the Cultural
Revolution. During that time, Mao’s wife, Jiang Qing, became one of
the most powerful members of the government, just as Empress Lii
had dominated the court in the last years of Han Gaozu’s reign. After
Mao’s death, as part of an effort to retain authority, Jiang Qing com-
missioned historians to write favorable articles about Empress Lii (Ter-
rill 1984: 312-13). Mao’s immediate successor, Hua Guofeng, was
reportedly chosen in part because he was, as a Han ruler said of a
favorite official, “noble-minded and well-mannered but not pompous”
(Terrill 1980: 407). During Hua’s brief reign, articles appeared prais-
ing the “humane and just” policies of the third and fourth Han emper-
ors, Wen and Jing, respectively, who allowed the people a respite after
a period of heavy state exactions (Sun 1979). Nor was it wholly by
chance, it would seem, that Deng Xiaoping’s “open policy” and brief
invasion of Vietnam were accompanied by favorable academic ap-
praisals of Ming expeditions to the Western Ocean and Annam (Jinian
weida 1985; Farmer and Des Forges 1994: 62—63). Far from being
mere atavistic remnants of “traditional,” “imperial,” or “feudal” think-
ing, such historical parallels continue to be the very stuff of Chinese
elite politics (Saich and van de Ven 1995: 200, 303).19
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Contemporary Chinese Views of Civil and
Uncivil Societies

The process of relegitimizing the civilization-state (not the Party) with a
strong civil society and a symbolically respectable and culturally influ-
ential center may turn out to be the most efficacious course of action.
China’s strong tradition of self-reliance at personal, familial, commu-
nal, and national levels, together with a richly textured social network-
ing, provides valuable resources for this effort. . .. Predictably, in the
Chinese case, even after the crisis in community becomes evident, the
communal heritage survives not only in the economy and in social
organizations, but in the intellectual ethos and in the minds of the
people as well (Tu 1992: 279-80).

During the 1980s, some Chinese intellectuals embraced the second
model of civil society that we have associated with periods of cultural
crisis and political disunion. Shen Yue, apparently the first intellectual
to publish in the PRC on civil society, argued in 1986 that Marx’s
German term biirgerliche, usually translated into Chinese as “bour-
geoisie” (zichanjieji, capitalist class), should actually be translated by
the broader term “townspeople” (shimin), including owners and work-
ers. Shen suggested that there were townspeople’s rights, including the
right to equal economic exchanges protected by law, that were distin-
guishable from exploitative market relationships under capitalism (Ma
1994: 183). In 1988, two other writers in the PRC embraced the same
concept of civil society, going even further to argue that individualism
was the legitimate basis of “civic awareness” (Ma 1994: 184).

In 1990, Chen Kuide defined civil society to include “private enter-
prises, universities, newspapers and magazines, trade unions, churches,
and other social organizations that are independent of the state” (Ma
1994: 187). Chen’s concept of civil society, formulated and published
while he was in exile, was clearly influenced by thinking in Eastern
Europe: hence the emphasis on independent unions and churches. But
in subsequent articles he found precedents for this kind of civil society
in the Chinese past: (Ma 1994: 187).

Returning to the source of history in China’s axial age, the Spring and
Autumn and Warring States period, all of the states (that were about the
size of present-day provinces) were in competition. They developed
unevenly in the political, economic, cultural, and military domains and
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thus provided sufficient spaces for the contemporary scholar-warrior
class to demonstrate their capacities and ambitions in the forming and
dissolving of horizontal and vertical alliances and in passing back and
forth among the states. The result of such competition among talented
people, the associations of personnel, the exchange of ideas, and the
liberation of intellectual power was the most glorious period in Chinese
history, characterized by cultural florescence and social development.
Master thinkers appeared one after the other, the hundred schools con-
tended, and Chinese civilization established a spiritual foundation and a
moral system to which people are inclined to this day (Zhou 1992: 67).

Chen went on to argue that a similar kind of society, characterized
by high mobility and spontaneous networks,?® was emerging in the
1980s and 1990s to “create the foundation of a civil society (gongmin
shehui).”

Because the Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods, like
the Republican, were times of endemic military conflict, contemporary
Chinese observers naturally differ over the relevance that shimin
shehui may have for late-twentieth century China.2! Chen argued that
“purely economic organizations,” such as town and country enter-
prises, secondary and tertiary schools, and urban small entrepreneurs,
were the best guarantee against “chaos, warlordism, and banditry”
(Zhou 1992: 70). Wang Shaoguang, however, reminds us that this kind
of civil society has not led to democracy in China in the past:

In Hegel’s own theory, civil society (shimin shehui) and democratic
politics had no necessary relationship. China from the 1911 Revolution
to the war of resistance [against Japan] is an example. At that time there
was a market economy (shichang jingji) since neither the central nor the
local governments had the intention or capacity to exert complete con-
trol over economic activities. At that time there were autonomous orga-
nizations such as merchant associations, fellow—provincial associations,
industrial and commercial enterprises, intellectual associations, theatre
societies, independent newspapers, and private primary, secondary and
tertiary schools, etc. In the third year of the Republic [1914], political
parties were as numerous as the hairs on an ox, reaching 300 in number.
But at that time no democracy appeared, not even the forms of democ-
racy. In modern world history, examples of this kind are too numerous
to count. This is to say that the full development of civil society (shimin
shehui) is a necessary condition for political democratization but it is
certainly not a sufficient condition (Zhou 1992: 19-20).22
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While Chen Kuide characterizes civil society of the Spring and
Autumn and Warring States periods as gongmin shehui and regards it
as a model of “cultural fluorescence and social development” with
continuing relevance today, Wang Shaoguang characterizes the analo-
gous civil society of the Republican period as shimin shehui and dis-
tinguishes it from the democratic politics that most advocates of civil
society currently hope to achieve in China.

Other writers raise issues related to this form of civil society in
ways that resonate with, even if they are not consciously associated
with, these earlier Chinese experiences. Zhao Suisheng, formerly of
the PRC’s Center for Economic Research, articulates the common idea
that the Chinese state has been strong and the people weak, because
there has been no middle class or bourgeoisie with sufficient indepen-
dence or autonomy to offer a social counterweight to the government.
With the weakening of the state during the reforms, various social
classes did begin to stand up for their own interests, and intellectuals,
organized into professional associations, used their intellectual capital
to articulate the demands of an incipient middle class. In the end,
however, they were too few and too weak to attain the goal of a strong
state supported by a strong society (Zhou 1992: 171-92). In Zhao’s
view, this goal, which we may compare with those of polities in the
Warring States and Song periods, can be attained only by a full-
fledged bourgeoisie similar to that of the capitalist states that dominate
the present international system.

Lii Xiaobo adopts a more jaundiced view of the process of embour-
geoisement during the 1980s. Noting that tight organizational integrity
was a chief source of the charisma of Leninist political parties, he
remarks that the “post-revolutionary” Chinese Communist Party failed
to transform the existing society but was instead transformed by it.
With the weakening of that Party during the 1980s, civil society in the
Marxist sense began to appear within it. He goes on to say that

Marx recognized that so-called civil society was nothing more than the
selfish interests and viewpoints of the petty bourgeoisie. That is to say,
the most fundamental reason for corruption among the cadres of the
Chinese Communist and other Leninist parties is the cadres’ tendency
to regard their individual, family, and small group interests as equal to
or even higher than those of the party organization. The corruption is
not, as many people suggest, a result of the influence of traditional
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culture, distortions introduced by the two-price market system, or the
incomplete regimen of regulations and laws (Zhou 1992: 213).

From another perspective, exiled intellectual Wang Feng argues that
personal relationships (guanxi) existed in traditional society but be-
came more important and more utilitarian under socialism when they
served as a substitute for a free market, a rational bureaucracy, and a
democratic government. Under the reforms, this reliance on “personal
relationships” should eventually diminish. In this view, apparently,
China should be able to develop a market economy and an impersonal
state without allowing utilitarianism to dominate personal relationships
(Wang Feng 1992: 239-58). This defense of “traditional” guanxi and
critique of its “modern” (“socialist” or “capitalist”) utilitarian forms
are rather reminiscent of the views of Confucius, Zhu Xi, and the
“third stage” Confucians of the contemporary era (Tu 1985, 1993b).23

Similar ambivalence about individualism, an idea associated with
civil society in its second form and with periods of dynastic decline
and disunion in Chinese history, is evident in a survey touching on
aspects of civil society in contemporary China. In a survey conducted
in the Beijing area in 1988, most respondents favored two “negative
freedoms”: neither to assent to ideas propagated by nor to engage in
activities sponsored by the state, the Party, and society. Respondents
approved of two positive freedoms: to hold one’s own beliefs, and to
pursue one’s own interests, even when they are inconsistent with state
interests, so long as one does not infringe on the “rights” of others.
These views reflected the influence of Western concepts, such as the
freedom of speech, press, religion, and privacy, and respondents spe-
cifically distinguished them from early Chinese ideas such as Daoist
eremitism and Confucian morality. Yet most respondents also criti-
cized selfish motives and extreme individualism, in this respect follow-
ing in the footsteps of their predecessors during the New Culture and
May Fourth Movements (Lee 1985a: 239-58; 1985b: 282-307). Sig-
nificantly, few if any of these respondents appeared ready to espouse
the full-fledged egoism associated (rightly or wrongly) with Yang Zhu
in the Warring States Period, the Seven Sages of the Bamboo Grove in
the Wei-Jin period, and Li Zhi in the late Ming (Graham 1985: 73—84;
Yii 1985: 121-56; de Bary 1970: 145-258).

Another area in which Chinese intellectuals feel ambivalence is au-
tonomy for ethnic minorities. Gao Xiaoyuan points out that, although
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the Communist Party during its early years offered China’s minority
nationalities the right to self-determination and independence, it with-
drew that promise during the war against Japan and organized 156
autonomous regions after 1949. Despite claims to the contrary, the
Chinese central state strictly controls these “autonomous regions”
through centrally appointed officials, local Party members, recurrent
political campaigns, and continuous Han settlement. Democracy is not
a panacea for nationality problems: witness the division in the Russian
Federation of States, not to speak of the former Czechoslovakia and
Yugoslavia. But Gao believes more room for debate is still an essential
prerequisite to a peaceful solution of nationality issues in China. As
China develops a more civil society, it will become possible to grant
China’s minorities, such as the Mongols, Tibetans, and Uighurs, the
right to self-determination, including, if they freely so choose, inde-
pendence. In Gao’s view, this will not necessarily result in the break-
up of the PRC any more than guaranteeing the right to divorce in civil .
law necessarily leads to the break-up of families (Zhou 1992: 271-90).
Here we have an interesting compromise between the hoary Chinese
ideal of the world as a single, supposedly harmonious, family and the
twentieth-century Western principle of separate, presumably equal, na-
tion states. Gao does not regard civil society as consistent with a sys-
tem of states perpetually preparing for, let alone engaging in, warfare.
Such a system may be considered a “world order” or even a “commu-
nity of nations” by many Westerners, but it seems more like the global
chaos of the Warring States period to many Chinese.

Given such mixed feelings among Chinese exile scholars about the
second form of civil society, we may well ask why some advocated it
for China in the 1980s and continue to do so. One answer is that many
came to believe that the first forty years of the PRC had not been the
originally promised New Democracy but rather totalitarianism (an-
other Western concept). This view has been criticized for underesti-
mating the extent of popular support for the Chinese Communist Party
during its rise to power and the scope of quiet resistance to its will
during the 1950s and 1960s (Shue 1988; Saich and van de Ven 1995).
Mao and Deng did abuse theories of the people’s democratic dictator-
ship and democratic centralism to cloak their personal, arbitrary power,
hence the label of totalitarian. It was equally predictable that once the
concept of civil society emerged in Eastern Europe as a potent alterna-
tive to Leninism, it would spread quickly to China. Therefore, to many
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Chinese, civil society however defined seemed preferable to recently
experienced alternatives: superior to totalitarianism in promising plura-
lism rather than uniformity, and better than democracy in seeming to
safeguard the rights of individuals and minorities.

Having examined the appeal of this form of civil society to Chinese
intellectuals of the mid-1980s, we now need to explore why some of
those same intellectuals turned with such alacrity to the theory of
neoauthoritarianism in the late 1980s (Ma 1990; Oksenberg 1990: 123—
49). Neoauthoritarianism reflected frustration among certain members
of the reform faction of the Party over seemingly intractable problems
of state deficits, bureaucratic corruption, party factionalism, monetary
inflation, and social unrest. The neoauthoritarians were impatient with
“conservative” members of the Party who continued to uphold the
ideals of socialism, often reduced to simple state ownership of the
means of production. The neoauthoritarians were determined to use
their dwindling authority to push through a new social system based on
the private ownership of land and other forms of wealth. The transla-
tion of the term “neoauthoritarianism” (xin zhuanquan zhuyi) is closely
related to the Chinese term for “centralized bureaucratic authority”
(zhuanzhi), the system that originated in the Qin and has persisted to
some degree ever after (Zhou 1992: 39-41, 44).24 That system, we
have suggested, was not a form of civil society but rather a recurrent
Chinese antidote to the excesses of the second form of civil society,
excesses such as inflation and unemployment that were reemerging in
the China of the late 1980s. Without some foundation in earlier Chi-
nese thought and practice, this solution to China’s problems might
never have been as readily invoked as it was in early 1989; this foun-
dation in turn enhanced its appeal.

Sun Xiaoguang, formerly of the Planning Department of People’s
University, led a research team to conduct a survey touching on fifty-
five townships in Fuyang, Anhui, in the mid-1980s. The team found
that the Western notion of private property as “sacred and inviolable”
was still weak in China, despite the perceived need to emphasize pri-
vate enterprise as the key to China’s development. They argued that
strong state measures were needed to guarantee private property, even
in the face of powerful special interests and adverse public opinion.
“To eliminate excessive state intervention in economic matters and to
establish a vigorous and stable civil society among the Chinese people
who have lived under Communist Party rule for half a century is not a
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process that will be concluded quickly” (Sun 1992: 236). This view is
quite consistent with neoauthoritarianism and the Legalist philosophy
that lay behind it. That philosophy, after all, had inspired earlier au-
thoritarian polities in Chinese history, including the Qin, the Yuan, and
more ambiguously the Guomindang and Communist parties. Sun’s use
of the common term (gongmin shehui) that we have reserved for our
third kind of civil society, emphasizing the public good, should not be
allowed to obscure his penchant for our second kind of civil society
based on private enterprise. Nor should his call to eliminate excessive
state intervention in economic matters hide his willingness to use state
authority to advance his own conception of the good society. His use
of the adjective “stable” to describe the preferred form of civil society
may hint at a degree of discipline consistent with authoritarian rule.

Given the ease with which the second form of civil society slips into
authoritarianism in China as elsewhere, the Chinese may well have to
adopt other modern Western concepts if they are to fashion a stable
and durable civil society (Nathan 1990: 293-314; Kent 1991: 174;
Peerenboom 1993: 51). Perhaps the ideas of Confucius, like those of
Plato, and the experiences of the early and middle periods of Chinese
history, like those of ancient and medieval Europe, are no longer rele-
vant, and Chinese theorists must follow the lead of European philoso-
phers in making natural, universal, and abstract human rights the
foundation of civil society. Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau in the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries; Hegel, Tocqueville, and Mill in the
nineteenth century; and Rawls, Dworkin, and Nozick in the twentieth
century have argued for fundamental and inalienable human rights as
the only secure basis for a civil society and democratic polity
(Peerenboom 1993: 30, 36-39). More recently, John Keane (1988) and
Jurgen Habermas (1989) have provided seemingly authoritative analy-
ses of the nature of civil society in the West, which are thought by
many to provide useful standards for the rest of the world. Some lead-
ing Chinese intellectuals are aware of, and attracted to, these and other
Western ideas and experiences (e.g., Fang 1991).25

Still, there are reasons to think that Western concepts and practices
of civil society may continue to have a limited presence in China.
Whether they are believed to be self-evident, God-given, natural, or
man-made, human rights and individual freedom have always and ev-
erywhere been secondary to state interests and social survival, and are
likely to remain so in the future no matter how democratic a polity or
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civil a society may become (Peerenboom 1993: 30). Second, Western
ideas of liberal democracy and civil society, often honored in the West
as much in the breach as in the observance, usually arrived in China
from imperialist powers, such as Great Britain and the United States,
that were intent on dominating China politically and exploiting it eco-
nomically. Thus the legitimacy of the model of Western-style democ-
racy has been undermined by Western-imperialist policies in China
(Zhou 1992: 96). Some regard British and American reluctance to
compromise lucrative niches in Hong Kong and Taiwan as further
compromising Western efforts to propagate notions of human rights as
universal.2® Third, whatever the validity of current critiques of the
political and social system of the PRC among Chinese intellectuals
overseas, their ideas continue to have only limited distribution in China
and are, therefore, unlikely to have much influence there (Ma 1994:
193). Finally, given the arguable failure or even counterproductivity of
past efforts at complete Westernization and assaults on “tradition,”
from the May Fourth Movement through the Cultural Revolution (with
the Maoist attack on the Four Olds) to the 1980s (with the Dengist
advocacy of the Four Modemizations), some Chinese intellectuals are
now intent on finding “ideological resources™ for civil society within
China’s own legacy (Yii 1993; Su Wei, cited in Ma 1994: 188).

The question of which resources remain viable, of course, has been
hotly debated. In 1990, expatriate Taiwanese intellectual Peng Wenyi
argued for the continuing vitality of a specifically Chinese form of clan
society (Ma 1994: 188).27 Inspired by Confucianism, clan society had
purportedly produced economic development in the four little dragons
of South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Singapore; presumably it
could do the same if it were revived in the PRC. This thesis has come
under fire from Chen Kuide, an early advocate of Western-style civil
society, who has argued that the four little dragons are actually closer
to Western-style civil society than they are to Chinese-style clan soci-
ety. In his view, where clan societies are really strong (as he claims
they are in India), they actually pose obstacles to economic develop-
ment. Furthermore, the emphasis in clan society on political authority,
social consensus, economic collectivism, respect for the aged, and
human relations was present to an even higher degree under totalitarian
socialism. In Chen’s view, therefore, clan society will not appeal to
citizens of the PRC, who are looking instead for the democracy, plural-
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ism, individualism, equality, and rule of law associated with Western-
style civil society (Zhou 1992: 55-59).

There is controversy also over the revival of sects, associations, and
secret societies for the prospects for civil society in China. According
to Su Shaokang, the producer of the television miniseries River Elegy,
some eighteen hundred illegal secret societies have reappeared in
China in recent years. Su sees them as part of a valuable counterculture
that has taken the place of a loyal opposition. While Su does not shrink
from calling these societies “civil,” others wonder if organizations that
smuggle arms and drugs, kidnap rivals and bystanders, and procure
women and children can really be brought under the civil society um-
brella, no matter how capacious (Ma 1994: 189-90).28 Noting the vari-
ety of Chinese organizations that have grown up in the wake of the
declining Communist Party, Richard Madsen remarks:

Some scholars are calling this whole range of associations—everything
from democracy salons to organizations of getihu to clan associations to
gigong clubs—*“civil society.” But some are certainly more “civil” than
others. . . . Those with the quality of “civility” might eventually contrib-

ute to the creation of a democratic public sphere. . . . Those without it
may simply push China closer toward anarchic fragmentation (Madsen
1993: 190).

Several observers of the Chinese scene believe that Westerners for-
get the role of the state in helping to make society civil, positing an
unnecessary opposition between the state and society and ignoring the
distinction between civil society and society in general (Wang 1991;
Chamberlain 1992: 205-9; Gan 1993; Ma 1994: 192; Diamond 1994).
By contrast, most Chinese assume that the state has an important role
in establishing and preserving civility.

These points take us back to our other two forms of civil society and
to their continuing roles, conscious or unconscious, in the contempo-
rary Chinese discourse on civil society. The first, wenming shehui,
operates whenever there is discussion of civilization as opposed to
barbarism, and civility as opposed to militarism. It unconsciously lies
behind much of the current debate over various forms of centralization
and local autonomy. Chen Kuide suggests that decentralization in the
1980s created spaces for local economic and scholarly activities that
can ultimately give rise to economic autonomy and even political inde-
pendence. He also sees intellectuals assuming the leading role in “sell-
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ing political products to the people,” thereby creating an independent
cultural sphere that will eventually become legitimately opposed to the
state (Zhou 1992: 66—67, 72—77). Su Shaozhi, Barrett McCormick, and
Xiao Xiaoming, on the other hand, argue that the PRC was originally
less centralized than the Soviet Union. Further decentralization of au-
thority in the 1980s did not result in a real market economy and actu-
ally undercut the ability of the reformers to carry out their reforms.
Nonetheless, they, too, believe that, once the fear of chaos inherited
from past experiences with decentralization is overcome, a century-
long trend toward an autonomous society in opposition to the state will
continue despite the brief interruption of the 1990s (Zhou 1992: 80,
84-89, 101-5). Shi Zhengfu, for his part, notes that there were exten-
sive decentralizations in the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Rev-
olution, and that decentralization went further under the reforms of the
1980s, resulting in rather autonomous enterprises. The simultaneous
increase in the authority of local governments, however, has worked
against the autonomy of firms. In his view, there is now a need for
recentralization to ensure the state can obtain sufficient resources to
allow firms to become autonomous (Zhou 1992: 139-44). However, as
we have seen, Gao Xiaoyuan has called on the state to grant more real
local autonomy to nationalities without fear that they will split from
China and declare their independence (Zhou 1992: 28081, 285-87).
In sum, Chinese intellectuals intent on fashioning a more civilized
relationship between state and society in contemporary China continue
to be influenced, however unconsciously and variously, by the positive
experiences of earlier elite-run polities such as the Zhou, the Tang, and
the Qing, which were characterized by central administrations that
permitted considerable local autonomy while staving off tendencies to
total disintegration.

At the same time, contemporary Chinese scholars, including many
living abroad, espouse the third form of civil society (gongmin shehui)
that emphasizes the popular participation and social welfare we have
associated with other Chinese polities out of the past. Wang
Shaoguang notes that there is no such thing as elite democracy, be-
cause true democracy requires participation of the masses. Wang em-
braces the second form of civil society (shimin shehui) but asserts that
it must be democratized. In his view, there must be limitations on the
right to accumulate private property, broader social ownership of the
means of production, more democratic planning, and reduction of the
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differences among social groups so as to increase the capacity of the
people to realize their own destiny (Zhou 1992: 19, 21). While Wang
continues to embrace the second form of civil society as the only
realizable form at present, he seems to hope that it may some day be
transformed into the third form, bringing social equality and solidarity
along with individual liberty and autonomy. Ding Xueliang, for his part,
even more openly advocates the third form of civil society in which the
benefits of welfare socialism are retained as “social welfare thinking.”
This thinking includes guarantees of job security and a living wage,
free health care and public education, low prices for essential com-
modities, and limited differentials in income and wealth. In his view,
these values inspired some of the popular mobilization evident at Tianan-
men and will continue to shape mass public opinion. They will, therefore,
continue to influence Chinese politics no matter whether they become
more authoritarian or more democratic (Zhou 1992: 37-38, 44-46).29

Along the same lines, Shi Zhengfu notes Keynesian economics em-
phasizes the distribution of wealth according to the market, but advo-
cates state policies to promote price stability, orderly growth, and
public welfare (Zhou 1992: 125-26). Such government policies are
likely to enjoy broad public support in China. Fifty-one percent of
older respondents to a 1988 survey worried about “who would take
responsibility for the interests of the masses” if people had the right to
abstain from state- or society-organized activities (Zhou 1992: 263).
The younger philosopher, Gan Yang, is critical of the notion of minjian
shehui, which he says posits too sharp a conflict between the interests
of the state and the interests of the people. He argues instead for a
gongmin shehui, in which the state takes responsibility for supplying
whatever public goods society fails to provide (Gan 1993: 151). Re-
flecting, almost certainly unconsciously, the continuing force of, and
choice between, the Chinese concepts of wenming shehui and gongmin
shehui, L Xiaobo concludes his analysis of today’s Chinese Commu-
nist Party by suggesting that there is a small chance that it may yet
save itself from corruption and demoralization. In Lii’s view, it can do
so ecither by renewing its elite role as a vanguard dedicated to the
interests of the entire society, or by popularizing itself by opening its
doors to representatives of all elements of society (Zhou 1992: 214).
These ideas of state leadership and the possibility of reform, and these
particular styles of elite responsibility and popular participation, all
have roots deep in China’s past.
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Toward a Global Civil Society and Moral Community

If individualism understands only a part of man, collectivism under-
stands man only as a part; neither advances to the wholeness of man, to
man as a whole. . . . The perception of one’s fellow man as a whole, as
a unity, and as unique—even if his wholeness, unity and uniqueness are
only partly developed, as is usually the case—is opposed in our time by
almost everything that is commonly understood as specifically modern
(Buber 1992: 36, 74).

In this chapter I have examined social changes and their sequences
in Chinese history, and have appraised Chinese concepts of community
based on common memories that transcend the modern Western choice
between individualism and collectivism and focus on human beings
both as wholes and parts of larger wholes. I have attempted to intro-
duce an appreciation of what the Chinese still have to learn from the
outside world concerning the constituents of a civil society, and what
they have to offer the world based on their long-term efforts to create
civil societies and moral communities. As Tu Wei-ming has noted,
“The tacit assumption of the American public that what we have is
what the overwhelming majority of the human race wants and strives
to achieve is not groundless,” and to this extent many Chinese will
continue to look to the West for institutional models that defend indi-
viduals and minorities against the tyranny of the majority. Yet much of
the American dream is neither plausible nor realizable on a global
scale. The “reasonable quest for a legitimate modern style of living has
made us individually and collectively . . . the most wasteful spender of
natural and human resources the world has ever encountered.” Despite
a continuing assumption that we live in a civil society, many are in-
creasingly aware that “there are no quick fixes for our problems in
education, economy, crime, drugs, race relations, welfare, child care,
and health” (Tu 1992: 251, 257). On the contrary, some observers
clearly recognize that, far from being an impeccable model and teacher
to the rest of the world, “the West itself needs to search for new ways
to revitalize its public spheres” (Madsen 1993: 187).30

What I would suggest is that elements of Chinese social systems
may have something to offer in the quest for a global conception of civil
society. Consider, for example, the Chinese discourse on rights. However
often it may not be observed in practice, the Chinese constitution does
include guarantees of the rights to work, education, and an adequate
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standard of living, including food, clothing, housing, and medical care,
rights that are not protected by the American constitution (Peerenboom
1993: 42-43, 49-50).3! So, too, it assigns duties toward family members
and fellow citizens as well as toward the state. Despite enthusiasm among
dissidents for the second form of civil society, which is analogous to that
espoused in the contemporary West, mainstream Chinese conceptions of
human rights are likely to continue to reflect both a Confucian emphasis
on harmony and a socialist stress on justice. Drawing on historical and
legal evidence, Peerenboom (1993: 53—55) has induced a Chinese theory
of rights, which holds them to be contingent on time and place, communi-
tarian in theory and practice, ethically inspirational, socially relational,
and with an emphasis on mediation over confrontation and economic
benefits over political privileges. This long-standing Chinese view is con-
sistent with a recent Western trend toward a more communitarian concept
of personality (Taylor 1987; Avineri and De-Shalit 1992; Bell 1993). It is
also consistent with Chinese realities, at least as these are presented in
China’s 1991 white paper on human rights, which argued that “no country
in its effort to realize and protect human rights can take a route that is
divorced from its history and its economic, political and cultural reali-
ties.”32 The Chinese state continues to assume a holistic cosmos in which
all elements are interrelated.

The PRC has fallen far short of carrying on the best of China’s own
traditions of civil society, most notably in the crackdown of spring 1989
and in subsequent efforts to avoid outside scrutiny of its human rights
record (Brook 1992; 1993b: 18-19). I would suggest that this has been in
part because, imbued with essentially Western theories of Marxism and
modernization, contemporary Chinese have underestimated the resources
in their own past. Once they draw more creatively on their own history and
shoulder again the responsibility to influence as well as to accept the
contemporary world, they will be better able to realize their own forms of
civil society that are in some cases more suited to present world condi-
tions than those of the West. Increased Chinese awareness and acknowl-
edgment of indigenous roots of current concepts and practices of civil
society and human rights may help to counterbalance Chinese suspi-
cions that the persistent Western rhetoric of a community of nations,
based on universal human rights, masks the reality of great power hege-
mony based ou economic and military might (Muzaffar 1995). Only
then will they be able to attain their full potential in helping to establish
a more global civil society and a truly universal moral community.
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University Autonomy and Civil Society

Ruth Hayhoe and Ningsha Zhong

The Chinese government is currently encouraging institutions of
higher education to be more “autonomous” in an effort to stimulate
their contributions to the economy. In this chapter we seek to convey a
sense of the historical basis for university autonomy to better under-
stand what such autonomy signifies.

Autonomy in the context of Chinese universities is most commonly
expressed by the term zizhu quan, “the right to be one’s own master.”
This right may be understood as that of having the authority to initiate
action. In keeping with this idea, the new 1995 comprehensive educa-
tion law designates universities as “legal persons” (faren) or corporate
entities functioning in society in response to the market. The role of the
state is limited to setting legal and policy frameworks. During the
current (ninth) five-year plan (1995-2000), universities are expected to
relate first to the state and thereafter to the market and society; in the
twenty-first century, they will be expected to relate to the market,
society, and the state in that order (Chen and Gu 1993). Congruent
with this trend is the expectation that the university should operate as
an independent “corporation” (jiruan) that makes its own internal deci-
sions in accordance with its own “charter” (zhangcheng) (Xu, Xiang;
and Liu 1994: 32-33).!

These Western concepts of “legal person” and “corporation” are en-
abling Chinese universities to become more insulated from the vicissi-
tudes of politics. Nevertheless, the notion of university autonomy in the
Chinese context is different from the Western idea of autonomy. That
idea is better translated by the Chinese term zizhi, or “self-governance,”
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rather than zizhu, but zizhi is less commonly used in the official or
legal literature. The choice of the zizhu concept reflects a long-standing
concern over the individual’s responsibility to the larger whole of soci-
ety and state, in contrast to the more oppositional approach of the West
that emphasizes the negative freedom of protection from state interfer-
ence in the university’s internal affairs.

In this chapter we begin with some reflections on traditional patterns
of higher learning in China to consider what they may offer to universi-
ties in the present. We will then consider the combining of the tradition
of the unofficial academies (shuyuan) with features of Western univer-
sity models during the Republican period. Next we turn to the early
Communist period, when Chinese higher education was totally restruc-
tured along the lines of the Soviet model. We see the current move to
develop universities as corporations or legal persons as a conscious
attempt to move away from internalized patterns of behavior, which
were fostered through the Soviet model but have links further back to
official institutions of higher learning in the imperial era.

Traditions of Chinese Higher Education

Our interest is in comparisons between European traditions of the uni-
versity, specifically the concepts of autonomy central to those tradi-
tions, and traditional Chinese institutions of higher learning. Hayhoe
(1984) has noted a polarity of values in the Chinese tradition regarding
autonomy. Official institutions associated with the civil service exami-
nations enjoyed not merely self-government but the right to govern the
state through regulating and adjudicating its canons of knowledge. On
the other hand, unofficial institutions such as the academies enjoyed a
fragmented individual autonomy distinct from the corporate autonomy
of the medieval European university community.

With regard to the autonomy of institutions and their capability of
independent social action, we note that some medieval European uni-
versities were able to survive the vicissitudes of time and politics for
seven or eight hundred years. Their survival was linked to their status
as corporations, constituted by a charter and able thereby to maintain a
corporate identity in the face of political and economic power. By
contrast, official institutions associated with the Chinese imperial bu-
reaucracy, such as the Hanlin Academy and the imperial academies at
Nanjing (Taixue) and Beijing (Guozijian), rose and fell with each im-
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perial dynasty, having no corporate existence separate from the state.

Unofficial institutions such as the academies were equally, if not
more, vulnerable to political change, even though much of their land
was privately owned and the scholars who taught there were often
officials who had resigned or retired. They did not have a corporate
identity in the sense of the medieval universities of Europe, and their
fate was often tied to the reputation of a particular scholar (Walton
1989: 475-76, 482). Although the names of some academies have
persisted over the centuries, none has enjoyed a continuous corporate
existence (Chan 1989: 405). There were documents that defined the
mission and role of particular academies, with Zhu Xi’s “Regulation
for Bailudong Academy” setting the pattern for many other academies
(Gu 1992: 907); yet these documents did not give institutions lasting
legal status or protect them from outside interference, as the charters of
medieval European universities were supposed to do.

The Chinese concept of autonomy as applied to universities stresses
the ability to initiate action rather than protection from external inter-
ference. This orientation may be linked to the Confucian concept of
responsible action, rather than to the Western notion of incorporation
that was introduced during the Republican period. In imperial China,
institutions of higher learning had connections with the world of poli-
tics. Official higher learning institutions were part of the state and were
governed variously by the emperor,2 by the Ministry of Rites (Xue
1939), and by the Imperial Academy, which was the highest adminis-
trative body for education and the highest-level institution of learning
in the country. Informal institutions such as academies were at some
remove from the state; yet, by training students in the Confucian
canon, they too were oriented toward passing on established knowl-
edge aimed at endowing a sense of personal responsibility for social
order, and by preparing students for office, they were reinforcing the
authority of the gentry who supported the social system.3 Our under-
standing of the concept of university autonomy in the twentieth cen-
tury must take these traditions into account.

The issue of autonomy can also be raised in relation to students and
university teachers, the two groups we focus on in this chapter. In
Europe, each had its corporation, with the guild of students at Bologna
and the guild of masters in Paris providing two influential models. In
imperial China; students had a group identity and could at times exert
influence on officials, but they never founded institutions such as
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guilds. The students studying together at the two imperial academies
identified themselves as a common cohort, and there were enough of
them that they could at times challenge policies at court. For the most
part, however, their behavior was shaped by their vested interest in the
system as officials-in-waiting, which inhibited their acting as a corpo-
rate group. Students experienced an even more restricted sense of com-
munity at the unofficial academies, where student life involved mainly
the pursuit of individual learning and cultivation through the mentor-
ship of teachers.

Teachers within traditional higher education were a less well-defined
group. It is not evident that they had a corporate identity or the ability
to act as a group. The basis for their identity as a group was weak
insofar as they were not only teachers but officials as well, sharing the
interests of other bureaucrats and hopeful of moving out of education
and into more prestigious posts. Education held only moderate prestige
as a vocation. The potential for group identity was also weakened by
their physical dispersal: four to five thousand teachers worked in offi-
cial schools during the Qing dynasty, at a rate of one or two per school.
Only at the Imperial Academy in Beijing were they concentrated, usu-
ally numbering about thirty (Xiong 1983:294). Teachers at the acade-
mies had greater scope for independent action, yet their interests were
split between those appointed by state intervention and retired offi-
cials-turned-teachers who often sought to use the academies as a basis
for teaching that might well be critical of the state. In any case, many
an academy was dominated by one scholar of distinguished reputation
who set the tone for his institution rather than working together with
other teachers to build a community of scholars.

Teachers in imperial China were both more powerful than their
European counterparts, being members of the imperial bureaucracy
who were able potentially to affect the political system through their
actions, and less powerful, in terms of the limitation on their group
identity. Students as officials-in-waiting were an important and privi-
leged group who sometimes took part in oppositional politics, but their
long-term interests lay with the stability of the imperial bureaucracy,
which would provide them with lifelong employment if they were
successful. Their integration with the bureaucracy meant that no group
of scholars or students could maintain an identity through a dynastic
change, as the bureaucracy was reconstituted each time. It was not
until the twentieth century that a change of dynasty would not entail
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disruption. This has enabled some twentieth-century universities to
survive several regime changes and still exist today.

The Republican Period

The hallmark of Chinese universities in the twentieth century was pos-
session of a “charter” (zhangcheng), after the Japanese pattern. The
first charter in China was for the imperial university, one of the few
institutions conceived as part of the Hundred Days’ Reform of 1898
that survived its suppression. It later became Peking University (affec-
tionately known as Beida by generations of students and teachers). Its
charter, drafted by the well-known reformers Kang Youwei and Liang
Qichao, had eight chapters dealing with such matters as admission,
graduation, the selection of teachers, placement, and funding (Zhu 1986).
This document gained legal status in 1902, when the first national
educational legislation was promulgated. Not only did it cover the
administration of the university at its three levels (preparatory studies;
undergraduate and graduate studies; and two associated institutions,
the teachers college and the academy of scholars), but it also endowed
the university with the role of being the highest administrative body in
the state education system, much as did the Napoleonic University in
France. According to this plan, the university was to administer a wide
range of specialized institutions in all of the modern areas of knowl-
edge, including agriculture, commerce, law, and engineering. With the
educational legislation of 1904, however, this responsibility for na-
tional administrative leadership disappeared from the university’s
charter. The university was constituted as a state institution having a
leading responsibility for higher education, but the administration of
the new education system was conferred on a ministry of education.*
Although bouts of political turmoil (1902-1904, 1912-1913, and
1937-1940) tended to disrupt the continuity of specific institutions, as
Liu Haifeng (1994) has observed, many universities after 1911 were
able to sustain a corporate identity similar to that of their counterparts
in the Western world, partly as a result of conscious emulation of
Western models. Beida was in the forefront of this trend, and its posi-
tion as the leading state university facilitated this emulation process.
When Cai Yuanpei went to Beida as chancellor in 1917, it was with
the intention of making the institution autonomous from the warlord
government and instituting both autonomy and academic freedom. On
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the German model, autonomy for him was defined as “academic gov-
ernment by professors™ (jiaoshou zhixiao), and the university senate
accordingly was given an important role. Academic freedom took con-
crete form in Cai’s efforts to appoint faculty from all political and
ideological persuasions and encourage them to teach and research in a
spirit of critical interaction. The price of autonomy and academic free-
dom was that faculty and students should refrain from direct political
activism, a view Cai had adopted from his German university experi-
ence. He was also opposed to having the university serve as a cradle
for training government officials. In keeping with this concern, he tried
to remove the law school and make it a separate institution, since law
was prone to attract young people who were ambitious for positions in
the government (Duiker 1977).

The involvement of Beida students in the May Fourth Movement
illustrates the degree of autonomy the university had achieved as a
corporate body, although Cai was unhappy with the political activity of
the students and resigned in protest when they would not listen to his
request to refrain from collective political action. The students of other
universities, both private and public, also participated actively, demon-
strating their capacity to act more and more as corporate bodies. In
fact, there was considerable positioning among institutions during the
various student movements, with private universities such as Fudan
University in Shanghai consciously striving to attract radical students
who had been suspended from American missionary institutions.

After the Nationalist Party came to power in 1927, Cai Yuanpei
made a failed attempt to establish a fully independent “National Uni-
versity Council” (Daxueyuan). The corporate identity of institutions
that had come into being and thrived largely through the efforts of
individuals and local intellectual groups with such financial help as
they could get from official sources was subsequently curbed. Al-
though the American model had extensive influence through a genera-
tion of scholars returned from the United States who took the
leadership in these fledgling universities, the Nationalist government
became increasingly interested in European models of educational ad-
ministration because of their tendency toward centralization and their
potential for keeping an increasingly radicalized faculty and student
body under political control. Faculty members never became full mem-
bers of the civil service as in the German and French models, but
legislation was enacted that set strict academic standards for qualifica-
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tion and enabled the government to exercise political control under the
auspices of maintaining standards.

Research on university students and student movements during the
Republican period (Israel 1966; Schwarcz 1987; Wasserstrom 1991)
has shown the extent of university and department identity of student
groups and their considerable influence on political events from May
Fourth through the anti-Japanese struggle to the civil war period. As
Jeffrey Wasserstrom (1991: 80, 286) observed, university students per-
petuated cultural patterns given to them from earlier imperial history,
including the bureaucratic patterns of organization characteristic of
their government, but at the same time they adopted new patterns and
tactics. Particular institutions developed a group identity, which in turn
meant that they were easily melded into higher-level municipal or
regional student associations.

As for faculty, their group identity was less obvious and more vul-
nerable to Nationalist control. However, the academic profession
emerged as a lifelong vocation in the Republican period, in contrast to
the imperial period when teachers of higher learning were normally
full members of the imperial bureaucracy who moved in and out of
educational positions. While such distinguished Republican-era schol-
ars as Cai Yuanpei and Hu Shi did hold high government positions for
certain periods, they were mainly known as professors and university
presidents and were part of this new professional grouping.

The propensity of faculty to struggle for a greater degree of auton-
omy than had been common in Chinese scholarly tradition was most
evident in Cai’s efforts to establish the university and subsequently the
Academica Sinica as autonomous bodies able to initiate and lead activ-
ity based on scholarly rather than political purposes. This was a con-
crete expression of the notion of zizhu quan. At the same time, some
dimensions of China’s modern universities were shaped by the Chi-
nese tradition of the unofficial academies, which were characterized by
independent research, informal relations between scholars and their
students, and flexible patterns of learning (Ding 1996). For the schol-
arly community, the development of universities was seen as an effort
to give modem corporate form to institutions that had been a progres-
sive force in Chinese tradition but had never attained the kinds of
independence and continuity that a modern republican state made pos-
sible. For the political authorities, by contrast, elements of the patterns
for knowledge regimentation and control that characterized official
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institutions in imperial times continued to be attractive.

By 1949, there were over two hundred higher institutions in China,
most calling themselves universities. Some were private universities,
others national or provincial-level institutions of higher learning. All
operated within clearly defined and explicit legislation specifying their
rights and obligations. Twenty to thirty of these, both public and pri-
vate, had achieved a considerable academic reputation. Remarkably,
all these institutions had managed to maintain their identities during
the Sino-Japanese war (1937-45), when many had to relocate several
times to increasingly remote hinterland regions, and some had to com-
bine forces with other institutions (Zhuang 1979). The Nationalist gov-
ernment should be credited for both expanding higher education in
order to be prepared for postwar reconstruction and providing such
financial support as it could manage. This was also a triumph of what
was now a professionalized community of Chinese scholars, many
with degrees from abroad.

Their achievements during the war showed they had genuine ability,
as corporate groups of scholars and students, to initiate action in terms
of valuable research and training in areas such as acronautics, wartime
industrial development, agriculture, areas of basic science, as well as
the social sciences and literature. Two Nobel-prize-winning physicists
were nurtured at the famous “Southwest United University” (Xinan
Lianda), and significant new literary and sociological research that
related more closely to China’s own conditions and culture than had
the more Western-oriented work done when the universities were in
the coastal cities was fostered (such as work by Wen Yiduo and Fei
Xiaotong). With the defeat of Japan, these “wandering universities”
were able to return to major coastal cities and reestablish themselves
on campuses that had been destroyed by Japanese bombing or occu-
pied by the Japanese army. In spite of amalgamation, their former
corporate identities were restored in almost all cases. At the same time,
they left behind foundations in the hinterland for the establishment of
new institutions (Hayhoe 1996: ch. 2).

Communist Period
In her study of the Civil War period, Suzanne Pepper (1980) notes that

most intellectuals were supportive of the Communist Party because of
its efforts against Japan and because of some elements of its vision for
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China. However, they were not convinced communists. They were
hopeful for conditions of pluralism and a relatively independent role
for the university as an institution that had proven both its loyalty and
the practical value of its educational and scholarly mandate through the
war. Such distinguished university-based intellectuals as Beida econo-
mist Ma Yinchu, computer scientist Qian Weichang, Beida philoso-
pher Ma Xulun, and political scientist Qian Duansheng took this stance
in the early years of the new regime after 1949.

There was considerable consensus among Chinese university schol-
ars, including some of the non-Party intellectuals named above and
sympathetic individuals within the Party who appreciated the achieve-
ments of China’s major universities during the Republican period, that
it was appropriate for the state to take over private universities, particu-
larly those with foreign affiliations. This concern was magnified by the
Korean War. However, it was agreed that the establishment of a social-
ist system of higher education and the determining of its institutional
and disciplinary identities would best be carried out by Chinese profes-
sors who had dedicated their lives to higher learning as a profession and
had proven their loyalty to the nation through many years of effort
under difficult circumstances. Thus, the first higher education confer-
ence held by the new regime in June 1950, presided over by Ma Xulun,
a leading non-Party intellectual, entrusted the work of revising the
higher curriculum to four committees of scholars in the areas of human-
ities, law, science, and engineering (Mao and Shen 1988: 60-66). The
initial intention was to maintain the institutional identities of the pre-
1949 universities, while arranging for private missionary universities to
be gradually taken over by the state. Within a very short period, how-
ever, this plan was abandoned in favor of a total restructuring of higher
education according to Soviet patterns, with the direct involvement of a
large number of Soviet advisors and academics. The Soviets were given
positions in a newly established Ministry of Higher Education; in
People’s University, which had been patterned after the model of the
Moscow Planning Institute to provide intellectual direction to the whole
process of socialist planning; in the Harbin University of Technology,
the leading university for introducing the Soviet polytechnical model;
and in Beijing Normal University, which was responsible for establish-
ing a whole new approach to teacher education.

The corporate identity and distinctive voice that universities had
struggled for and won to differing degrees with great effort during the
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Republican period were forced to give way to a system of higher
education designed from above to fit into the vast machine of socialist
planning.’ Geographically, it was intended to cover the whole country
in a rational manner, with the six major military regions—North
China, the Northeast, the Northwest, East China, the Central South,
and the Southwest—each having an appropriate number of national
level institutions to serve their bureaucratic and economic manpower
needs. Knowledge was reorganized in a hierarchical structure that gave
first priority to major engineering universities serving heavy industry,
both polytechnical institutions administered by the Ministry of Higher
Education and monotechnical institutions under such powerful minis-
tries as metallurgy and machine building. The second priority went to
so-called national comprehensive universities, whose curriculum em-
braced only the basic sciences and humanities, a feature of the tradi-
tional German model that had been given a new lease on life in the
Soviet Union. All other higher learning was organized by sector, in-
cluding social sectors such as education, health, law, and finance, as
well as productive sectors such as agriculture and forestry. At the head
of the system was People’s University, which had the dual function of
training planners and economists to manage the whole socialist system
and producing political theorists whose task was to inculcate absolute
loyalty to the regime. By overseeing the work of regional institutions,
the university extended this mandate of ensuring political orthodoxy at
the local level.

The organic links among faculty members and institutions that had
developed since early in the century were stamped out as the universi-
ties of the Republican period were broken up, department by depart-
ment, and restructured according to the two parameters of geography
and specialization. This process, known as “the reorganization of col-
leges and departments” (yuanxi tiaozheng), was carried out between
1953 and 1957. Each of the six major regions had a main center and
one or two secondary centers, where the majority of national-level
higher institutions was concentrated and from where they were to serve
the manpower needs of the region and the central ministries that man-
aged them. This system, with its notion of narrowly conceived modern
knowledge specializations overseen and coordinated by a central ideo-
logical body, bears resemblance to the one that was outlined in the
legislation of 1902, a system the Qing government never implemented
due to scarce resources.
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The system left no space for the initiation of action either by univer-
sities as corporate bodies or by individual scholars. The former univer-
sities of the Republican era were totally swallowed up within the
newly established communist state bureaucracy. Many university lead-
ers held important positions within the Party and state® and were
moved around accordingly. Faculty members were assigned positions
within the state cadre system. All students who graduated from the
regular university system gained the right to state assignments as cad-
res. Most of the first generation of cadres in the new socialist system
had gained their positions on the basis of their contributions to the
revolution, but from this time forward graduation from the formal
higher education system, or the restricted secondary specialist system
for training technicians and teachers, was an important route for gain-
ing the status and perquisites of a state cadre. The cost to the individual
was taking whatever work assignment the State Planning Commission
saw fit to hand down.

The higher education system formed between 1953 and 1957 could
be described as a kind of Napoleonic-Soviet monster, organized on
principles of narrow knowledge specialization and rational geographic
distribution, and unsupportive of the integration between the old acad-
emies and the Western models of higher education achieved in the
Republican period. The purpose of the new system was to offer direct
service to the macroplanning processes of the socialist state by ration-
alizing manpower needs. It was envisioned as an efficient servant of
socialist construction, not a location for either students or professors to
shape a corporate identity or initiate their own courses of action. The
last opportunity that professors and scholars had to reactivate a corpo-
rate identity was the Hundred Flowers Movement of 1956, when
scholars like Ma Yinchu, Fei Xiaotong, and Qian Weichang criticized
the rigidity and abuses of power of the Soviet model, both in higher
education and in the wider socialist bureaucracy. The Anti-Rightist
Movement of 1957 silenced these voices, and every academic depart-
ment in the reconstituted higher institutions of the Soviet model was
decimated through a quota system for identifying and punishing right-
ists. Little wonder that professors and scholars as a social group had
neither an institutional base nor any possibility for self-initiated action
after this period.

Students were in a different position. During the Great Leap For-
ward, a faction of the Party leadership was able to mobilize them to
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demand that the curriculum be changed in favor of more integrated and
locally relevant knowledge. Many new institutions were established in
1958 by provincial-level authorities, reflecting the ambitions of local
political figures who were able to enlist students to support their
causes. This new level of provincially administered higher education
included comprehensive universities, normal universities, and medical
schools, as well as science and engineering institutions that brought
together pure and applied fields. Most of these were newly created in
1958 (Yao 1996). These institutions tended toward more integrated
and less specialized and compartmentalized knowledge patterns, with
basic science linked to engineering and medicine, and social sciences
connected to fields such as history, philosophy, and literature. A sys-
tem of colleges of traditional Chinese medicine, established at a rate of
at least one per province, reflected a revaluing of indigenous cultural
knowledge.

In addition to the new institutions created during the Great Leap
Forward, many national-level universities and institutes were demoted
to the administrative purview of provincial authorities. We have been
particularly fascinated with the fate of the national institutes of politi-
cal science and law and of finance and economics, which had operated
as a kind of extension of the influence of People’s University. In a
sense, they represented the long arm of the Soviet-style central bureau-
cracy in their role of training planners loyal to Beijing and Moscow at
the regional and local levels. In Shanghai, both institutes were com-
bined into the newly formed Shanghai Academy of Social Sciences; in
Wuhan, they were made the basis of Hubei University, a local com-
prehensive university; and in Liaoning they provided the basis for
Liaoning University, also a local comprehensive university. A kind of
subversion of centralizing knowledge forces, whose tendencies to ab-
solute control through knowledge had been reinforced by Stalinist pat-
terns, was under way in these changes. However, it was certainly not
professors and scholars as a corporate group that brought this about,
but rather local political elites who were able to make excellent use of
students in patterns rather similar to those of the imperial period. As
cadres-in-waiting, students had much invested in the socialist bureau-
cratic system and wished to please local political figures who would
have much to say about their future careers (Hayhoe 1996: ch. 3).

The Cultural Revolution posed a far more extreme, and less effec-
tive, challenge to Soviet patterns. Once again students proved ex-
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tremely useful to the radical group around Mao Zedong. Whereas the
Great Leap Forward had resulted in a proliferation of local institutions,
many of which reflected local concerns and needs, the Cultural Revo-
lution resulted in destruction rather than construction, leaving both
national and provincial universities hollow shells of what they once
had been. Republican and Soviet precedents were both wiped out, with
nothing new created to take their place. When the higher education
system was reestablished after 1976, the Soviet model was revived to
lay the basis for the reform period.

The Reform Period

One of the first moves of the reform regime after Deng Xiaoping
gained power in the late 1970s was to recognize the losses incurred by
the suppression of professors and scholars since the Anti-Rightist
Movement (a movement that, ironically, Deng himself contributed to
launching), and to seek ways of restoring the scholarly community,
first as individuals and later as a group. Their expertise in both scien-
tific and social areas of knowledge was seen as essential to the mod-
ernization drive. A long series of memorial and reinstatement meetings
was held in an effort to reverse the verdicts of the 1950s and 1960s,
and scholars such as Ma Yinchu, Qian Weichang, and Fei Xiaotong
were brought back from the political wilderness and given a voice in
debates over the reform of higher education.

The reform of the urban enterprise system started in 1984. The
importance of urban leadership in this process was reflected in higher
education by the emergence of a new level of higher institution, the
municipally based vocational universities which offered two- or three-
year non-degree programs. About 120 of these were created between
1980 and 1985, often on the basis of branch campuses of national
universities and with considerable assistance from their faculties.
These institutions gained full financial support from municipal gov-
ernments which were anxious to assure themselves of a continuous
flow of qualified personnel for expanding urban initiatives. In many
ways they anticipated the areas of autonomy that would later be
granted to all higher institutions. They were free to recruit students
locally, provided no housing and expected all students to pay modest
fees. Their students were not assured employment under the state plan-
ning system but were expected to find their own jobs in the local
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municipality with the recommendation of their institution (Dai and
Hayhoe 1991).

The popularity of these institutions often outstripped that of provin-
cial universities of higher academic levels, and in some cases even of
national universities. This was due to the entry they promised to urban
job openings. By contrast, national and provincial universities were
sending an increasing number of their graduates to less-attractive job
assignments by the mid-1980s, when the most desirable positions that
had opened up after the Cultural Revolution had all been filled. The
greater autonomy of these vocational institutions came from the finan-
cial support they received from municipal governments on the strength
of responding to local employment needs. While they did not have
independent legal status, they did supplement their government income
by forging direct links with local industry. The modest student fees
they collected also contributed to a measure of financial independence.

The educational reform document of 1985 put out by the Party
Central Committee and the state, not merely the Education Ministry,
might be described as having a semilegal status. It assured greater
autonomy to universities, allowing them to enroll a certain percentage
of students outside the state plan, both private students who would pay
full fees and students whose study programs were paid by direct con-
tracts with industry. This document gave universities freedom to de-
cide on the content of teaching and encouraged them to integrate
research with teaching, an important element in moving away from the
Soviet pattern by which each specialization had a uniform teaching
plan defined by the ministry and research was assigned low priority. In
the subsequent period, a series of reforms was initiated that enhanced
the autonomy of universities, culminating in the educational law of
1995, which defined their status as legal persons and gave them full
autonomy to initiate action within the parameters of the law. At the
same time, it assured them a funding base that would increase at a rate
somewhat higher than the overall national budget.

Some of these reforms favored the emergence of professors and
students as autonomous groups. During the Democracy Movement in
1989, autonomous student groups emerged in ways similar to earlier
student movements, particularly those before 1949. These groups
tended to fall back on the bureaucratism and factionalism that charac-
terize the Communist state, and to seek legitimacy by imitating official
gestures and ceremonies, in keeping with pre-1949 student movements
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(Wasserstrom 1994: 296). While the initiatives taken by organized
students were remarkable as long as they lasted, the Party was able to
dismantle and ban these student organizations completely once there
was a consensus within the Party leadership that this should be done.
Any claim to autonomy that the students had made during the move-
ment disappeared.

The focus of attention from the West has been on the student leaders
who were imprisoned or who escaped abroad after the movement, and
little has been said about the large number of student activists who
were punished through the job-assignment system. We met one of
them in Guiyang, the provincial capital of Guizhou province. He was a
local student whose high marks on the unified entrance examinations
had opened the way for him to enroll in Fudan University’s journalism
department in Shanghai, and who had been promised on graduation a
job posting to a major newspaper in Beijing. Because he had been on
Tiananmen Square on the evening of 3—4 June 1989 and had brought
back a report to Shanghai, he was punished by being assigned to return
to Guiyang and take up a position as a reporter on political movements
in rural areas for the provincial television station. Many other students
faced the same kind of fate after Tiananmen.

While reforms in the job assignment system have been underway
since the early 1980s (Hayhoe 1993b), encouraging universities to
make direct links with employing agencies, and in some cases to in-
clude graduating students themselves in negotiations over job assign-
ment, the Party was able to reassert control over this process and use it
to punish student activists. In most major national universities, new
Party secretaries were appointed shortly after the movement as part of
their mandate to restore “normalcy.” The position of all university
students as cadres-in-waiting since 1949 has cast them in a role relative
to the state that is similar to that of students in the imperial period. In
short, their career interests have been intimately, if not exclusively,
tied to the stability and progress of the Communist state. There has
been no space for meaningful professional activity outside the state,
and all higher education students have been destined to become “estab-
lishment intellectuals,” a term coined by Hamrin and Cheek (1986).

What has changed fundamentally and dramatically by the mid-
1990s, however, is the link between higher education and the state
cadre system. Ever since 1986, World Bank advisors have been press-
ing Chinese officials to launch a massive expansion of higher educa-
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tion enrollment, mainly based on an efficiency argument, in the face of
the low student-faculty ratio in Chinese universities. The Chinese re-
sponse has been cautious, as it was clear that the state cadre system
could not absorb hugely increased enrollments. (In the immediate post-
Tiananmen climate, enrollments were cut back.)

The rapid economic growth of the early 1990s, however, made it
increasingly clear that a much larger contingent of higher education
graduates was needed by the economy. Provincial governments such as
those of Guangdong and Shandong, where economic growth was par-
ticularly rapid, put pressure on Beijing to raise their quotas for higher
education enrollment. By 1993, the policy research office of the State
Education Commission abandoned the policy of “consolidation and
replenishment” adopted in the immediate post-Tiananmen era and gave its
stamp of approval to a movement towards mass higher education, antici-
pating enrollments of 3.5 million in the formal higher education system
and 2.5 million in the adult system by the year 2000 (Hayhoe 1995).
This means that about 8 percent of the age cohort will be entering
higher education, in contrast to the 3.5 percent that entered both formal
and nonformal higher education in the early 1990s. A massive increase
in the number of self-financing students, and a move toward a blurring
of the lines between students enrolled within and outside the national
plan, with all students expected to pay a substantive fee of about 20
percent of actual costs (Hayhoe and Wu 1995), has led to a dismantling
of the Soviet model and the kinds of control it facilitated.

The 1993 educational development plan signalled a clear move to-
ward the end of the job assignment system. The plan stated that a
certain number of excellent students would be encouraged to apply for
positions within the state bureaucracy, in some cases taking examina-
tions to qualify, but the majority would be expected to seek their own
jobs. This change is seen by students as a mixed blessing, since it
opens the way for considerable nepotism and the use of “connections”
(guanxi); on the other hand, the pressure to compete in a global econ-
omy is causing employing agencies to become more sophisticated in
their search for highly qualified people. The overall and striking
change coming out of this severance of the link between formal higher
education and the state bureaucracy will be the presence of an increas-
ingly large contingent of university-educated professionals who are
working outside of the state’s reach and whose career advancement
depends on knowledge, ingenuity, and a complex range of factors quite
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different from the political connections and conformity to Party norms
that once determined professional career development in China. Some
of them will be employed by joint ventures and will spend some of
their time abroad, whereas others will work in township enterprises,
many of which are competing successfully with state enterprises. Still
others will work in various new economic and legal consultancy orga-
nizations which are quite separate from the state.

What will fundamentally change the position of university students
as a group, we argue, will be the growing presence of a large number
of educated professionals in the nonstate sector and the increasing
variety of careers opening up outside the state. They are no longer
cadres-in-waiting with all their expenses paid for by the state, but
educational consumers selecting specializations that will best serve
their independent career interests. In addition, they have a diminished
need for the favor of the Party or university and state officials to
guarantee their career prospects. The punitive actions taken against
Tiananmen activists will no longer be available to the authorities, al-
though the more obvious police tactics used against leading dissident
individuals and organizations may survive. There may be some reso-
nance at present with the Republican period. A completely new space
is opening up for collective and organized action by university students
now that the constraints imposed by the state in both the imperial and
socialist periods are being lifted. What use Chinese students make of
this new space remains to be seen, as students are likely to be an
important component of what we might consider the newly emerging
civil society.

What about professors? We have suggested that traditionally they
were less able than students to form groups capable of initiating inde-
pendent action. In the Republican period, however, universities had
developed corporate identities, which provided a basis for professors to
act as a group. This basis disappeared when the corporate identities of
universities were stamped out by the reorganization of colleges and
departments in 1952. In the present period, several interesting devel-
opments may substantively affect the relationship between professors
as a group and the state.

We have noted the provision made for universities as legal persons
in the new education law, passed in 1995, and the intention to provide
conditions that will encourage them to respond directly to the needs of
the economy, society, and state, in that order. We have also noted that
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universities have increasingly been diversifying their sources of fund-
ing from the mid-1980s, when they were totally dependent on state
financial support through a kind of line budget system, which allowed
for no discretionary spending, to the current situation in which they
have a considerable funding base in student fees, research contracts
with industry, and various productive activities (Yin and White 1994).
Although state funding remains of crucial importance, if universities
are to make a significant contribution nationally as well as gain respect
in the international academic community, they must continue to diver-
sify their funding bases.

In this regard, the State Council has been innovative in introducing a
policy, nicknamed the ‘“2/1/1 Engineering Project,” designed to iden-
tify and support China’s hundred best universities for their leadership
role in the twenty-first century. The project was first announced in
February 1993 as part of the Program for China’s Education and De-
velopment (Foreign Broadcast Information Service, 3 March 1993).
The project has been set up and will be funded by the State Planning
Commission under the auspices of the State Council. It has established
indicators based on international academic standards for first-rate uni-
versities. The project is intended to have two stages of development: a
short-term phase for the period up to the year 2000, and a long-term
phase to the year 2010. Through this initiative, the state hopes to
reform universities in the areas of curriculum development, faculty
upgrading and renewal, student quality, and funding.

An ongoing process has been set in motion for identifying the insti-
tutions that will be the future beneficiaries of the project, and hundreds
aspire to find themselves among the privileged. Every province hopes
to have one of its own institutions included, as does every state minis-
try. Over ninety universities, mostly national institutions, were desig-
nated as key-point institutions in the early 1980s and see themselves as
natural entrants into this group. The prize of substantive and ongoing
state funding at a priority level is worth considerable effort. It was
reported at one point that the central government would commit 5
billion yuan (RMB), and it was expected that provincial governments
would contribute the same amount of funding, altogether making 10
billion yuan (Bei 1995). So far the State Planning Commission has
only allocated 300 million yuan to the project, much less than ex-
pected. However, among its first effects has been a loosening of the
purse strings of provincial governments and ministries to enable their
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favored institutions to compete. All key-point universities under the
jurisdiction of the State Education Commission have already passed
the primary identification process, although not all have entered the
first funding group. Sichuan Union University is one of the fortunate,
partly because it is an amalgamation of Sichuan University and
Chengdu Science and Technology University, two former key-point
universities under the State Education Commission.

The 2/1/1 Engineering Project has stimulated voluntary amalgama-
tions of institutions situated next to each other, even though they might
have different programs as a result of the specialized approach to insti-
tution building of the Soviet model. Sometimes the institutions being
merged are under the same jurisdiction, such as the three Shanghai
universities under the municipal government that combined to form
Shanghai University, now a megainstitution with an enrollment of over
sixteen thousand students and a comprehensive set of programs
(Hayhoe and Wu 1995). In other cases, mergers have been pursued
under diverse jurisdictions, such as the gradual amalgamation of the
Beijing Institute of Traditional Medicine, the Beijing Economic Trade
Institute, the Beijing Chemical Engineering University, the Beijing
Fashion College, and the Chinese Finance College, all of which are
located in the northeastern suburb of Beijing (Guo 1995: 24).7 As these
amalgamations proceed and new and larger institutions emerge, the
“reorganization” of 1952 will be reversed. This reversal reintegrates
specialized programs and makes possible the renewal of identities from
the Republican period. These restored institutions are currently writing
their institutional histories, which should help enhance their sense of
distinct historical identity. The formation of diverse funding bases and
multiple relations with different constituents, in striking contrast to the
linear, unifunctional role higher institutions once had within the Soviet-
style planning system, will also militate in favor of greater autonomy.

Opposite to these multifunctional, large-scale universities emerging
in the competition for priority state funding are the small-scale, vulner-
able, yet increasingly active private institutions of higher learning,
which have been given legal protection under the 1995 educational
law. Earlier legislation defined “people-run institutions” as “non-profit
educational institutions run by individuals, social groups or collective
units, with private funding resources” (Xu, Xiang, and Liu 1993).
Legal provision has also been made for jointly run institutions with
private partners (Zhongguo jiaoyubao, 16 February 1995).



118 CIVIL SOCIETY IN CHINA

The new institutions are responding to market needs by offering
practical training, but few are able to meet the stringent requirements
needed to issue state-approved degrees and diplomas. Even so, they are
attracting distinguished faculty from among retirees from distinguished
state universities. Shanda University in Shanghai is such an institution,
managed by retired professors from Jiaotong, Qinghua, Beijing, and
other universities (Hayhoe and Wu 1995). All suffer from a lack of
facilities, uncertainty about long-term funding, and difficulty in com-
peting with state institutions for good students (Wenhuibao, 30 Octo-
ber 1994). However, they enjoy greater autonomy than state
institutions, and as well can anticipate many opportunities for develop-
ment, especially if they are able to gain support from foreign partners
or from enterprises within China (Zhou et al. 1995).

At this point it is difficult to speculate on the future of these institu-
tions, but the large and thriving private university sectors in Japan,
South Korea, and Taiwan suggest that there will be cultural support for
such a development. Will it be possible to develop private institutions
with the kind of reputation for critical thought and action that have
characterized institutions such as Waseda and Keio in Japan; Yonsei in
South Korea; and Nankai, Yenching, and St. John’s Universities in
Republican China? The sudden appearance of universities of this qual-
ity is unlikely, given the abrupt character of the decision to close down
private institutions in the early 1950s, but it is conceivable that in the
future new Chinese private universities could become dynamic sites
for collective action.

Two institutions of the recent period that give some sense of the
possible role of private institutions are the Chinese Culture Academy
(Zhongguo wenhua shuyuan), started by Beida professors in philoso-
phy and related areas in the mid-1980s, and the Economic and Social
Consultancy Center led by Chen Zimin and Wang Juntao. Both were
disbanded as a result of Tiananmen, but the roles they had forged
within the adult higher education system in the period leading up to
Tiananmen gives some idea of how private universities might provide
a basis for collective action by the scholarly community.

The Chinese Culture Academy focused its work on understanding
the cultural change accompanying the modernization movement. It en-
couraged informed reflection through a well-developed correspon-
dence program that reached forty thousand students at its peak, with
the costs mainly borne by employers. The academy was also responsi-
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ble for the publication of a series of volumes in comparative literature,
comparative philosophy, comparative history, and comparative edu-
cation which were used in this program. The basic assumption underlying
the academy’s work was that economic and technical modernization
would never succeed without concomitant change in the cultural
sphere. Its scholars wished to foster a self-reflexive understanding of
social change processes in their students, most of whom were working
professionals and technicians. The academy had great difficulty con-
tinuing the program after 1989, since employers were no longer willing
to pay for their employees to take courses and fewer students were
interested in this type of correspondence program at their own
expense.?

The Economic and Social Consultancy Center took on the even
more sensitive issue of political change. At one point around 200,000
correspondence students were enrolled in studies of political science
through which they were acquainted with classics of Western political
thought. In addition, the center carried out a series of surveys, which
set out to document and interpret the political change process (Black
and Munro 1993). After the 1989 movement, the Economic and Social
Consultancy Center was disbanded and the Chinese Culture Academy
was permitted to operate only under greatly reduced circumstances.
However, these two institutions give some insights into the kind of role
that might be played by private universities protected by law in the
future. Features of both the traditional academies and of those private
universities that were progressive and critical during the Republican
period are evident.

The fundamental changes taking place in Chinese universities have
affected the professional life and conditions of Chinese university fac-
ulty members, making them aware of their social and professional
group identity in new ways. A great concern for university administra-
tors in the present period is how to attract and keep good faculty in the
face of new opportunities opening up in business and other areas, so
that faculty members have some bargaining power. While faculty
ranks were restored shortly after the Cultural Revolution and promo-
tion processes that involved peer review and the application of aca-
demic criteria were established, salaries remained very low until the
early 1990s (Johnston 1991), with pay scales the same throughout the
nation and fixed to parallel levels within the state cadre system. In
1993, the salary scale for academic faculty members was separated
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from that of the cadre system and raised to a somewhat higher level,
while provision was made to give special financial subsidies to those
with outstanding academic achievements. This adjustment has resulted
in a situation in which some professors have higher salaries than uni-
versity administrators, although the level is still modest compared with
those working in joint ventures or other new business areas.

In addition, professors have been able to gain increasing opportunities
for consultancy work, involving so-called horizontal contracts with enter-
prises and local governments, which allow themn to supplement their sala-
ries. Often, consultancy eamings end up being higher than the actual
salary, especially for professors in areas such as engineering, economics,
and finance, and in geographical locations where opportunities for this
kind of work are plentiful. One of the problems facing academic vice-
presidents in many universities is how to strike an appropriate balance
between the needed focus on applications for prestigious funding for basic
research, and horizontal research contracts which require less strenuous
academic efforts but provide important subsidies for individuals, depart-
ments, and research centers (Yin and White 1994).

Improved financial prospects have made the academic profession
more attractive, as well as given it a more diversified social and eco-
nomic base, but there are great differences by region and discipline.
Universities in hinterland areas are having the most difficulty attracting
and keeping qualified younger faculty, who are easily drawn to the
coastal regions where salaries and consultancy opportunities tend to be
higher (Bai 1993). Fields such as economics, finance, law, and engi-
neering offer excellent opportunities for consultancy, in addition to
being in high demand with students, which makes them attractive ca-
reer areas for younger faculty. By the same token, however, there is a
strong pull on these scholars to take up new business opportunities.

In basic disciplines, such as mathematics, physics, and chemistry,
the situation is very different. There are few opportunities for consul-
tancy work, and prestigious research grants for basic research are
likely to be within reach of only the best scholars in national key-point
universities. Teaching loads tend to be heavy, as a great deal of service
teaching for other departments is required. Faculty members thus have
fewer opportunities either to enhance their incomes or to engage in the
kinds of research activities that will improve their promotion pros-
pects. Faculty members in basic social science and humanities areas
such as history, philosophy, sociology, political science, and literature
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face similar difficulties: inadequate support for research, few opportu-
nities for consultancy, and a general undervaluing of their work in the
present feverish concern with success in the market. Added to their
difficulties is the cloud left by the post-Tiananmen investigations into
theses and academic articles suspected of spreading so-called bour-
geois liberal influences (Hayhoe 1993a).

These differences for academic faculty, by region and discipline, are
further complicated by significant gender differences. University
teaching has been a favored career for women under the socialist sys-
tem, with the result that by the early 1980s, 29 percent of university
faculty were women. In the 1990s, academic careers have become
even more popular with women. By 1993, 37 percent of all faculty
younger than thirty were women. It seems men are more inclined to
accept the risks of new business opportunities, while women are at-
tracted by the stability offered by life on a campus environment, in-
cluding adequate housing, good educational facilities for children, and
reasonable social prestige.

The disturbing elements in this picture are that a disproportionate
number of women are found in the basic sciences and humanities, in
which career prospects are more difficult and service teaching require-
ments are heavy, and that women tend to be less qualified in terms of
graduate degrees than their male colleagues. A master’s degree is now
required for promotion to associate professor, and a doctoral degree to
full professor, but women make up only 26 percent of all master’s
students and around 10 percent of all doctoral students. Women may
be in danger of becoming an academic underclass, expected to take on
heavy teaching and administrative loads at the basic level and less
likely than male colleagues to qualify for promotion through the ranks
or access to higher-level administrative opportunities (Hayhoe and Wu
1996). Thus, while the new conditions of the reform period have cer-
tainly opened up new opportunities for both students and professors to
initiate corporate action, they have also thrown up new barriers to
effective action linked to differences of gender, region, and field of
knowledge in a context in which market forces play an increasing role.

Conclusion: University Autonomy and Civil Society

The debate about civil society in China has placed the issue of auton-
omy on the scholarly agenda, and this issue may help us to understand
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the profound changes taking place in Chinese higher education at the
present time. As we have stressed in this chapter, the idea of autonomy in
China has been shaped by values established before the twentieth century.
This shaping is reflected in zizhu quan, which expresses the ability to
initiate action, rather than zizhi quan or self-government, which carries the
more negative sense of protection from external interference.

We noted that, in traditional higher learning institutions, neither
teachers nor students had a corporate identity compared with their
counterparts in medieval European universities. They never formed
groups in the modern sense until the end of the nineteenth century.
Modern universities, established according to Western patterns in the
late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, nourished a group iden-
tity among students and teachers. The latter created an academic pro-
fession quite separate from the state for the first time. Throughout the
war period, universities enjoyed a considerable degree of autonomy,
partly due to wartime conditions that gave them the space and opportu-
nity to initiate their own contributions to China’s development. There
was a melding, therefore, of aspects of traditions of the shuyuan and
other unofficial institutions in China with the European tradition of
corporate autonomy.

Although universities in the Republican period had been patriotic
and broadly sympathetic to the communist cause, their corporate iden-
tities were erased in the new system established under Soviet influence
in 1952. They were thoroughly restructured and made to fit into the
huge machine of socialist construction. On one level the new system
was clearly influenced by Soviet patterns, but on a deeper level we
might see it as a revival of certain autocratic practices associated with
the imperial institutions of learning and the civil service examination
system. The corporate identity of professors and students was stamped
out as university members were once more integrated into the bureau-
cracy through the state cadre system. All students became cadres-in-
waiting, while professors were given an appropriate position in the
state system. Within a socialist planning process that radiated from the
center to each locality, universities became subordinate parts of vari-
ous ministries and had no opportunity to take their own initiatives in
direct response to social or economic needs. What power they had lay
in the authoritative status of the state, which defined and approved the
knowledge they were allowed to transmit to their students.

Only in the period since 1978 have universities begun to regain
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forms of legal and practical autonomy that have parallels with the
Republican period. Both the large multiversities that are emerging
from the amalgamation brought about by the 2/1/1 Engineering Project
and the small private universities that are now emerging have a corpo-
rate existence recognized in law. Professors and students can use the
institutional base provided by the university to form groupings that
take their own initiatives in the areas of the economy, society, and
state. The importance of their contribution to the ongoing mocerniza-
tion process is more and more recognized by the political authorities,
whose legitimacy depends in turn on the success of this process. We
expect, therefore, that universities will be important institutions in the
creation of a more diversified society, with different social groups able
to make distinctive contributions.

These developments represent a tentative stop on the path to the
emergence of a Chinese civil society. We recognize that university
autonomy in the corporate sense of zizhu quan, “the right to be one’s
own master,” is quite removed from Western conceptions of autonomy
and incorporation. In today’s China, autonomy of professors and stu-
dents is still circumscribed and very much under state control.
Privatization of universities may provide an impetus to nascent civil
society, but this path is fraught with danger, as witnessed by the diffi-
culties encountered by the Chinese Culture Academy and the Eco-
nomic and Social Consultancy Center in the late 1980s. Still,
privatization, a loosening of central controls, and the granting to uni-
versities of “the ability to initiate action” in law have provided Chinese
universities with a framework for the exercise of broader autonomy
that in time may be linked to the growth of a Chinese civil society.
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From State Corporatism to
Social Representation

Local Trade Unions in the Reform Years

Yungqiu Zhang

Chinese trade unions at the local (city and enterprise) level have been
undergoing a gradual and largely unnoticed transformation during the
reform years.! This transformation has been from the trade union as a
state corporatist instrument or bureaucratic agency serving the state’s
purpose for social control and mobilization, to the trade union as a
representative of workers as a social group. The basis for this change
has been an increasing differentiation of interests, particularly within
enterprises, and the growth of tensions between labor and management
brought on by the economic reforms. It has been a dual process none-
theless. Workers have needed trade unions to protect their interests
from infringement by managers, but the state has needed trade unions
to alleviate the social tensions that arise between labor and manage-
ment. To render them effective, the state has had to allow them to
develop a certain degree of autonomy.

I would identify this change as a shift from state corporatism (Chan
1993; Unger and Chan 1995), by which trade unions represent the
state’s interests in society, to social representation, by which trade
unions have come to represent the interests of a particular component
of society. The transformation of the local trade union is significant,
for it points to a change in the broader relations between state and
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society. The recent history of trade unions shows that the two sides
have begun to separate as distinct entities and that societal forces have
been growing vis-a-vis state power. Changes in the role and work of
trade unions thus may shed some light on the disputed topic of whether
civil society has been emerging in China since the 1980s. Civil society
is not the same as social representation, however. The former concept
implies a fully fledged autonomy of social organizations from state
power, which the latter neither implies nor requires. It seems likely,
however, that social representation, once exercised, could evolve into
civil society.

What we are seeing in the trade union movement in China today
may fall short of civil society, but the emergence of social represen-
tation does mark a significant development away from the state
corporatism or socialist corporatism (Pearson 1994) that prevailed
in the Mao years. The state-corporatist model continues to be useful
in identifying high-profile, national-level mass organizations such
as the All-China Women’s Federation and the All-China Federation
of Trade Unions (ACFTU). At the grassroots level, however, no-
tions associated with the concept of civil society, which highlights
the growth of societal forces, are more relevant to understanding
popular organizations such as enterprise-level trade unions. Apply-
ing the concept of civil society does not necessarily mean that I
acknowledge that a civil society “exists” in China, but I do find the
concept useful in identifying trends of social change as well as in
characterizing particular changes in state-society relations in the re-
form years. I will limit my use of the concept to changes at the
grassroots level and within a certain sector (city- and enterprise-
level trade unions), rather than applying it to the whole of society
and its relations with the state.

This chapter has three sections. The first briefly looks at the rela-
tions of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) with trade unions before
1949, then focuses on the fate of trade unions from 1949 to the mid-
1980s, especially the rationale for their being neutralized by state
power. The second section analyzes changes in local trade unions and
the forces behind them since the mid-1980s, using the coastal city
Qingdao in Shandong province as a case study. The final section
offers some general observations about the changed relations between
the state and trade unions and what these changes may mean for
state-society relations in the future.
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State Corporatism and Trade Unions before
the Reform

The CCP had a long experience of working with trade unions before it
took power in 1949. It had been infiltrating the ranks of workers in the
cities and organizing trade unions from the day of its birth. The Party
explicitly asserted its prerogative to lead the trade unions it organized
in its founding documents of 1921, although in reality such leadership
was limited. Because the cities came to be controlled by its chief
adversary, the Nationalist Party, the CCP engaged in clandestine trade
union activities. It faced intense competition from the Nationalist re-
gime and capitalists in controlling trade unions, such that the Commu-
nist-led “red trade unions” were often neutralized by the “scab trade
unions” organized by the Nationalist regime or manipulated by capital-
ists (Wang et al. 1992: 18081, 195). Even within a red trade union,
the CCP had to rely heavily on non-Party activists, many of whom
were simultaneously members of other independent social organiza-
tions such as native-place associations and religious societies (Fu
1987). Usually, Party members cooperated with, rather than dictated
to, non-Party trade union leaders. Moreover, the CCP recognized the
legitimacy of the distinct interests of workers as opposed to those of
the Nationalist government and its constituency of capitalists. It
claimed that the primary function of red trade unions was to safeguard
the workers’ interests against encroachment from government and cap-
ital. It stressed the necessity for trade unions to engage in economic
struggles to improve working conditions and raise wages as early as
1922. The communists were committed to this ideology and made
great efforts to get red trade unions involved in economic struggles.
Since protecting workers’ interests coincided with the Communists’
goal of overthrowing the existing state and winning national power, the
CCP was ready to exploit contradictions between the (Nationalist) state
and society (workers) and posed as the workers’ ally or representative.
Yet the CCP’s influence on trade unions was offset and restrained by
other forces before 1949. Even the red trade unions under CCP spon-
sorship enjoyed a considerable degree of autonomy from the Party.
Concerned with workers’ benefits rather than just with serving as the
Party’s political instrument, they functioned as workers’ organizations.?
The trade unions did not abruptly lose their autonomy and import-
ance when the CCP took over from the Nationalists in 1949. During
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the early years of its rule, roughly from 1949 to 1956, the Communist
regime was lenient to trade unions and refrained from arbitrarily im-
posing its will on them. Such leniency was based on considerations of
political expediency. The communists had been concentrated in rural
areas before 1949. When they first moved into cities, they found
themselves in a suspicious and even hostile environment. They faced
the enormous task of restoring the urban economy and protecting cities
from the sabotage of residual and hidden reactionary forces. The Com-
munist regime desperately needed the close cooperation of workers
and trade unions, especially in taking over the enterprises of the so-
called bureaucratic capitalists. To forestall embezzlement, the regime
recruited trade union members into the groups that were formed at the
time to take over the operation of factories and monitor warehouses.
As an expedient measure for stabilizing the urban economy, the regime
allowed the national capitalists to continue their ownership and man-
agement of enterprises. Because this temporary arrangement meant
that there still existed a proprietary class potentially hostile to the new
regime, the latter found it useful to rely on trade unions to supervise
this class and act as a mediator in labor-management disputes. The
indispensability of trade unions for the CCP in dealing with urban
problems earned unions high prestige, substantial influence, and a cer-
tain autonomy during this period. The regime treated trade unions
more like a partner than a subordinate. The power of trade unions was
partly manifested in the repeated protest activities of workers, such as
petitions, strikes, and slowdowns. In the central and southern regions
alone, fourteen such incidents were reported in the first five months of
1953 (ACFTU 1989: 172-75). Trade unions were most likely in-
volved, or at least tacitly acquiesced, in these protest activities.
However, even during these “good days” for the trade unions, there
were already ominous signs that their authority and autonomy would
be restricted. In December 1951, Li Lisan, the Party secretary of the
ACFTU, was removed from his position for “committing the mistakes
of syndicalism and economism.” Li insisted that trade unions, as mass
organizations of workers, had different functions from the Party. They
should retain organizational independence and the Party’s leadership
over them should be only ideological. To the central party leaders, Li
was endorsing a separation of trade unions from the leadership of the
CCP—what the Party called syndicalism. Li also acknowledged that
within state-owned enterprises there were contradictions between
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“public” (state) interests and “‘private” (workers’) interests, with the
former represented by an enterprise’s managerial authorities and the
latter by its trade union. This distinction was the basis for the existence
of trade unions in the socialist state: they should be primarily con-
cerned with workers’ personal economic benefits. The Party con-
demned Li’s view of the role of trade unions as “economism.” Li’s
removal did not affect the trade unions’ position, however, for Li was
succeeded by Lai Ruoyu as the principal leader of the ACFTU. Lai
shared Li’s opinions, although he had to join in criticizing his prede-
cessor (Lai 1957).

Fundamental changes in the relations between trade unions and the
Party (state) did not take place until after 1956. By the end of that
year, China had completed the process of “socialist transformation.”
Private industrial and commercial enterprises had been taken over by
the state and had become “public-owned enterprises.” Gone also was
the national bourgeoisie as a proprietary class, and as a potential threat
to the regime. For the first time, the CCP firmly controlled the nation’s
economic resources and was without major political rivals. All of this
was achieved with the cooperation of the trade unions. Now the party-
state was able and ready to impose absolute authority over society,
including mass organizations such as trade unions. From the party-
state’s point of view, trade unions had finished their historical mission
of helping the Party win and consolidate power and, therefore, were no
longer indispensable. If they continued to exist, they had to be incorpo-
rated into the state bureaucratic structure.

To justify this position, the regime took pains to stress the unity of
interests of the party-state and workers and to downplay the contradic-
tions between them. It claimed that, with the establishment of “socialist
public ownership,” enterprises belonged to all members of society in-
cluding workers. Only on the workers’ behalf did the state take the
responsibility of managing these enterprises. In doing so, the state
represented the workers’ long-term and fundamental interests. There
was simply no room for the kind of labor-management disputes and
conflicts that existed in capitalist countries or in China before the
socialist transformation. Workers did not need separate organizations
such as trade unions to represent and protect them (Guo Zhefeng 1989:
123-29). The Communist regime was deliberately denying the distinc-
tion between the state and trade unions as social organizations, with
the aim of neutralizing the latter.
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The party-state’s efforts to neutralize trade unions began with the
criticism of Lai Ruoyu in 1958. It charged Lai with “not only repeat-
ing but also expanding the mistakes of Li Lisan,” namely, syndicalism
and economism. This time, the criticism was more hostile than it had
been with Li Lisan. Lai and his associates in the ACFTU were branded
as “rightist opportunists” who wanted to make the trade unions into
their “independent kingdom,” “placing them above the Party and the
government,” and “using trade unions as a base to seize power from
the Party” (Liu Lantao 1958). Trade union leaders were regarded as
anti-Party, antigovernment elements, and their contradictions with the
party-state were defined as antagonistic. In retrospect, the above
charges were excessive and far beyond the truth. But they indicated
that trade unions were still a potentially influential force that had not
been completely subordinated to the Party, and that they could be used
by some factions in power struggles. The criticism of Lai also showed
the Party’s fear that trade unions might deviate from Communist lead-
ership. Deprived of all their previous bargaining chips and confronted
with an increasingly hostile and powerful party-state, trade unions
were doomed to suffer.

In criticizing Lai, the CCP laid down its principles on the role of
trade unions and their future relations with the Party. First, trade
unions had “unconditionally” to accept the Party’s leadership not only
ideologically, but also organizationally. At all levels, they could be-
come functional departments of Party committees and work under the
latter’s “absolute” authority. Second, the major purpose of trade unions
was to serve the Party. Third, Party members working with trade
unions represented the Party and not the trade union. They had to
follow the Party’s directives and could not assert their independence
(Liu Lantao 1958).

This sounded the death knell for trade unions. To put these princi-
ples into practice was tantamount to abolishing trade unions. The Com-
munist regime did not choose to make abolition an element of state
policy, but allowed unions to survive as mass organizations in form
while changing them into a tool of the Party in substance. This is the
technique of state corporatism, a concept elaborated by Anita Chan
(Chan 1993; see also Unger and Chan 1995). Chan has used it to
analyze the ACFTU, the top layer of China’s trade union hierarchy, in
the 1950s and the reform years. She understands state corporatism as
an arrangement by which a socialist state imposes vertical organiza-
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tional controls on the population. The state either creates new organi-
zations or incorporates existing ones, such as women’s federations,
youth leagues, and above all trade unions, into the state bureaucracy.
The concept stresses the overwhelming power of the state versus soci-
ety; accordingly, it is more useful for understanding trade unions be-
fore the reform than after, although Chan applies it to both periods. In
the reform years, trade unions at the local level have been breaking
away from official control and moving out of the state-corporatist
mold. To understand this process better, we need to pay more attention
to the growing power of society. This is not to deny the validity of
Chan’s application of the concept of “state corporatism” to the ACFTU
in the reform years, when the national-level trade union underwent
relatively little change compared with its local counterparts and still
remained within the state-corporatist structure.

State-corporatist principles and techniques shaped trade unions from
the late 1950s until the mid-1980s. During this period, trade unions lost
their popular character and were no longer workers’ organizations.
They became appendages or bureaucratic agencies of the party-state
and served the latter’s interests. Trade union cadres were appointed by
same-level Party committees to whom they were directly responsible.
Their funds were provided by the government. Membership was com-
pulsory. The primary tasks of trade unions were to cooperate with
Party committees or administrative authorities in conducting such pro-
jects as “communist education” and the mobilizing of workers for
“labor competition,” “technological reform and innovation,” and “in-
creasing production and practicing economy” (Liu Lantao 1958;
ACFTU 1989: 677-86). Sometimes trade unions were assigned the job
of overseeing and organizing such trivial matters as recreational activi-
ties and physical exercise. They showed little interest in the issues that
most concerned workers: wage increases and labor protection. If any
trade union leaders had bothered interfering in such matters on the
workers’ behalf, they would have been rebuked by Party committees
or enterprise administrators for “contending for power with the Party
and government, which best represent the interests of the working
class” (Guo Zhefeng 1989: 9—19). Without autonomy or power or a
willingness to speak for workers, trade unions lost their trust. Workers
felt that trade unions were too submissive to Party committees. In their
language, the unions had to obey and serve the Party and government
“as a daughter-in-law does to her mother-in-law.” From the point of
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view of workers’ interests, trade unions were just “skeletons” (Tian
and Xu 1988: 58). They suffered severe setbacks during the Cultural
Revolution, when most were paralyzed and some even abolished under
the slogan of “strengthening the Party’s unified leadership.”

In sum, the period before 1949 and in the early 1950s was the
golden age of trade unions in terms of the autonomy and influence they
enjoyed as workers’ organizations. This had been possible because of
the diversity of social and political forces and the conflicts among
them. By the late 1950s, trade unions lost their autonomous character
and became “officialized” (guanhua). They operated within a state-
corporatist structure and served the state’s interests. Trade unions lost
their former value as an ally, and their further autonomy could only
hamper the regime’s attempt to gain unified control over the whole of
society.

Urban Reform and Changes in Local Trade Unions

Urban reform was formally set in motion in 1984 to enhance produc-
tivity by “enlivening” (gaohuo) enterprises. Among the major reform
programs that were introduced were factory-director (manager) re-
sponsibility and various forms of enterprise contracting and leasing.
The reform was basically a process of redistributing resources and
power. An increasing differentiation of the population into distinct
social or interest groups placed them in potentially conflictual relation-
ships. In enterprises, the two major interest groups were the managerial
elite and the workers. The latter were in a particularly precarious situa-
tion and vulnerable to encroachment from management on issues such
as wages and bonuses. They needed some organizational means to
protect their specific interests. This was the basis for the emerging
changes in the responsibilities assigned to local trade unions. The state
began to refrain from directly interfering in enterprise operations and
became more tolerant of local trade unions as mass organizations. It
required trade unions to share its burdens in mediating labor-management
disputes and especially in redressing workers’ grievances. To the state,
the enthusiastic involvement of workers in the reform was a necessary
condition for the success of the modernization crusade. After nearly 30
years of being tightly controlled by the party-state, trade unions had
gained some room to maneuver, which allowed them a chance to
champion workers’ interests.
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Under the director-responsibility system, the ownership and manage-
ment of enterprises were separated. The state retained ownership while
delegating management to enterprise directors. The latter were confirmed
as the legal representatives of enterprises and assumed the central position
in their operation. Directors were made responsible for the profits and
losses of their enterprises. At the same time, they received a variety of
powers over such issues as labor reorganization, rewards, and penalties.
Directors or managers were usually technical professionals or former
administrative personnel. They constituted a unique interest group, dis-
tinct from both the state bureaucracy and the workers. To enhance their
interests and to safeguard themselves against state intrusion, they formed
their own organizations such as directors’ associations (Qingdao ribao
[ODRB], 277 January 1985). This managerial group was still in its infancy
in the 1980s: it was not completely independent of state bureaucracy, nor
were many of its members qualified for their positions as they lacked the
expertise and skill needed to manage modern enterprises (An, Huang, and
Cui 1990: 72—73). Vulnerable to interference from the state, managers
were nonetheless in a powerful position relative to workers. Unlike the
previous enterprise leadership, the new managers were more concerned
with profitability than ideological issues. They used every means at their
disposal to increase profit, sometimes at the expense of workers. Many
managers resorted to strict labor discipline and harsh penalties, including
heavy fines and dismissals for minor misconduct. For example, some
managers stipulated that workers would lose a month’s bonus for being
late once. They tried to hold down wage increases, extend working hours,
and even replace regular workers with cheap casual laborers (Zhang and
Wang 1988). Such devices were especially common in enterprises operat-
ing under the leasing or contracting system. Concerned only with short-
term results, managers frequently ignored their workers’ situation,
including worker safety. Some did not hesitate to abuse their power by
giving priority to themselves, their family members, relatives, and friends
in matters such as promotion and the distribution of bonuses and housing.
According to a survey conducted in 1986, 45.35 percent of worker re-
spondents felt that their relations with cadres and managers had deterio-
rated since the reform. Some workers complained that people in their
enterprises were divided into two camps: the cadres, who made up the
managerial elite, and the workers. The former enjoyed benefits far beyond
the latter; the gap between them could not be closed (Yu 1987: 19-20;
190-91).
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As a social group, workers were clearly at a disadvantage in the
reform years. Their social status had declined from that of “masters of
the state” and “leading class” to being mere hired laborers. Workers
complained that “we have returned overnight to the pre-Liberation days
after thirty years of working hard.” Although their status as masters of
the state had been little more than an illusion, workers felt that they had
enjoyed respect under Mao’s doctrine of “placing all under the leader-
ship of the working class.” In the reform years, that illusion was being
shattered, and the former leading class sank into oblivion.? Workers
were generally looked down on and regarded as ignorant and rough.
Elitist elements in the reform faction, some of whom were proponents
of neoauthoritarianism,* felt that workers were simply laborers to be
dictated to, rather than a dynamic force that could be relied on to pro-
mote reform (An, Huang, and Cui 1990: 4-5; Yu 1987: 352-53). As the
glory of workers faded, the previously despised professionals and tech-
nical experts were elevated to unprecedented high status.

Perhaps more important than the psychological blow of losing their
status as the leading class was the workers’ relationship to the new
economic benefits. The urban reform endorsed the principle of material
incentives and linked workers’ rewards to performance. Pursuing indi-
vidual interests was finally recognized as legitimate and was encour-
aged. Workers, like all other social strata, became increasingly
concerned with personal economic benefits. Eager to get rich, they
became ever more sensitive to infringements on their financial pros-
pects. While workers were generally better off than before the reform,
jobs and income were less secure. They felt more susceptible to forces
beyond their control, facing strong competition in the job market, inas-
much as there existed a large “reserve army of labor” flowing from the
rural areas into cities. Workers were living in the shadow of unemploy-
ment as some enterprises edged toward bankruptcy and were leased out
to individual contractors without consultation (Guo Zhefeng 1989: 251—
60). Workers found that the odds were always against them, and that
their desire to get rich was unrealistic. Although the first blamed were
their immediate bosses, workers did not realize the root cause of their
problems was the transition from the planned economy to a market-ori-
ented economy. The managerial elite served as an easy scapegoat in a
situation that was essentially beyond the control of either group.

As employers and employees came to constitute separate groups
within an enterprise, they found themselves in conflict. Workers felt
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they needed their own organizations to deal with the management. This
placed the state in a dilemma. On the one hand, it had to guarantee the
authority of the managerial elite on whom it relied to operate enter-
prises profitably and contribute to state revenue. On the other hand, the
state had to find some way to appease workers who were in a particu-
larly disadvantageous position in which their interests were being vio-
lated by the managerial elite. The state had to address these grievances
and could not afford to alienate workers as a base of social power.
Chinese leaders knew well the ancient admonition that “water can
carry a boat and it can also capsize it.” They realized from the example
of Solidarity in Poland that a long-suppressed social group such as
industrial workers could become an explosive force and a formidable
political rival for a Communist regime (Tian and Xu 1988: I; Guo
Zhefeng 1989: 33—41). The regime’s survival thus depended on re-
dressing workers’ grievances and alleviating tensions with the manage-
rial elite.

The state turned to trade unions for help, stressing the need for
strengthening their role as workers’ organizations. In doing so, the
state recognized the wisdom of permitting them to retain more auton-
omy. In 1987 Party Secretary-General Zhao Ziyang suggested that
trade unions be distinguished from the Party and government in their
functions: “Trade unions should represent workers’ interests, speak for
workers, and make them feel trade unions are their own organizations”
(Tian and Xu 1988: 1). In the same vein, an enterprise law passed in
1988 clearly stipulated that “trade unions in enterprises represent and
protect the workers’ interests and operate independently and autono-
mously according to the law” (ACFTU 1989: 1603—-1615). Such state-
ments marked a fundamental departure from the regime’s past
positions on trade unions, which had come about in response to pres-
sures from trade union leaders and scholars of workers’ movements.>

The most vocal and persistent defense of workers’ interests and
appeals for trade union reforms came from leaders of the ACFTU,
including Ni Zhifu, Luo Gan, and Chen Bingquan. They endorsed
protecting workers’ interests as the primary function of trade unions
and the rationale for their existence. They emphasized that workers, as
a distinct social group, had their own interests. Workers’ “lawful inter-
ests could be violated by bureaucratism and corrupt practices of state
organs and managerial personnel of enterprises.” To defend their inter-
ests, workers needed to form their own trade unions based on the
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principle of voluntarism (Luo Gan 1982; Tian and Xu 1988: 50-55,
72-77). The ACFTU leaders argued that trade unions should be “inde-
pendent and autonomous” rather than attached to Party organizations
and subject to the dictates of the government. They should only follow
the general policies of the Party while working as an equal partner of
government. At the same time, the ACFTU reminded the local trade
unions of their responsibility in this transformation. Local trade unions
needed to overcome their “bureaucratic airs” and “administrative incli-
nation” and become genuinely “mass-based” and “democratized” by
concentrating on working at the grassroots (ACFTU 1988; Tian and
Xu 1988: 2-19).

Some specialists on industrial relations suggested that trade unions
should enjoy the rights “to participate in state and social affairs and
enterprise administration,” “to be involved in making important deci-
sions concerning workers’ rights and benefits,” “to make proposals
regarding labor legislation,” and even to go on strike (Tian and Xu
1988: 330-39). Arguments for the rights of unions made by the
ACFTU and labor scholars were popular with local-level union leaders
and received wide support (Sun 1988; QDRB, 12 December 1987, 23
June 1988, 29 August 1988).6 These appeals cannot be dismissed sim-
ply as rhetorical “pure talk” (gingtan), for they took place in a public
context. The discussions about the changing role of trade unions from
which the foregoing comments have been taken were all carried out
publicly in open meetings and in newspapers and magazines. Thus,
there did emerge in the reform era a kind of “public space,” no matter
how limited, that trade union leaders were able to use to press their
case. This public space contributed significantly to making possible the
advocacy of views that were a clear negation of the official doctrines
on trade unions that had existed since the late 1950s. This exchange of
views also constituted a search for a new ideology to justify the role of
unions in society. Trade unions proved ready to take advantage of the
relatively liberal political atmosphere, which was emerging as the
Party loosened its controls, to argue for changes in the nature and
functions of trade unions.

Such changes indeed took place, and are especially visible at the
local (city and enterprise) level. In the 1980s, trade unions usually
consisted of three layers: one general trade union at the city level;
several general trade unions immediately below it at the level of dis-
tricts or bureaus; and enterprise unions. In my research on the city of
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Qingdao in Shandong province, I found that, in the reform years,
unions at all levels were becoming more inclined to represent and
safeguard the interests of workers; that they actively sought to have a
voice in making policies affecting workers’ interests; and that they
were breaking away from direct official control and gaining a measure
of autonomy, especially at the second (bureau) and third (enterprise)
levels.

The Qingdao General Trade Union (QGTU) stated unequivocally
that it and other trade unions represented the interests of the city’s
workers. To publicize this position and attract public attention to trade
unions, it organized a city-wide discussion in 1988 on “how to build
trade unions as the workers’ own organization.” The discussion lasted
two months, and half a million workers were involved (Sun 1992: 43),
The QGTU resorted to a variety of means to advocate on behalf of
workers’ interests. It strengthened the institution of “letters and visits”
and established open telephone lines to union presidents to take
workers’ appeals. It set up a legal advisors’ office to provide legal
assistance to workers, notably in their disputes with management. The
office actively exposed violations of workers’ interests by management
and urged the latter to follow the law and show restraint in imposing
penalties on workers (QDRB, 15 September 1989). The QGTU fre-
quently conducted investigations of workers’ conditions and transmit-
ted workers’ requests to the city Party committee and government as
well as to the upper-level trade unions. In 1988 and 1989, the QGTU
completed fifteen special investigation reports and published eighty-
seven issues of Gongyun xinxi (Information on the workers’ move-
ment). Sixty-three of the QGTU’s proposals were adopted by the city
authorities and the upper-level trade unions. Most of these proposals
concerned workers’ immediate interests, such as labor insurance, labor
protection, and welfare.

The QGTU also became directly involved in the city’s “leading
group” for the comprehensive reform of labor, wages, personnel, and
insurance, and participated in formulating policies and regulations. It
requested that adjustments of wage increase rates in enterprises favor
workers “on the front line” (those on the shop floor as distinguished
from those in office jobs); that workers’ medical welfare be protected;
and that workers’ congresses have a say in the process of distribution
within enterprises. Most of these suggestions received a positive re-
sponse from the city authorities (Qingdao nianjian [QDNJ] 1989:
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220-21; 1990: 226; 1991: 158). The QGTU was particularly concerned
with the “democratic administration of enterprises.” It established a
special organ, the Department of Democratic Administration, to en-
courage and ensure workers’ supervision over enterprise management.
The department helped set up workers’ congresses, which were speci-
fied in the new Enterprise Law (see below), and it conducted frequent
inspections of their operation. To make these congresses a formal and
regular institution, the QGTU drafted an influential report on strength-
ening “workers’ democratic administration of enterprises,” and a regu-
lation on the operation of workers’ congress within enterprises (Sun
1992: 27). Furthermore, the QGTU guided trade unions in enterprises
to set up special organs such as women’s committees, wage commit-
tees, and mediation groups to serve as watchdogs of workers’ interests
(ODNJ 1990: 226).

It should be pointed out that the QGTU did not act on its own but
was pursuing most of these initiatives with the support of city authori-
ties. The close relationship between the two is not surprising. The
QGTU president was chosen by the city Party committee, albeit with
some public input; he was also a member of the city Party committee’s
standing committee. City Party authorities needed the cooperation of
trade unions and intended to retain control over them; yet, this did not
necessarily mean that the QGTU simply served as the Party’s instru-
ment. Trade unions expected to have their leaders recruited into policy-
making bodies so that they could articulate their demands more
legitimately. The QGTU was ready to use officially sanctioned institu-
tions and channels to promote initiatives that served its interests and
those of its constituency. Despite its official ties, or perhaps because of
them, the QGTU behaved more like a champion of labor than a state
agency, and its president could act as a representative of trade unions
within the Party rather than just as the Party’s representative within
trade unions. It would be a mistake to assume a conflictual relationship
between trade unions and city authorities, for they shared much in
common. Both were concerned with maintaining social stability and
economic development, and thus often proceeded in agreement.

At the enterprise level, trade unions played their role primarily
through workers’ congresses, for which they served as the executive
organ. According to the Enterprise Law, the trade union committee
was the “working organ of the workers’ congress” in an enterprise and
had responsibility for handling the congress’ day-to-day work



138 CIVIL SOCIETY IN CHINA

(ACFTU 1989: 1610). By 1990, workers’ congresses had been set up
in 2,220 enterprises and institutions in Qingdao, accounting for 80
percent of the city’s total enterprises (ODRB, 16 April 1990). The
Enterprise Law empowered them to participate in enterprise adminis-
tration, scrutinizing policies advanced by the management and super-
vising managers’ performance. As popular institutions, their primary
function was to safeguard workers’ immediate economic interests
against encroachment by management. The efficacy of these workers’
congresses varied from one enterprise to another. Some succumbed to
formalism and played only a marginal role. Others, however, were
active and effective, especially in evaluating managerial personnel and
enterprise cadres. In 1988, among 16,761 people subject to workers’
congress evaluation, 303 lost their positions due to unfavorable evalua-
tion results (Sun 1992: 28). Workers’ congresses could also frustrate
operational plans or proposals within the enterprise, notably those in-
volving wage readjustment, distribution of bonuses and houses, and
penalties on workers who had broken regulations. In 1990, 312 of
2,117 proposals challenged by workers’ congresses failed to go into
effect as a result of their opposition (ODNJ 1991: 158). Workers’
congresses, therefore, provided workers with a channel to express
themselves and served as a check on management. Backed by their
own institutions, workers could be more outspoken in the reform years
and so hinder the managerial elite from taking unpopular actions.

Compared with the Qingdao General Trade Union, trade unions at
the enterprise level acquired even more autonomy. At this level, a
system of direct elections for choosing enterprise union presidents
gradually replaced the older appointment system. The experiment with
direct elections started in six enterprises in early 1988. By the end of
1989, the system was extended to 690 enterprises. Candidates were
recommended by members of enterprises, including workers and cad-
res; they could also come forward on the basis of self-recommenda-
tion. Often, ordinary workers were elected (ODRB, 27 November
1988; Sun 1992: 26). The elected leaders proved more responsive to
workers’ concerns than their appointed predecessors.

The degree of autonomy for enterprise-level trade unions also in-
creased due to the erosion of the authority of the Party committees within
enterprises. With the implementation of the director-responsibility sys-
tem, Party committees retreated from administrative affairs and con-
centrated on ideological and political education. As the urban reform
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went on, however, ideology was no longer a concern for workers.
Material benefits counted more than CCP membership, and the leader-
ship of the Party was only nominal. Leading figures within Party com-
mittees watched helplessly as workers rejected their leadership. Their
prestige and power faded away. For trade unions, this was something
to celebrate: their “mother-in-law” had been removed and some free
space had opened up.

As administration became streamlined, a number of industrial bu-
reaus and bureau-level Party committees directly under city authorities
were abolished, which meant that the corresponding bureau-level trade
unions also died away. In their place emerged a new type of organiza-
tion, the trade union federations. These federations were formed by
trade unions at the grassroots level in enterprises within the same in-
dustrial sector. In Weifang, for example, a federation of trade unions
for the textile industry was formed from most of the enterprise trade
unions in this sector. Similar organizations were created in the sectors
of heavy machinery, light industry, and chemicals. The initiative for
organizing these independent federations came from enterprise trade
unions rather than from the political authorities. Membership was vol-
untary, leaders were elected instead of being appointed, and their oper-
ating funds came from the members rather than from the government.
The federations did not attach themselves to Party committees or gov-
ernmental organs and were largely free from direct political interference
(Xu et al. 1988). In Weifang and Changzhou, two cities experimenting
with institutional reform, the federations were more autonomous than
the unions at the enterprise level.

Immediately after the Tiananmen incident in 1989, the regime at-
tempted to tighten its control over social organizations. Following a
regulation from the State Council on the administration of social orga-
nizations issued in October 1989, the Qingdao authorities systemati-
cally investigated and registered social organizations in the city with
the purpose of eliminating “disturbing elements.” It stipulated that any
unregistered organizations had to disband; that those with similar func-
tions be combined; and that those breaking regulations be banned
(ODRB, 26 March 1991). In terms of trade union work, however, there
was no turning back. Although the regime repeatedly stressed the im-
portance of the unified leadership of the Party, it recognized that trade
unions were workers’ organizations, and accepted the need for them to
operate autonomously (CCP 1989). After a short period of retrench-
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ment, the economic reform resumed and gained new momentum, espe-
cially after Deng Xiaoping’s “southern tour” in 1992. In 1993, the
regime officially endorsed the market economy and began the experi-
ment with establishing “a modern enterprise system.” This new round
of reform aimed at transforming state-owned enterprises into indepen-
dent economic entities with the status of a juridical person. It confirmed
that labor was a commodity and virtually acknowledged that the rela-
tionship between workers and enterprises was a purely economic con-
tract between wage laborers and employers. The latter had the power to
hire or fire workers, while workers had the freedom to choose employ-
ers. In reality, however, the existence of a large surplus labor force
meant that workers had little choice in the face of “rationalization.” The
scheme for developing a market economy in the post-Tiananmen period
thus contributed to intensifying labor-management tensions, notably in
the former state-owned sector. Both the regime and the workers still
needed trade unions, albeit for different purposes, and the trend toward
increased autonomy has not been reversed.

Two developments in the early 1990s confirmed this trend. First, the
state made more of an effort to legalize the rights of enterprise trade
unions as workers’ representatives and as mediators in labor-manage-
ment disputes, as seen in the Trade Union Law, the Regulations on
Handling Labor Disputes in Enterprises, and the Labor Law, passed in
1992, 1993, and 1994, respectively. Under the Labor Law, enterprise
trade unions could now supervise the implementation of labor con-
tracts between workers and employers and intervene on the workers’
behalf if employers cancel or break contracts without good cause. The
law also stipulates that trade unions represent workers in signing col-
lective contracts with management regarding wages, working hours,
vacation, labor safety and sanitation, and insurance and welfare. The
law puts enterprise trade unions on the side of workers (Gongren ribao
[GRRB], 6 July 1994).

Dispute mediation became a primary function of enterprise-level
trade unions (GRRB, 8 April 1992). Each enterprise was required to set
up a tripartite mediation committee consisting of representatives from the
workers, management, and the trade union, with the union representa-
tive acting as director. Trade union representatives were also to sit in
arbitration committees at the county, urban district, and city levels. If a
dispute between labor and management were to arise in an enterprise,
the two parties might first seek a solution by the enterprise-mediation
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committee. If mediation failed, they could apply for arbitration by the
arbitration committees. The last resort was to bring the case to the
People’s Court (GRRB, 21 July 1993, 6 July 1994).

These laws and regulations have provided trade unions with legal
means to defend workers’ rights and interests and given unions a legiti-
mate niche as mediators in enterprises, roles that demand a large mea-
sure of autonomy from state organs. Concerned with maintaining
stable and harmonious labor relations in enterprises, the state hoped to
forestall labor disputes at the enterprise level to reduce lawsuits and
limit social unrest that might disturb production. If transferring part of
the burden of settling labor disputes to trade unions meant granting
some autonomy, it was in the interests of the state to do so. The state
also welcomed trade-union involvement in mediation as part of its own
disengagement from the direct supervision of class relations and its
attempt to adopt a new role as the neutral representative of all the
people. If the state was ready to disengage itself from labor disputes, it
was not only to appease workers, but at least partly to avoid becoming
a target of grievances from either workers or management. As of July
1993, 220,000 mediation committees at enterprises and 2,800 arbitra-
tion committees at the urban-district or city level had been set up,
accepting and hearing a million labor dispute cases. Of these, 710,000
were settled by enterprise-mediation committees, and most of the rest
were decided by arbitration committees. Only about a thousand cases
went to litigation (GRRB, 21 July 1993).

A second important development in the early 1990s was that local
trade unions began to penetrate private and foreign-related enterprises.
These enterprises had mushroomed in China’s coastal areas in the
reform years. In the 1980s they were basically exempt from the intru-
sion of trade unions, not only by regulation, but also because private
and foreign entrepreneurs objected to working with unions, fearing
wage-hike demands. Some foreign investors threatened to suspend
their investments when they detected signs of union organizing in their
enterprises. At the same time, local authorities were too eager to woo
foreign capital to encourage union organizing in foreign-related enter-
prises. In addition, most workers in these labor-intensive enterprises
came from rural areas. Poorly educated, they did not understand the
role of trade unions in the protection of their interests; some even did
not know what a trade union was (GRRB, 20 August 1993, 23 March
1994, 17 February 1995).
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The labor-management relationship turned out to be more strained
in foreign-related enterprises than in Chinese enterprises. This was due
partly to cultural barriers between foreign employers and Chinese
workers, the latter, at least initially, being unused to the efficient but
strict capitalist mode of management. The greater cause for conflict lay
on the other side, however. Foreign managers often forced workers to
work extra shifts without overtime pay. In some of Qingdao’s foreign
enterprises, workers were expected to work between nine and thirteen
hours a day. In one electronics company, each worker averaged an
extra hundred hours a month. In addition, some foreign investors ne-
glected labor safety. In chemical enterprises in Qingdao and
Guangdong, no dust and gas protection equipment was installed, and
severe accidents resulted. Other foreigners hired labor without signing
contracts or without stipulating what rights workers should have. Some
Chinese even felt that foreign-related enterprises were reviving prac-
tices once prevalent (and thoroughly condemned) in the days before
1949, including corporal punishment and personal insult. For example,
a toy company in Qingdao used male guards to body-search women
workers to prevent theft (GRRB, 10 November 1993, 1 August 1994,
19 December 1994; Liu and Zeng 1994). Such treatment often pro-
voked resistance from workers, such as slowdowns, deliberate wasting
of materials, and strikes. In January 1993, Chinese workers in a Japan-
ese-owned electrical machinery plant in Qingdao staged a strike to
protest their treatment. The strike lasted eight days and was supported
by workers from two other foreign enterprises (ODRB, 22 June 1994).
From January through May 1993, strikes occurred nationwide in a
hundred foreign-related enterprises (GRRB, 11 November 1993). Such
disturbances happened more readily in foreign-related enterprises in
part because there were no organizations such as Party committees to
deter them. Chinese workers realized that militancy against foreign
capitalists would not have political consequences.

These references to labor unrest are not intended to tarnish the
image of foreign-related enterprises in China. Most have performed
well and have made substantial contributions to China’s moderniza-
tion. But problems did arise, and where they did, they drew the atten-
tion of the authorities and trade union leaders, convincing both that
trade unions were needed as mediators between labor and employers in
foreign-related enterprises, perhaps even more so than in their Chinese
counterparts. In 1994, the CCP Central Committee and the State Coun-
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cil transmitted a report by the ACFTU on creating trade unions in
foreign-related enterprises, urging local authorities to place this on
their agenda. Later, the ACFTU and five ministries under the State
Council jointly issued a notice on strengthening the trade union work
in foreign-related enterprises (GRRB, 21 October 1994, 2 November
1994). In Qingdao in 1993, the city Party committee put forward the
so-called three-simultaneous principle: in negotiating foreign invest-
ment projects, the Chinese side should simultaneously explain to for-
eign business people and stipulate in contracts that workers have the
right to organize trade unions according to the law; that preparations
should be made for organizing trade unions while enterprises are under
construction; and that they should begin to function simultaneously
when the enterprises go into operation. In close cooperation with the
city authorities, the QGTU and district-level trade unions made annual
plans to establish trade unions in 85 percent of all foreign-related en-
terprises in the city by the end of 1993 (GRRB, 20 August 1993, 15
December 1993, 22 June 1994).

Trade unions have taken it upon themselves to harmonize relations
between Chinese workers and foreign employers. They voice workers’
requests and grievances to employers and act on their behalf in negoti-
ations. Yet, trade unions also act as a useful partner of employers.
They help foreign capitalists understand aspects of local culture that
affect the workplace, and provide suggestions as to how enterprises
might be better operated. They cooperate with management in explain-
ing labor policies to workers, maintaining labor discipline, and modify-
ing or curbing unreasonable demands from some workers, thereby
preventing minor disputes from evolving into confrontations. The
work of trade unions as mediators in foreign-related enterprises has
proved to be constructive and indispensable. Most of the major labor-
management disputes that have flared up in the wake of these changes
have occurred in enterprises without trade unions (GRRB, 11 Novem-
ber 1993; Sheng et al. 1994).

Trade unions in foreign-related enterprises are usually started by
cadres sent down by local Party committees or higher-level unions.
Over time, their leaders have come to be chosen by elections. In the
Shekou Industrial District of Shenzhen, for example, annual elections
took place in 1994 in 99.8 percent of foreign-related enterprises. These
unions operated quite autonomously and gained enormous influence
within their enterprises (GRRB, 1 December 1994). Their autonomy
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can be accounted for partly by the absence of Party organizations.
Ultimately, however, it stems from the multiple roles of unions as
mediators in the complex new environment created by the reform.
Workers look to trade unions as their representatives; foreign employ-
ers must seek their cooperation in dealing with workers; and the party-
state relies on them to stabilize labor-management relations.

Trade Unions, the State, and Civil Society:
Toward Social Representation

Local trade unions in the reform years have shaken off the status of
being official agencies of the state. The changes have taken place grad-
ually and quietly through the 1980s and early 1990s. Nonetheless, they
have pushed trade unions in the direction of becoming autonomous
social organizations. In the process, state-society relations have
changed. During the Mao years, the party-state claimed it represented
society and was able to maintain effective dominance over society. The
state’s power over society was manifested in its successful efforts to
neutralize social organizations, including trade unions, stripping them of
autonomy. In the reform era, however, as society became increasingly
diverse and dynamic, the state was no longer able or willing to monopo-
lize all powers within society. Instead, the state had to recognize the
legitimacy of distinct interests within society. It accepted that some
officially controlled organizations such as trade unions were slipping
from its grip and gaining a certain autonomy. It even tolerated the
formation of some nongovernmental organizations. The power of soci-
ety was growing in a way that constituted a challenge to the state.
Although state and society were often in conflict due to their differ-
ences in interests, the two had common concerns that could make
cooperation possible. The state had to rely on non- or semigovernmen-
tal organizations in carrying out certain programs. It chose to
strengthen local trade unions and shifted to them the function of medi-
ating labor-management disputes in the hope of appeasing an increas-
ingly discontented workforce. Social organizations like trade unions
could find resources in state organs that they could use for their own
benefit. Local governments, no matter how meddling, could act as
patrons for some social groups and their organizations as well as indi-
viduals. No wonder local trade unions usually considered it desirable
to hook up with or attach themselves to government organs. They
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hoped to get the “benevolent” support of the state in dealing with the
managerial elite. The latter, rather than the state, was the trade unions’
principal target.

There is no strong consensus among China scholars about how or
even whether to apply a European-based concept like civil society to
China. Heath Chamberlain (1993) has rejected the dominant Western
perspectives on civil society in China, while Frederic Wakeman (1993)
finds the effort to apply Habermas’ concepts to China “poignant” but
ultimately unsatisfactory. Despite the risks, there is something to be
gained by adapting the concept of civil society to the Chinese case.
Most China scholars agree that the primary characteristics of civil
society are the existence of voluntary, nongovernmental, and autono-
mous social organizations counterpoised to the state. Scholars such as
David Strand have argued that civil society of this type was already in
existence in the Republican period, and that after the state socialist
interregnum of the Mao years civil society reemerged in the reform era
(Strand 1989, 1990: 13—19). Strand’s analysis has inspired the treat-
ment of trade unions in this chapter. Trade unions once enjoyed some
autonomy as social organizations before the establishment of socialism
in China; later they were transformed into and remained a state agency
until the early 1980s; and from then on they began to regain their
character as social organizations enjoying some degree of autonomy
from the state. The changes in local trade unions in the reform years, in
combination with other developments (White 1993; McCormick et al.
1992), suggest that elements of a civil society are emerging in China.

Given the still immense power of the state, China has a long way to
go to have a civil society characterized by social organizations with
substantial and secure autonomy as currently exist in Western democ-
racies. The nongovernmental social organizations that have emerged in
China through the reform years are fragile and still vulnerable to state
power. Traditional mass organizations such as trade unions, while hav-
ing gained some popular appeal and a certain autonomy, remain under
the general political supervision and ideological direction of the party-
state. This does not, however, mean that the state has been un-
discriminatingly hostile to social organizations and that it constitutes a
long-term stumbling block to the emergence of civil society. The Chi-
nese state’s authoritarian nature in the reform era has undergone great
modification and has by no means been immune to pressures from
social forces. It frequently has had to adjust its policies to social
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changes and to respond to the demands of interest groups. The gradual
transition from state-controlled trade unions to organizations that seek
to represent social interests distinct from state interests has been the
result of the state’s positive response to the social problems produced
by economic reform. In this sense, I agree with Chamberlain that both
state and society can contribute to the formation of civil society. In the
long run, the prospects for the emergence of a full-fledged civil
society in China do not seem bleak. The deepening economic re-
form and the profound social changes it produces will create further
conditions in its favor.

From this perspective, the application of the concept of civil society
to China can furnish a useful vehicle for looking at state-society rela-
tions in China. Unlike the concept of state corporatism, which stresses
the intentions and actions of the state, civil society induces us to think
more about the influence of underlying social forces. This approach is
particularly important for understanding the reform years, when China
has undergone enormous social change and has seen a rapid growth of
societal power. The applicability of the concept of civil society to
China is not nullified by its Western origin and characteristics. After
all, most concepts that Western and Chinese scholars apply to the
study of China come from the West: capitalism, bourgeoisie, market
economy, urbanization, democracy, and symbolic capital, to name only
a few that have proved illuminating. These externally derived concepts
help us to think comparatively about China, and in doing so to perceive
what is specific to China. To assert that civil society does not apply to
China is to work from an ideal type of Western civil society. Indeed,
its use as an analytical tool does not even require that civil society exist
in China. It requires only that we regard the comparative exercise as
appropriate.

In any case, to argue that Chinese are so peculiar in their social
behavior that there is no way for them to form something like civil
society seems increasingly untenable now that China is being inte-
grated into the world economy and sharing global influences with the
West. Some prominent preconditions for civil society are already visi-
ble in China, including the emergence of a market economy, the rapid
differentiation of social interests, the growth of a middle class, urban-
ization, and the loosening of state control over social life. Similar
conditions once existed in Western Europe when civil society first
emerged, although I make this comparison without assuming that a
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Chinese civil society must replicate its Western counterpart. How civil
society might emerge in China is subject to three considerations.

First, we cannot expect a unified civil society to emerge in the short
run. Civil society in any country is internally divided, with voluntary and
autonomous organizations representing different social interests and in
potential conflict with one another. The tensions among them can some-
times be more serious than those between them and the state, and can be
exploited by the latter. In this competitive environment, some social
organizations may turn to the state as an ally. This is the inherent
weakness of civil society in its confrontation with the state. I do not
exclude the possibility that different social organizations may be united
or reach consensus over certain issues, or at certain moments of crisis,
as Timothy Brook shows in his contribution to this volume. But these
moments of unity and consensus will prove to be the exception.

Second, civil society is elite oriented. Better-educated and more
articulate, elites are more disposed to organize in protecting their
vested interests or seeking more power, wealth, and prestige; and, they
possess the resources and skills to assume the leadership of organiza-
tions. In the Chinese context, it is usually the intellectuals and entre-
preneurs who first realize and exploit the advantages of formal
organizations, whereas peasants are the last social group to do so. Here
perhaps lie some limitations of civil society as a conceptual instrument
for understanding China. It may lead us to pay more attention to the
activities of the elites and cities where most of them concentrate, and
to pass over the vast majority of China’s population, that is, the inartic-
ulate peasants in the countryside. It is not surprising that most Western
studies of civil society in China have focused on cities and the activi-
ties of such social groups as merchants and intellectuals, including
students. Closely related to this elitist bias is the narrowness of the
concept of civil society. The concept is, as most studies show, particu-
larly concerned with formal social organizations and their relations
with the state. However, even in the most urbanized areas in China not
all people or interest groups are involved in formal organizations due
either to restrictions imposed by the state or to people’s ignorance. For
a comprehensive understanding of society and its relations with state in
China, we need theoretical frameworks that are broader than the con-
cept of civil society.

Finally, while the emergence of a civil society in China deserves to
be hailed, the state may continue to play some significant and positive
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role. With the increasing diversification of social interests and the
intensification of social contradictions in the transition to a market
economy, the state must adopt a more neutral position to maintain
social stability, to protect the inarticulate and the weak, and to maintain
social equity. A social organization may be flawed with parochialism
and primarily concerned with the interests of the group or population it
represents, whereas the state has to consider the interests of the whole
population, if only for the sake of maintaining its legitimacy. The
common good of China’s citizens may depend on the efforts—and on
the cooperation—of both civil society and the state.
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Chinese Youth and Civil Society

The Emergence of Critical Citizenship

Paul Nesbitt-Larking and Alfred L. Chan

China is a country of overwhelming youth.! Today there are no less
than 300 million people between the ages of fourteen and twenty-five.
Approximately half of the present population is not yet twenty-six
years old, and if the category of “youth” is stretched to include those
aged twenty-six to thirty-five, then young people in China constitute a
substantial majority of the population (Hooper 1991: 264). They are
hardly a homogeneous group, however, for there are important differ-
ences among them in terms of occupation, wealth, and residence. De-
spite these differences, China’s youth of this generation share a
common background of having been born in the late 1960s and 1970s.
This was the cohort that spent its early childhood during the Cultural
Revolution and was first socialized to the values of radical Maoism.
By adolescence, however, the reforms of the Deng era were well under
way.

As adolescents in a time of profound socioeconomic transformation,
the 1970s cohort has experienced life as a series of contradictions,
uncertainties, and disappointments. While promises of material gain
and greater freedom have never been fully realized, the security associ-
ated with the Maoist system has disappeared. Moreover, China’s youth
no longer compare their material situation and the extent of their free-
dom to their East Asian neighbors but rather to the advanced industrial
democracies. Not surprisingly, they find their own situation increas-
ingly wanting. There is a sense of shame about China’s continued
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political and social backwardness (Liu 1996: 167). Inflation and ram-
pant corruption are their major concerns. In a 1994 survey, inflation was
perceived as having caused a decline in living standards and increased
income disparities (Lu 1995: 9-10). Chinese youth are confronted by
the moral choice of whether to give bribes or “go through the back
door” to get the things they desire (Duan 1995: 10-11). Corruption has
added to the feeling that the social and political system is perverted.
Only those with connections, notably, the children of high-level cadres,
are well positioned to enjoy special privileges and to reap the benefits of
reform. As the economy becomes more commercialized, there is the
perception that money is omnipotent, but that the vast majority is unable
to benefit. It is noteworthy that a recent issue of Zhongguo gingnian
(Chinese youth), the official publication of the Communist Youth
League, addressed the question: “What can one do if one fails to make a
lot of money?” (Zhongguo gingnian 1996: 51-53).

The current leadership has responded poorly to the demands of
young people and has countered their alienation with such irrelevant
gestures as insisting on the “four cardinal principles” of adherence to
Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong Thought, or requiring worship of
outdated role models such as Let Feng, the “socialist hero” of the
1960s who has been resurrected for political educational purposes once
again in the 1990s.2 Political education classes are still mandatory,
although barely tolerated by the students, who regard them as confus-
ing or useless. In one of these classes, the students burst out laughing
when the instructor tried to teach them that the cadres were the ser-
vants of the people and that income was distributed on the basis of
labor (Geng 1995). Recent efforts to arm youth with Deng Xiaoping’s
theory of building socialism with Chinese characteristics are proving to
be little more than another futile exercise (Foreign Broadcast Informa-
tion Service, hereafter FBIS, 16 May 1996: 45-46). The generation gap
in China has become profound.

Given the aspirations of the young and the failure of the current
leadership to meet such desires, the term “crisis” has been used to
describe the relationship between youth and the Chinese state today
(Rosen 1992; Kwong 1994). China’s youth, it is said, are going
through an ideological crisis; they have lost faith in the official ideol-
ogy and are alienated from the regime. They no longer share the values
and beliefs of their elders, and the generation gap is growing wider.
From the perspective of the authorities, the inability to enlist the loy-
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alty of the young and increasing episodes of restlessness and rebel-
liousness are matters of concern. Furthermore, since the May Fourth
Movement in 1919, Chinese students have developed a long tradition
of collective protest against the government. Their political actions
have consistently had a more immediate political impact than those of
workers and peasants. They have tended to create a “broadcasting
effect” which has drawn other social groups to their cause. Student
protests have often driven a wedge among the Chinese leaders, who
have not been able to agree about how to deal with the protesters (Liu
1996: 142, 156-57).

From the perspective of the development of civil society in China,
however, political aspects of the new mood among youth in China may
be particularly significant. In sharp contrast with the strict socialization
methods, ideological control, and cultural isolation of the Maoist era,
Chinese youth of the 1970s and 1980s became increasingly exposed to
a broad range of new ideas and have experienced opportunities for
upward mobility which go far beyond those offered by the party-state.
Even compared with their May Fourth predecessors, young people
today are growing up in the context of monumental socioeconomic
change. The resuits, in terms of future development, may prove to be
even more profound. Youth in China today are more individualistic
and materialistic, and they have increasingly become integrated into
the international youth culture. Some commentators have complained
about their indiscriminate worship of all things Western. Others have
noticed the cynical, self-centered, hedonistic, apathetic, and nihilistic
characteristics of Chinese youth (Rosen 1989a: 14, 34, 1990a: 265;
Hooper 1991: 267; Kwong 1994: 252—-53; Barmé 1995; Zha 1995). On
the other hand, China’s youth have already spearheaded several protest
movements, including the Democracy Wall Movement of 1978-1979,
the protest against alleged Japanese “militarism” and “economic domi-
nation” in 1985 (which demonstrated an important element of patrio-
tism and nationalism), as well as the student movements of 1986—1987
and 1989.

For some analysts, these movements, which were vehicles for the
articulation of demands for political and social change, are indicative
of the arrival of civil society in China. However, as we shall argue,
civil society means more than mere rebellion or discontent. We need to
ask questions about the particular place of young people in the emer-
gence of civil society. What role are they playing in nascent civil



152 CIVIL SOCIETY IN CHINA

society in China? What kind of citizens are they becoming—notably in
comparison with others in society? How profound was the political
consciousness of youth in the 1989 protest movement? What changes
in value systems and orientations, if any, can be detected subse-
quently? Do the hundreds of millions of Chinese youth today consti-
tute China’s first “thinking generation,” or are they another confused,
vacillating, and “lost generation”?

Civil Society in Modern China

The most important recent work on political culture and ideology in
China is to be found in scholarship on the concept of “civil society.”
Our reading of the political consciousnesses of Chinese youth begins
with civil society. We present a brief definition of the term, followed
by a discussion of our place in the civil society constellation. Heath
Chamberlain’s (1993: 207—8) definition of civil society is both com-
prehensive and close to our own understanding of the concept:

Civil society may ... be understood as a community bonded and em-
powered by its collective determination to resist, on the one hand, ex-
cessive constraints of the society and, on the other, excessive
regulations by the state. ... By the term community I mean to stress
that civil society coheres. It is more than an aggregate of individual
producers driven by self-interest; it is more than a “floating population”
suddenly uprooted from home or workplace. . .. Civil society is ani-
mated and sustained by widely shared beliefs and attitudes . . . concemn-
ing relations among individual citizens, and between this community of
citizens and the state. These attitudes and beliefs touch upon such cru-
cial matters as resolving conflicts, setting the outer limits of dissent and
deviance, and determining proper modes and style for pursuit of partic-
ular interests—all largely “private” matters, handled openly, in the
“public” forum, in a “civil” manner.

A fundamental matter addressed in the literature on civil society is
whether civil society actually exists in China. Some argue that China,
either historically or at present, contains clearly defined elements of
civil society (Rowe 1984, 1989; Rankin 1986; Strand 1989; Nathan
1990a; Halpern 1991; Kelly and He 1992; McCormick et al. 1992;
Whyte 1992; Chamberlain 1993.) Others reject this interpretation and
see in China little more than the political-cultural continuity of a sys-
tem alternately fragmented into narrow and parochial shards of famil-
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ial power or dominated in an authoritarian manner by the elite at the
center (Pye 1988, 1990; Fu 1991; Wakeman 1993).

We have not adopted a definitive position in the “continuity versus
change” controversy, nor will we undertake here the detailed historical
analysis such enquiry would demand. Instead, we offer an oper-
ationalization of selected attitudinal aspects of civil society, which we
call critical citizenship, and we assess the degree of critical citizenship
among Chinese youth by means of data drawn from a 1987 empirical
study of Chinese attitudes on key political issues. To be a citizen in a
civil society implies a fundamental commitment to the good health and
continuance of one’s political community as well as a basic trust that
others share the same commitment to stewardship. To be a critical
citizen is to go further. It is to claim part ownership in the organization
of public life and to insist on the right to be heard and express genuine
political choice. Critical citizenship is present in a society, therefore, to
the extent that individuals in a political community exhibit stewardship
over—as well as a proprietorial and discriminating orientation toward
-—their society and political system. We will return to these themes
later in this chapter.

One key element of critical citizenship is a propensity to discrimi-
nate among three objects of political orientation: the broad political
community, the regime, and the authorities. Our research has already
demonstrated substantial levels of critical citizenship among Chinese
people (Chan and Nesbitt-Larking 1995). Moreover, there is evidence
of strong levels of critical citizenship among Chinese youth, levels that
decline progressively with each age cohort. Despite evidence of this
growing phenomenon, it is possible that aspects of critical citizenship
have deeper roots in traditional political culture. Irrespective of the
precise longevity of these characteristics, their prominence in the re-
form period is noteworthy, and confirms the relevance and usefulness
of thinking of these changes in terms of the emergence of civil society.

To construct an analysis based on the concept of civil society, one
should not gloss over the range of nuanced approaches to the concept.
These are already well represented in this volume. Without adding to
the substance of this discussion, we will identify the point at which our
version of civil society may be located in the spectrum of distinctions.
We start this investigation from the point of view of the citizen in
society, but do not base it on an unreflective imposition of Anglo-
American political sociology onto the complexities of Chinese political
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life. Our analysis and the work of Min Qi, the principal investigator of
the empirical study of Chinese citizens on which we base our findings,
have been informed by Western social scientific theories and methods,
but these have been employed in a manner that remains open to the
lived experiences of those under investigation. It is important to recog-
nize the historical context of contemporary Chinese state and society,
in particular the long traditions of state-led and corporatist tendencies.
While acknowledging these traditions, this chapter demonstrates the
extent to which these are now being challenged from below. We strive
to remain both antiteleological and antifunctionalist, inasmuch as it is
almost impossible to know in advance the direction of political change
in China. It would be unwise to rely on the concept of civil society too
greatly to suggest that contemporary China is undergoing changes that
are substantially analogous to those in seventeenth-century England or
eighteenth-century France. Rather, we are making use of civil society as
a framework that is at our disposal. It is no more than a heuristic device.

Political Community, Regime, and Authorities

In Chinese political culture before the twentieth century, state and
society were regarded as essentially the same, and individual interests
were thought to be indistinguishable from those of the state-society.
Politics was regarded as a matter of ethics or moral conduct, and the
ideal leaders were an exemplary elite who achieved legitimacy through
high moral standards (Pye 1985). The Communist Revolution, with its
emphasis on a Leninist vanguard party and complete domination of the
state over society, ironically reinforced the traditional facets of Chi-
nese political culture. To serve society meant to serve the state and, by
implication, the Communist Party. By the same token, loyalty to the
country meant loyalty to the Party and its leaders (Goldman et al.
1993). It was unpatriotic to criticize leaders and government policies.
In other words, the boundaries between the political community, re-
gime, and authorities were blurred.

In the Maoist era, Chinese intellectuals tended to view their role
vis-a-vis the state in traditional terms. Their ultimate mission was to
serve the party-state, and most regarded the Communist authorities as
progressive revolutionaries working toward similar goals. In their
minds, the notions of community, regime, and authority were inextri-
cably intertwined. In this context, it is not surprising that in the 1980s,
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when some writers began to articulate openly the need to distinguish
between “the motherland and the people” (zuguo) and “the government
or the state” (guojia), this was regarded both as a breakthrough and as
something of a political challenge.3

Beginning early in the 1980s, Deng Xiaoping introduced a series of
reforms in China that, in an economic sense at least, facilitated a more
liberalized society. The introduction of market forces and a new open-
ness to the West ushered in an era of rapid economic and social
change. These developments were accompanied by accelerated urban-
ization, the spread of means of communication and transportation, and
closer contacts with the outside world. In addition, the role of the state
has somewhat diminished, and the distinction between public and pri-
vate is now more clearly drawn. New voluntary social organizations
have been formed, and with the emergence of many new soctal and
economic relations, Chinese political culture is undergoing transition.

Chinese youth manifest the greatest shift away from traditional cul-
ture. They have recently developed an intense cynicism about the
regime’s ideology, goals, and values (Hooper 1991: 264—69; Rosen
1992; Rosenbaum 1992: 24; Kelly and He 1992: 31; Lu 1995). For
them, the official ideology, goals, and traditional channels of upward
mobility have simply lost their appeal. Chinese youth are beginning to
make distinctions among objects of political attention and to evaluate
them differentially. Illustrative of their propensity to discriminate
among political objects is the slogan, “We love our country, but we
hate our government,” which appeared in the demonstrations of May
and June 1989. Recent data reported in the journal Lilun yu shijian
(Theory and practice), based on a 1994 survey of young people, show
a generalized support for “traditional Chinese culture,” as well as de-
creasing levels of trust in “the government and the leaders” (Lilun yu
shijian, in FBIS, 5 January 1995; Goldman et al. 1993: 125). While
loyalty to China as a political community remains of paramount value,
as was evident in the protests against Japan in 1985, Chinese young
people are increasingly prone to divorce such loyalty to their country
from their orientation toward the regime and the authorities, despite the
intense efforts of the authorities themselves to limit criticism and dis-
sent.* As Stanley Rosen has observed, contemporary Chinese youth no
longer automatically equate patriotism with blind loyalty to the regime
or strict obedience of the party line (Rosen 1989a: 23; 1990a: 270-71).
Such a critical and discriminating mind-set toward the political com-
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munity, the regime, and the authorities was demonstrated in the na-
tional survey of young people conducted by the China Youth Research
Center and the School of Political Studies for Young Chinese in 1993.
Their national survey of educated young people between the ages of 18
and 35 reported that, after the elimination of corruption and the estab-
lishment of democratic institutions, the “separation of the Party and
government” was the most desired reform of the political system.
Moreover, the findings made clear the powerful feelings of distaste for
the corrupt and self-serving practices of the authorities, a low level of
faith in socialism, and mixed feelings toward the political regime, with
criticism tempered by a measure of patriotism.

In a comparative study of political cultures, Ronald Inglehart (1990:
155-57; see also Rosen 1992) observes that, in China, while younger
respondents show a materialistic drive for “personal gratification,”
older respondents stress “social duty” and a kind of premodern lack of
interest in materialist values. Through their adoption of these modern
and materialistic socioeconomic orientations (but, of importance, not
postmodern or postmaterialistic), China’s younger generation is devel-
oping a commensurate individualistic and liberal civil culture in which
the roles of the state and the regime are diminishing. Inglehart’s inter-
pretation must be treated with caution, as it is based on a small data-
base of ninety-four respondents drawn exclusively from an area of
China adjacent to Hong Kong. More recent studies have also unearthed
high levels of materialism and individualism among Chinese youth
(Hooper 1991: 265-68; Lu 1995; Wu Zhong 1995).5 Our empirical
findings, discussed later in the chapter, offer partial support for these
characterizations.

Despite the economic changes in Chinese society, the Deng leader-
ship has, in effect, taken up where Mao left off, by insisting on equat-
ing patriotism with “loving” the socialist new China under the
leadership of the Communist Party (Pye 1993: 127). Ideologically, the
four cardinal principles introduced by Deng Xiaoping in 1979 and later
enshrined in the constitution not only establish the limit between what
is admissible and what is not, but are also the benchmark for determin-
ing loyalty to the country. Although the leadership conceded that offi-
cials can be corrupted and that citizens are allowed to express a certain
degree of disapproval, the regime still insists that loyalty to the Chi-
nese people and the motherland cannot be separated from loyalty to the
ideology and goals of the Communist party-state.
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Official intransigence notwithstanding, there are indications that a
nascent civil society has been emerging in China since the early 1980s.
A number of scholars have recently drawn attention to the acceleration
of political participation, protest, and efficacy, notably among China’s
urban population (Zhu et al. 1990: 995; Halpern 1991: 38-59;
Rosenbaum 1992: 9-11, 17; Whyte 1992: 85-96; Nathan and Shi
1993). The concept of civil society, however, remains elusive, value
laden, and ambiguous (Shils 1991; Chamberlain 1993). Chinese seem
to take two divergent approaches to the issue of civil society. Theorists
residing in China are concerned with the creation of a modern citizenry
with “civic consciousness,” but this notion has quickly been co-opted
by the officials to stress the law-abiding citizen and “socialism with
Chinese characteristics.” Exiled dissidents, on the other hand, are so
disenchanted by the party-state that they are anxious for a private
realm separate and independent from the state (Ma 1994). For instance,
immediately after the events in Tiananmen in June 1989, several
writers took the sudden solidarity of the protest movement which
united different social groups in a common front against the authorities
as evidence of the emergence of a civil society (Sullivan 1990). Sub-
sequent research, however, shows that this solidarity and heightened
social consciousness may have been vastly exaggerated (Cheek 1992;
Perry 1992; Nathan and Shi 1993). As already mentioned, there are
difficulties inherent in attempting to evaluate critical consciousness
in an environment of control and censorship, so caution must be
exercised when interpreting signs of post-1989 levels of conscious-
ness.

Another much-vaunted indicator of an emerging civil society in
China over the past fifteen years is the ostensible separation of state
and private entities and the proliferation of associations, clubs, unions,
and mutual aid societies (Whyte 1992: 78). Given the powerful corpo-
ratist (Yang 1989; Miller 1992; Chan 1993) and interventionist tradi-
tions of the Chinese state, however, this indicator alone is insufficient.
Even “semiofficial” and “unofficial” nongovernmental organizations
may be lacking in true autonomy from the state. It is for this reason
that our research is based not on the mere existence of separate private
and public institutions and associations, but on young people’s differ-
ential orientations toward them. Our reservations about the inaccurate
uses of civil society in the literature have prompted us to favor
Chamberlain’s definition. What is critical about this definition is that
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his formulation enables us to transcend isolated events and superficial
changes.

From Chamberlain we have been able to develop our key understand-
ing of critical citizenship: What distinguishes a civil society from an
authoritarian or totalitarian one is not merely the existence of a separate
and formally free domain of private association, but the emergence of a
voluntary political community; a regime of choice and deliberation; and
incumbents of that regime who are open to scrutiny, criticism, and re-
placement. Richard Madsen (1993: 189) rightly criticizes studies that in-
discriminately label any separation of state and social activity as civil
society. In a key sense, then, civil society is defined by its refusal of the
authoritarian or totalitarian propensity to meld party, state, and people.
Citizens in a civil society, therefore, are critical because they exhibit a
propensity to discriminate among levels of the political system. Citizen-
ship emerges from the collective consciousness of a shared political com-
munity. Turner (1993: x) defines citizenship as “a bundle of rights and
duties relating to an individual as a member of a political community.”
For Beiner (1995: 1), the problem of citizenship is “what draws a body of
citizens together into a coherent and stable organized political commu-
nity.” Grounded in this sense of cohesion built on a shared political com-
munity, citizens are critical, to the extent that they exhibit a propensity to
regard their political institutions, practices, and personnel in a discriminat-
ing manner. The critical citizen exhibits confidence about shared owner-
ship of the regime and stewardship over it, as well as a constant vigilance
toward the political authorities. Highlighting the efficacious aspect,
Simeon and Elkins (1974: 409) describe critical citizens as “those who do
not really trust the government, but who have some confidence about their
ability to affect it.” From the normative perspective, Kymlicka and Nor-
man (1995: 284) argue that democracy itself depends on the desire of
citizens “to participate in the political process in order to promote the
public good and hold political authorities accountable.”

In A Systems Analysis of Political Life, David Easton (1965) dis-
tinguishes among the political community, the regime, and the political
authorities.® In brief, the political community consists of the citizens of
a political system; the regime consists of the underlying ideologies,
behavioral norms, and constitutional and institutional structures in a
system; and the authorities are those individual and collective incum-
bents who occupy political roles. Following Easton, it seems reason-
able to anticipate that, if China is developing a civil society, citizens
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will manifest a propensity to differentiate critically among the objects
of political support. Table 6.1 on page 161 summarizes data in support
of this contention. Table 6.2 on page 162 demonstrates that the propen-
sity to differentiate among levels of the political system is inversely
related to age: the younger the citizen, the greater the manifestation of
critical orientations. Both tables, as well as a detailed discussion of their
implications, are to be found in our earlier work on critical citizenship
(Chan and Nesbitt-Larking 1995). The analysis in this article builds on
these foundations. Having demonstrated the overall higher levels of
critical citizenship among Chinese youth, it is now possible to explore
their relative levels of cynicism, potential for protest, materialism, indi-
vidualism, and trust. Are young people in China more cynical, less
trusting of the state, more materialistic and individualistic, and more
supportive of acts of protest than their older fellow citizens? Taken
together, these characteristics reflect a belief system closely associated
with critical citizenship and a vibrant civil society, even if, taken to the
extreme, any one of them can also serve to undermine civil society.

Empirical Analysis of Chinese Political Culture

To explore the above question, we have employed data gathered in an
extensive national survey of Chinese political opinion. In 19861987,
Min Qi (1989) collaborated with a group of young Chinese intellectu-
als who had recently returned from a period of study at the University
of Michigan. Taking advantage of the climate of open enquiry at the
time, they conducted a survey of public opinion in China in which they
asked some five thousand respondents questions inspired by the land-
mark civic culture study of Almond and Verba (1965). There is little
information about the administration of the questionnaires. It is appar-
ent, however, that they were administered face-to-face, and that, in
employing a quota sampling technique, there was some discretion on
the part of the field researchers as to who would be interviewed. Min
acknowledges certain problems of validity and representativeness (Min
Qi 1989: 240-45).

It is not known how many interviews were refused. All that was
reported was that, of 5,000 interview forms administered, just over
3,000 were returned in a completed and usable form. On the whole, the
entire country seems to have been well represented in the sample.” The
data do show regional and socioeconomic gaps. The southwest was
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seriously underrepresented with only 14 of the total of 3,204 respon-
dents (Min Qi 1989: 246, 250). So, too, the poorer areas of China were
underrepresented. Just over 3 percent of the respondents come from
“poor and remote border areas,” while nearly 39 percent come from
“large cities” (Min Qi 1989: 248, 252). Perhaps the single most serious
problem in using data drawn from this study is the lack of information
about the details of the survey’s administration. There might well have
been serious problems of acquiescence and response-set bias. These
are always potential problems, but they might have been particularly
acute in China, among individuals accustomed to quiet obedience who
are often fearful of speaking their political minds after years of “cul-
tural revolution” and other political dangers.?

Although we lack access to the original data, the 114 tables contained
in Min’s book based upon the study contain much usable information.
The tabulated data do not always permit the disaggregation necessary to
perform further statistical analyses. We are frequently unable to break
down political orientations by age or age cohort, and this clearly re-
stricts what can be learned from the data. But, even in their tabulated
form, the data permit a satisfactory assessment of our main considera-
tions. Provided the results are treated with caution, they are illuminat-
ing. Despite its shortcomings, Min’s survey remains a precious resource
for understanding political culture in contemporary China.

Immediately following the suppression of the students at Tiananmen
in June 1989, all public opinion research institutes were either closed
down or forced into dormancy. The Party has continued to produce
“surveys,” but with data which tend to justify and support the Party
line. For instance, officially sponsored polls are said to show youth
support of the socialist-market economic system, opposition to “radical
democracy,” satisfaction with current reforms, and opposition to the
West’s interference in China on the pretext of human rights. In the still
politicized atmosphere regarding political surveys, the Chinese Acad-
emy of Social Sciences has provided the Party with polls that suggest
that 78 percent of respondents want to be active in politics (Xinhua, in
FBIS, 7 July 1994, 13 July 1994; Lilun yu shijian, in FBIS, 5 January
1995; Renmin ribao, 21 March 1995). In exploring the massive
amounts of officially sanctioned data, it is possible to read between the
lines and detect some useful clues to the popular mood. But Min’s
survey was conducted in a spirit of scientific objectivity and adminis-
tered in a time of relative openness, and very little has become avail-
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Table 6.1

Orientations Toward the Political Community, Regime and Authorities: A
Comparison of Overall Means

Mean Mean
support opposition Standard No. of
(%) (%) deviation items?
Community 85.0 15.0 9.7 (3)
Regime 62.2 37.8 20.0 (44)
Authorities 48.8 51.2 15.6 (15)

Refers to the number of questionnaire items within each category.

able since 1989 to equal its importance. Attempts have been made by
individual researchers to revive survey research, but their organiza-
tions have been banned once even mildly sensitive questions are posed
(Ming pao, 15 August 1994).

Comparing Orientations Toward Political Community,
Regime, and Authorities

The data in Table 6.1 set out the overall empirical pattern discussed
earlier. Among all respondents, irrespective of age, support for the
political community is higher than for the regime, and support for the
regime is higher than for the authorities. The standard deviations of
each of the three categories indicate greater variation among the re-
gime items than among either the political community or the authority
items. This pattern lends support to the contention that respondents
manifest a greater ambivalence toward the system and structures of
government than they do toward either the political community or the
authorities.

Age and Political Orientation

Table 6.2 illustrates the propensity for Chinese youth to discriminate
among objects of political support to a greater extent than their elders
and, therefore, indicates their higher levels of critical citizenship. Be-
cause Min’s original data on the authorities were not broken down by
age, this category is not included. As anticipated, support for the politi-
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Table 6.2

Differences Between Average Percentage Support Data for Political
Community and Regime by Age Cohort

No. of
<25 2635 3645 4655 5665 =66 items?

Political community  85.6 84.3 84.2 86.3 81.3 89.0 (3)
Regime 55.4 56.0 58.5 62.0 64.5 64.0 (12)
Difference 30.2 28.3 25.7 24.3 16.7 25.0 —

aRefers to the number of questionnaire items within the category.

cal community did not vary in any consistent manner with age cohort,
and it was high among the young and old. There were too few respon-
dents in the oldest cohort to make any definitive statements about this
age category (the number of cases varied from nine to sixteen). Al-
though not too much should be made of the finding, the penultimate
cohort, those aged fifty-six to sixty-five, seemed consistently to be
somewhat lower in support for the political community. This is the
generation that reached their age of adulthood just before the Commu-
nist victory, in the tumult of the civil war. They are the only respon-
dents who seemed prepared, even slightly, to question their own
commitment. Table 6.3 lends further support to this interpretation. The
penultimate age cohort scored substantially below others in the highly
affective matter of “love” for the country. While it might not be more
willing to rebel than other cohorts, the quality of this cohort’s emo-
tional bond to the political community is more contingent.

Line two of Table 6.2 displays the mean averages of the twelve
items assessing each age cohort’s support for the regime. If the unrep-
resentative “oldest” age cohort is removed, there is a monotonic in-
crease in support for the regime with age cohort. The differences are
substantial enough (9.1 percent from youngest to the penultimate old-
est cohort) to be interesting, if not overwhelmingly conclusive. How-
ever, if the small, and maverick, oldest age cohort is removed, the
diminution in the gap between support for the regime and the political
community, shown as “Difference” in line three, is monotonic and
substantial. Among the youngest cohort, it is over 30 percent. For the
precommunist cohort aged 56 to 65, it diminishes to a relatively incon-
sequential 17 percent. Here, in a nutshell, is evidence of an emerging
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Table 6.3

ltems Assessing Support for the Political Community by Age
(% expressing support for the political community)®

<25 2635 36-45 4655 5665 =266

“If the country disappoints
you, you have cause not
to love it.”
(% disagree) 76.0 73.4 747 76.4 68.6 76.9

“If the country disappoints
you, you have reason to
rebel against it.”
(% disagree) 86.3 85.1 84.6 87.1 85.1 90.0

“The fate of the country is
everyone's responsibility.”
(% agree) 94.6 94.4 93.4 95.4 90.1 100.0

civil society in China. Those who are disinclined to distinguish be-
tween political community and regime are being replaced by younger,
progressively more discriminating and critical citizens.

Table 6.3 illustrates the relatively uniform and high level of support for
the political community for each age cohort across the three items. Of
note, while differences are small, middle-aged citizens are more likely to
support contingent rebellion against the political community.

Tables 6.4, 6.5, and 6.7 assess portrayals of Chinese youth as cyni-
cal, lacking in trust for the regime, materialistic, individualistic, and
supportive of participation in acts of protest. (These items take us well
beyond the range of the twelve items directly related to the assessment
of the regime, which are summarized in Table 6.2. While these twelve
items are presented in full, they are joined by another fifteen items not
included in the assessment of “orientation toward the regime.”) The
data presented in Tables 6.4, 6.5, and 6.7 record the scores for each age
cohort which contradict these profiles.? In other words, each score
measures the percentage of respondents in each age cohort who are not
cynical, who are trustful of the regime, who are antimaterialistic and
antiindividualistic, and who do not support participation in acts of
protest. If our expectations of Chinese youth are valid, we should see
these scores increase with age cohort. A glance at the tables shows that
the general trend is indeed upwards, and that only two of the twenty-
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seven items contained in the three tables display even a modest trend
in the opposite direction.

Cynicism and Trust

Table 6.4 displays the results of fifteen items reflecting cynicism and
trust. Key age differences occur in those items which assess trust in the
government. Youth do not trust their government and want it to inter-
fere less in their private lives. When asked, “What kind of attitude do
you hold toward the government—trust or not trust?” a relatively small
71.7 percent of those under twenty-six trust the government, while a
comparatively substantial 90.1 percent of those aged fifty-six to sixty-
five express trust in the government. In seeming contradiction, how-
ever, responses to the statement, “We should trust and obey the
government because it is always working for our good,” show 64.1
percent of those under twenty-six in agreement, while only 50.6 per-
cent of those aged fifty-six to sixty-five are in agreement. One expla-
nation for the discrepancy is in the implied degree of generality. While
the question about attitude toward the government seems to be spe-
cific, the question about trust and obedience connotes both a longer
time and a more idealized scenario. While the young do not trust the
regime of the day, they are somewhat more likely than the older co-
horts to believe that governments in general “work for our good.” This
interpretation is supported by the data on the question, “Are you satis-
fied with the majority of the government’s policies?” While 83.3 per-
cent of the under-twenty-six age group are satisfied, fully 97.1 percent
of the fifty-six to sixty-five age cohort are satisfied. Similar trends are
apparent in the item “Are you satisfied with the many things govern-
ment does on behalf of the people?” Responses to the question, “Are
you satisfied with the efficiency of the government?” are mixed. Over-
all rates of satisfaction are low among each age cohort. Surprisingly,
perhaps, the youngest age cohort is somewhat higher in satisfaction
than those aged twenty-six to forty-five.

Although a large majority of each age cohort expresses satisfaction
with the political situation in China “in the past ten years,” it is appar-
ent that the youngest age group is the least satisfied. Despite high
levels of satisfaction in general, few respondents believe that either
“reforms” or “democracy” are unnecessary “at present.” Intriguingly, it
is the youngest age cohort that is most likely to state that reforms are
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Table 6.4

Items Assessing Cynicism and Trust by Age (% expressing trust or the
absence of cynicism in the regime)

<25 2635 3645 4655 5665 >66

“Do you feel proud living in a
socialist country?”
(% proud) 747 706 815 823 844 889

“Do you have faith that the
National People’s
Congress would
implement democracy?”
(% great deal of faith) 71.8 70.4 75.6 80.0 88.9 87.5

“What kind of attitude do you
hold towards the
government—irusting or
not trusting?”
(% trust) 71.7 72.3 78.6 81.8 90.1  100.0

“Are you satisfied with the
many things government
does on behalf of the
people?”
(% satisfied) 79.3 86.6 89.8 89.4 90.4 78.6

“Are you satisfied with the
majority of government
policies?”
(% satisfied) 83.3 89.5 90.7 93.1 97.1 83.3

“Are you satisfied with the
efficiency of the
government?”
(% satisfied) 28.2 222 229 31.0 225 30.3

“How would you evaluate the
effectiveness of the
regional people’s
congresses?”
(% very/somewhat effective)  68.4 69.3 77.6 80.7 80.3 77.8

“We should trust and obey
the government because
it is always working for
our good.”
(% agree) 64.1 68.0 64.5 57.2 50.6  40.0

(continued)
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Table 6.4 (continued)

“Satisfaction with the political
situation in the past ten
years.”
(% satisfied) 83.6 906 917 946 969 857

“Do you think China needs
reforms of the political
system at present?” .
(% no need) 257 226 210 199 136 250

“Does China need
democracy at present?”
(% unnecessary) 20.6 17.4 211 21.2 22.0 9.7

“Political struggles are filied
with treachery and
hypocrisy.”
(% disagree) 51.0 48.9 57.4 61.7 70.9 90.0

“Politics is noble.”
(% agree) 65.2 67.0 66.6 70.3 82.5 90.0

“Do you agree that in politics
one must be
unscrupulous?”
(% disagree) 55.6 52.3 57.1 64.1 727 81.8

“The Party and the
government can manage
this country well; we do
not have to be involved.”
(% agree) 52.4 556 573 592 59.0 90.0

not necessary. It is difficult to explain this finding inasmuch as the
other data in Table 6.4 portray the youngest Chinese as relatively
cynical, lacking in trust and suspicious of politics.

The cynicism is clear in the responses to the items “Do you feel
proud living in a socialist country?” “Do you have faith that the Na-
tional People’s Congress would implement democracy?” and “How
would you evaluate the effectiveness of the regional people’s con-
gresses?” Although all age groups score relatively high, there are clear
differences between those under thirty-six and those older than thirty-
six. Young citizens are less proud of the ideology and have less faith in
Chinese political institutions.

Three items on “politics” as an object of orientation display a clear
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age-related pattern of cynicism and distrust. The younger the respon-
dent, the more likely the respondent will regard politics as treacherous,
hypocritical, ignoble, and unscrupulous. Employment of the referent
“politics” suggests that these items are tapping into the “authorities”
end of the regime spectrum. If this is so, then the clarity of the distinc-
tion between the age cohorts suggests that there is relatively greater
dissatisfaction with state personnel among the young vis-a-vis other
age groups than there is with reference to institutions, ideologies, and
offices of state.

Materialism and Individualism

One of the most striking features of Table 6.5 is the absence of sub-
stantial age-related differences in the final three items, each of which is
related to the theme of “materialism.” Inglehart’s research, discussed
earlier, concludes that younger Chinese respondents are more material-
istic than their elders. Our data do not entirely support this conclusion.
Most respondents are tolerant toward the “influx of Western ideas,”
with a slight tendency for younger respondents to be more tolerant.
However, the distinctions are not as clear as might be expected. Most
respondents also agree with the contention that the political system has
retarded “development” in China. However, there are no consistent
patterns according to age. Similar comments are applicable to the final
item, in which “adherence to principles” is counterpoised against “the
quickest possible development of the economy.” The data display
mixed feelings about this choice, but no meaningful patterns according
to age.

Patterns are somewhat clearer in the first two items. In these
items, the relative individualism of younger respondents is apparent.
There is a clear tendency for older respondents to accept the notion
that “everything I can have is given to me by the government,” and
they are substantially more comfortable with the notion of govern-
ment interference in an individual’s private life. The fifth item, as-
sessing trust in the leaders, also exhibits a clear age pattern. Those
over thirty-six are substantially more likely to defer to their leaders
than those thirty-five and under. On two more stringent items, mea-
suring attitudes toward government interference in questionable or
even harmful private affairs, substantial age differences disappear.
Most respondents adopt a laissez-faire attitude toward government
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Table 6.5

Items Assessing Materialism and Individualism by Age (% expressing

anti-materialist or anti-individualistic attitudes)

2635 3645 46-55 5665

<25

>66

“Do you agree that
‘everything | can have
is given to me by the
government'?”

(% agree)

“The government should
not interfere in an
individual’s private life.”

(% disagree)

“The government shouid
not interfere with affairs
not harmful to others.”

(% disagree)

“The government should
not interfere with affairs
that may harm people if
there is no complaint.”

(% disagree)

“When there is no
consensus, | would
listen to the leaders.”

(% agree)

“Attitude toward influx of
Western ideas.”
(% not tolerant)

“Problems with the political
system are the main
reason for the slow
development of China.”

(% disagree)

“In China what is important
is not adherence to
principles, but the
quickest possible
development of the
economy.”

(% disagree)

46.0

30.3

15.4

62.5

27.0

12.0

27.7

42.2

50.4

28.1

13.7

59.4

27.8

6.7

25.0

37.7

51.4

30.1

59.3

34.1

13.2

25.2

48.7

58.4

40.7

20.0

62.1

30.0

141

32.6

54.6

69.6

425

17.3

61.7

36.4

18.6

274

44.8

72.7

54.5

9.1

727

50.0

26.7

40.0

333
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interference when affairs are “not harmful to others,” and each age
group is equally in agreement that the government should not interfere
under such circumstances. A substantial majority, however, agrees that
the government should interfere to prevent harm to people even if
“there is no complaint.” These views are approximately equal for each
age cohort.

The Communist Party

Table 6.6 contains two items which assess respondents with respect
to the Communist Party. Having already established that Chinese
youth are lower in support for socialist ideology, detest political
education, and are more cynical and individualistic than their older
fellow citizens, it might appear surprising that it is Chinese youth
who aspire to membership in the Communist Party. However, the
paradox is more apparent than real. Until there is a substantial
change in the regime, membership in the Party remains one of the
best vehicles for upward mobility and material success. Tolerance
for “stern criticism” of the Party is universal, and almost 100 per-
cent across age groups. Just because Chinese youth aspire to join
does not imply that they are more likely than others to defend the
Party.

Participation and Protest

Table 6.7 supports the proposition that younger citizens are more in-
clined to support political protest. This characterization is clearest in
the first and the third items, in which those aged twenty-five and under
are substantially stronger in their support for student demonstrations
and movements than are all other age cohorts. Additionally, in the first
and third items, there is a trend upward for each of the remaining age
cohorts. The second and fourth items are interesting in that they record
behavior rather than attitude or predisposition.

It is apparent that younger age cohorts are more likely to join “spon-
taneous activity organizations” than are older groups. However, there
is little distinction in age when it comes to joining government or
official organizations. This finding is in keeping with the data on the
propensity of Chinese youth to join the Communist Party for instru-
mental rather than ideological reasons.
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Table 6.6

items Assessing Attitudes Toward the Chinese Communist Party by Age
item <25 26-35 3645 4655 56-65

266

“Do you want to join the
Chinese Communist
Party?”
(% yes) 48.6 411

“How do you treat people
who criticize the Party
sternly?”
(% tolerant) 94.6 95.0

38.4

95.8

39.8

95.0

320

95.7

66.7

95.0

Table 6.7

Items Assessing Attitudes Toward Protest by Age

(% expressing attitudes opposed to participation in protest)
<25 26-35 36-45 46-55 56-65

“Attitude toward 1986 student
movement.”
(% not understand and not tolerant) 9.6

“Group membership in spontaneous
activity organizations.”
(% not joined) 73.5

“| will never take part in activities
similar to student
demonstrations.”
(% agree) 48.7

“Group membership in
government/official
organizations.”
(% joined) 223

284

84.9

62.8

17.4

36.2

93.5

68.0

16.8

34.0

86.3

719

15.4

40.1

85.7

66.7

21.4

50.2

875

727

375

Conclusion

The data gathered by Min Qi create an overall impression of substan-
tial age-related distinctions in political orientations in general and in
critical citizenship in particular. There is clear empirical evidence of a
generational change as younger cohorts manifest a more critical profile
than older cohorts. While sustaining high levels of support for the
political community, younger Chinese are substantially more critical of

the regime than their elders.
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This profile is further explicated and supported in the empirical
analysis of levels of cynicism, distrust, materialism, individualism, and
support for political protest. To summarize our findings, younger Chi-
nese are substantially more cynical, more individualistic, and more
strongly supportive of acts of political protest. Younger citizens are
also less trustful of the regime and politics in general than their elder
compatriots. There is also evidence to indicate an even greater degree
of criticism among youth toward the authorities. Of interest, they do
not appear to be more “materialistic” than other citizens, in the limited
sense of supporting the rapid development of the economy. This find-
ing lends some support to our earlier contention that the onset of rapid
economic development in recent years has not, in itself, constituted the
emergence of a civil society. It is possible to support economic devel-
opment—and that development may or may not be “capitalist”—and
also be strongly supportive of the regime, the authorities, the dominant
ideology, and the political system. The model of the critical citizen in a
civil society, which has been reflected throughout this chapter, portrays
the critical citizen as diffusively supportive of the political community,
efficacious in the expression of “ownership” of the political system,
and discriminating with respect to both the regime and the authorities.
This model fits well with the information on the attitudes of Chinese
youth that we have found in Min’s data.

One of the demands of the Democracy Movement in 1989 was to
end the corruption and inefficiency of public officials. The yearning to
be incorporated into a “modern” political system—which may be dem-
ocratic to varying degrees—has always been part of the vision of Chi-
nese student activists in this century (Liu 1996: 143—44). In a
democratic society, the authorities are temporary incumbents in office,
and there are institutionalized and regularized procedures for selecting
and removing them. The Chinese have consistently been blocked from
the exercise of this kind of political influence. The evidence derived
from Min’s study indicates that Chinese youth are dissatisfied with
their officials and wish to see reforms in the conduct and structure of
their government. Attempts by the government to indoctrinate the cur-
rent generation of Chinese youth are proving futile. It remains to be
seen whether the contradiction between the established leadership and
the critical citizenship of the masses, notably China’s youth, can be
resolved gradually and peacefully, or whether the events of Tiananmen
Square were a precursor of greater conflict in the future.
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Ritual and Space

Civil Society or Popular Religion?

Kenneth Dean

This chapter discusses the multiple spaces opened up by the rhythmic
performance of ritual events in contemporary rural China, and con-
trasts these kinds of contingent, contested spaces with the concepts of
public sphere and civil society introduced to Chinese studies in recent
years.

Beginning in 1979, an extraordinary renaissance of reinvented tradi-
tional forms of ritual activity has transformed China, particularly rural
China, still home to three-quarters of its vast population. Hundreds of
thousands of temples have been restored, rebuilt, and reconsecrated.
Millions of people have taken part in ritual events which have become
more frequent each year, as well as more complex and multifaceted.
This activity has been most intense in southeast China, particularly in
Fujian, Guangdong, and Zhejiang, but there is increasing evidence that
local religious practices are spreading all across China, especially in the
south.! This is not to say that the Chinese state has revised its definition
of much of popular religious practice as “feudal superstition.” In many
areas, arbitrary decisions are made on the acceptability or allowable
scope of religious activity, leading in some instances to the banning of
processions, the tearing down of temples, and the arresting of priests
and temple committee members. Cadres of the local office of the Bu-
reau of Religious Affairs and Public Security personnel in provincial
capitals and urban areas in general discourage large-scale ritual events,
and sometimes actively intervene to prevent such occurrences.?

172
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From one point of view, these tensions might be interpreted in terms
of a split between state and (civil) society, with the renaissance of local
cultural forms paradoxically playing the role of a force for greater
liberalization. There are, however, certain fundamental difficulties in
adopting such an approach. This chapter begins, therefore, with a cri-
tique of the concepts of civil society and the public sphere in the
writings of Jirgen Habermas, and of the ways in which they have been
applied to the study of China. The second part of the chapter discusses
local cultural circuits within distinct areas of China and the opening up
of different kinds of “public spheres” through the performance of re-
peated ritual events.

Critique of the Concepts of Civil Society and Public Sphere

In The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere (1989),
Habermas describes the emergence of a public sphere generated by the
rise of bourgeois liberal institutions in Europe, and the subsequent
demise of this public sphere with the growth of consumerism and mass
media and the expansion of the state into the intimate space of the
family. Although vigorously applied to the study of China, particularly
with regard to the rise of provincial and regional chambers of com-
merce and parliamentary bodies in the late-imperial and Republican
periods, the appropriateness of the framework has been questioned by
a number of China scholars (Rowe 1993; Wakeman 1993; Kuhn
1995). The impetus for its increasing application to China appears to
have been the sequence of events leading up to the 4 June 1989 massa-
cre, and the desire on the part of many observers of China, and many
Chinese students and intellectuals, to see the emergence of a “public
sphere” in China. The example of Poland, and more generally the
role of dissident intellectuals in Eastern bloc countries, was often
cited as a model for developments in China. While [ sympathize with
the desire for the establishment of fundamental liberties and human
rights in China, the imposition of a Western model for the develop-
ment of civil society and the role of the public sphere is strongly
reminiscent of postwar efforts to apply uncritically a Western model of
modernization on what were then, and still often are, termed “develop-
ing” countries.

This rush to apply a Western model is related to a long-standing
dichotomy in Chinese studies. Consider the curious relationship of
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parallelism and antithesis between traditionalist sinological readings of
late-imperial China as a despotic cultural system and contemporary
China watchers who see a modern, nationalistic nation-state controlled
by a totalitarian Leninist party unwilling or unable to permit unofficial
modes of popular expression. The traditional view of China pictured an
empire based on cosmic correspondences governed by means of a prin-
ciple of homology, whereby every level of state and society down to the
individual merely repeated in exalted or debased form a core set of
rituals of dominance and subservience. This view leaves no room for
creative response, resistance, or co-optation at lower levels of society.

The modern view of China’s transcendence of this condition is
equally exaggerated. By deceptively diverting honest nationalist feel-
ings, China transformed overnight into a totalitarian, modern nation-
state made up of citizens who by definition were different from
peasants. The government controlled official culture, and the only un-
official culture that mattered was an urban-based, dissident one. The
dissidents were regarded as champions of democracy and harbingers of
civil society, and all would have gone on as in a familiar Polish fairy
tale if it had not been for the vicious “tyranny” of the old dinosaurs
who clung ferociously to power as paranoia settled over their dimming
minds. What is amiss with this view is that it ignores the lives of the
vast majority of Chinese living in rural areas.

Before turning to alternative approaches to Chinese culture that
include rural life, I would like to raise four issues regarding the
civil society/public sphere model as it has been used in the West:
(1) Habermas’ underlying notion of power; (2) the possibility of
expanding the notion of a unitary public sphere to include contested,
alternative public spheres; (3) the withering away of civil society in the
West over the nineteenth and twentieth centuries; and (4) whether the
rise of increasingly complex, disjunctive transnational flows of ethnic
groups, multiple mass media, technology, capital, and ideas
(Appadurai 1990) make it impossible to continue to speak of self-con-
tained civil societies and public spheres anywhere in the world.

Habermas’ notion of the powers of the emergent public sphere is
sharply limited. He notes that in medieval Europe “publicare meant to
claim for the lord.” Later, he backs away from the direct implementa-
tion of public opinion by stating that the public sphere “is a forum in
which the private people, come together to form a public, readied
themselves to compel public authority to legitimate itself before public
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opinion” (Habermas 1989: 6, 25-26). This is not compulsion but a
preparation for it. What is compelled is merely an act of legitimation
that calls for further dialogue, rather than a pressure for fundamental
political or economic change. We are left with a static, reified notion
of power as a reservoir of force in the hands of legitimacy.

The second issue concerns the putative unity of the public sphere.
Jeff Weintraub has distinguished four competing definitions of the split
between public and private that raise questions about the viability of
this notion. The liberal-economistic model defines the public as state
administration while the private is the market economy, whereas
Habermas’ republican virtue model uses the public to mean commu-
nity and citizenship, as distinct from state sovereignty, on the one side
and the economy on the other. The sociability model exemplified by
Richard Sennet and Philippe Ariés emphasizes symbolic display and
theatrical self-representation but has little if anything to do with collec-
tive decision-making or state power. Finally, feminist historians have
developed a model opposing the privately domestic or familial econ-
omy to the public economy of wage earners. The contradictions be-
tween these ways of distinguishing public and private turn on the
question of the nature of power. Negt and Kluge (1994) in their Public
Sphere and Experience suggested in 1972 that public space(s) could be
contested fields of power, thereby allowing one to conceive of multiple
counter public spheres; yet even they back away in the face of the
tension between the centralizing or totalizing of power (that moment
when the bourgeoisie and its press seemed briefly to be able to speak
for everyone) and the multiplicity that arises with identity politics. The
problem may arise from the difficulty of applying the terms of this
debate to recent fundamental transformations of capital, state, and soci-
ety to which they may no longer apply. Many observers of the contem-
porary Western world have commented on the withering away of civil
society (Negri 1991; Hardt and Negri 1994). Habermas himself sug-
gests that the public sphere and civil society have declined, although he
holds out hope for a renaissance of liberal values. Partha Chatterjee
(1993) in The Nation and its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial
Histories argues that, in the West, capitalist relations and capitalist
forces have increasingly taken over the public sphere, which was origi-
nally conceived as a bridge between civil society and the state. As
capital does so, state and society become linked in the form of the
nation. At that point, the only community imaginable is the nation,
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which extends its disciplinary mechanisms throughout society in an
effort to achieve cultural hegemony, homogenize social forms, and
prevent the independent development of alternative communities.

In tracing the demise of civil society and the deepening impact of
capital, Gilles Deleuze, Antonio Negri, and Michael Hardt have in
their different ways distinguished three types of society that character-
ize phases in the process of capital’s penetration: societies of sover-
eignty (“the rights state”) with precapitalist relations of production and
individual labor; disciplinary regimes (“the social state”) in which
labor is formally subsumed under capital but has to be continually
recuperated, disciplined, and tamed within the productive processes to
make it social; and societies of control (“the control state”) in which
labor has been fully subsumed and social capital appears to reproduce
itself autonomously. The institutional backbone of civil society in the
disciplinary state, comprised of church, school, family, factory, union,
party, and other institutions has been regarded as providing democratic
and pluralistic centers for the deployment of social forces on the state;
alternatively, it has been analyzed in terms of sites for the authoritar-
ian, hegemonic, and normalizing organization and recuperation of so-
cial forces by the state (the latter analysis being associated with Michel
Foucault [1993]). The continued and deepening penetration of society
by capital has resulted in the generalization of the factory model be-
yond the confines of classical capitalism into society at large.

In the resultant “postmodern” phase, when capital has triumphantly
subsumed labor, and society as well, we have entered into a distinctly
new social order that is no longer a disciplinary order but a society of
control. The logic of capitalist relations spreads like a virus through the
crumbling walls of the social enclosures of the family, the factory, the
prisons, and the hospitals. The metaphor of structure and superstruc-
ture that was central to the conception of the mediating institutions of
civil society no longer holds. The striation of disciplinary society,
which was divided into various interconnected social realms, gives
way to a smooth space of generalized control. The forms of resistance
that tunneled mole-like within disciplinary civil society will find no
footholds on the slippery surfaces of this new undulating model of rule
(Deleuze 1995).

Contrary to neo-Gramscian conceptions of civil society as the space
of liberation and the topos of the struggle for cultural hegemony, Negri
(1991) and Deleuze (1995) suggest that this reformist socialist political
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vision is utopian. Civil society has vanished. The state no longer needs
it as a site of mediation or recuperation of social antagonisms, and does
not require it to legitimate its rule. The verticality that characterized
state/society relations in an earlier age has been flattened out in a
denial of dialectic, a simulacrum of the autonomous self-regulation and
self-generation of the political. The control state separates itself from
civil society, which it jettisons. Within the simultaneous articulation of
interconnectedness and individuation that characterizes control society,
there arises the phantasmagoria of a global public sphere that seems to
hover before our eyes on the Internet, beckoning us into the Web.

This leads to the fourth and final critique of the applicability of
Habermas’ vision of civil society and the public sphere to contempo-
rary China. A growing consensus seems to be emerging that the arenas
of future political and cultural struggle are no longer at the level of the
nation-state, but rather at very local, hybrid sites. At the same time
these arenas are at the level of transnational flows of ethnic groups,
images, technologies, finance, and desire (Appadurai 1990). This is
to say that a unitary public sphere no longer resides within the parame-
ters of an organic nation-state, if it ever did in the first place. The
usefulness of the concept of an organic nation-state, with its well-
defined public sphere and distinct civil society, may already have
come and gone in the West, as well as in China, if it ever arrived at all.
In its place we may have to develop new tools of analysis to chart the
new transnational flows. At the local level as well, we may need to
develop new modes of understanding the processes of local cultural
self-organization as they intersect with transnational flows, generating
what I would like to think of as “disruptive communities.”

Disruptive Communities: Alternative Conceptions

Chatterjee suggests that community may be the disruptive term under
the seamless surface of the interlocked discourse of reason and capital,
and further that there is a great deal to be learned from the study of
marginalized, subaltern communities, as well as of the contradiction
between community and nation in postcolonial states. As mentioned,
he argues that capitalist relations and forces have invested the public
sphere in the West to the point that the only community imaginable is
the nation itself, which extends its disciplinary mechanisms throughout
society in an effort to expand its cultural hegemony. In his analysis of
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Gandhi’s political movement, Chatterjee suggests that nationalist
thought in its anticolonial mode moves through a communitarian rejec-
tion of the pseudocommunity constructed by capital (Chatterjee 1986).
He argues that this is a necessary moment in nationalist logic, but that
with the successful establishment of the independent nationalist nation-
state the drive towards development, whether socialist or capitalist,
falls back into the narrative of the march of capital, which demands the
homogenization of cultural forms and their subsumption under the
aegis of a nation-state. Chatterjee’s gesture towards subaltern, alterna-
tive communities is a move away from the constraining liberal dis-
course on civil society.

Anthropologists such as Marilyn Strathern (1992) have examined
how alternative modes of exchange build up alternative modes of com-
munity and personhood. The narrative of the endless expansion of
capital would appear to threaten to subsume all such alternative forms.
The subject (in both senses of the term) of this narrative is the individ-
ual, narrowly defined as a rational decision-making agent. Nationalism
appears as a particular moment in this all-consuming trajectory. The
power of the local community to disrupt the nation and its narration(s)
was, however, already suggested by Maurice Godelier (1978) in his
cautious effort to revive a refurbished version of the Asiatic mode of
production and to raise questions about historical necessity in a Marx-
ist context. Godelier raised the possibility of a series of alternative
rearrangements of the developmental phases of orthodox Marxist tele-
ology. An analysis of multiplicity in community may enable us to think
beyond determinate developmental schemes and find resources with
which to respond to the rush of capital into the postmodern era.

Chakrabarty (1994) in his study of the sacrifice of goats by Calcutta
factory workers has observed how this gesture creates an alternative
temporality to that of abstract labor imposed by capitalist relations. He
describes this alternative in terms of “worlding,” a term taken from
Spivak, which attends to the different kinds of spaces that can be
opened up through ritual and the distinct models of temporality these
rituals generate. These communal ritual practices recall Godelier’s in-
terest in new ways of understanding communal investments of labor
and capital. What [ will argue in this chapter is that the ritual activity in
rural China over the past decade and a half has created alternative
temporalities that interrupt the “normal” flow of capital into modern-
ization and unidirectional “development.” At the same time, this com-
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munal ritual activity has reconnected flows of external and internal
labor and capital investment into unexpected fields (rural sectors, ritual
excesses, community expression, and local autonomous organization).

In each period and region through Chinese history there have devel-
oped distinct ritual traditions in the context of distinct cultural arenas
and apparatuses of power. These arenas and apparatuses have been
developed for the induction of bodies into identities. Shaped by the
determinant mechanisms of local culture, these identities accept certain
parameters of repeatedly performed identification: the family, the lin-
eage, the village, the culturally defined region, the economically ori-
ented market region, the socially differentiated class membership, and
the political administration. Many of these levels get established
through rituals. Certain rituals mark and perform entry into specific
groups over the life cycle. Others, such as exorcisms of the possessed,
reinscribe identity within the accepted terms of the culture. Many cele-
brate the presumed divine sanction of these naturalized relations.

An analysis of the arenas and apparatuses of cultural production in
China would require the elaboration of an alternative theory of force,
which would be defined as pure relationality, infinite connectiblity—
pure potential; that is, the excessive remainder of absolute immanence,
the very movement of determination, of becoming. Force exists only in
the moment of its application and resistance, and apparatuses such as
institutions and ritual forms operate by capturing or interiorizing force by
a complex separation of force from potential. The result is what we call
power. The actions of the state foster the crystallization of power—regi-
mentation, channelization, induction—through power phenomena such
as walls and roads, functionalized things, and allegedly harmonious
movements of bodies, utility, and organism (Dean and Massumi 1992).

The circulation of forces channeled on the bodies of the individuals
within a local culture takes the form of culturally constructed codes. In
aggregate ritual forms, these codes can be analyzed, for the coding of
the body that acts through ritual is paralleled by the shaping of the
parameters of the mind, in particular the categories of space and time
within which the individual operates. Cultural codes embedded in rit-
ual forms not only induce a range of affects from the body but achieve
a parallel channeling of forms of cogitation on the mind. The material
force of desire, the immanence of the potentiality of the body, always
exceeds a particular cultural assemblage, which allows for particular
avenues of flight from any given set of ritual forms, social institutions,
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and discourses. The task of cultural analysis is to map the flows of
force, the formation of codes, and the channeling of affect and subjec-
tivity in particular cultural contexts. The model of the individual im-
plied here treats identity as a temporary calcification of potentiality,
constantly struggling to reimpose itself on a seething flux of vectors of
change, sensory trajectories, and affective investments.

Because the particular coalescence of flows that takes place in a
given ritual (constituting its internal consistency) is unique, new ritual
forms can present an entirely different set of relations in relation to the
surrounding context. Similarly, rather than insisting on an essential na-
ture of the individual or the a priori status of any particular process of
the formation of individual identity, one could view participation in a
ritual or particular ritual tradition as an abstract technology of the self.

At a theoretical level, these complex and contradictory processes can
be described in terms of individuation and multiplicity. To draw an exam-
ple from the philosophy of science, Gilbert Simendon (1990) has ana-
lyzed the process of individuation of living organisms, individuals, and
social collectives. He argues that an individual is generated out of a
complex metastable field of preindividual forces, potential forms, and
possible coalescences of matter. The moment of individuation is determi-
native in physical processes as in the formation of a crystal, but even after
attaining the consistency of energy, form, and matter that constitutes it,
the crystal continues to interact with its milieu to maintain its consistency.
In the case of living organisms, the realm of virtuosity Simendon refers to
as the preindividual is carried along throughout the living being’s lifetime
of continuous individuation. Thus, attaining a particular identity is but a
temporary aspect of a continuous interaction with milieu and a continuous
process of individuation drawing on the virtual, or preindividual, realm.
Many of the forces that move through a living being undergoing these
processes may be described as transindividual. This is particularly the
case with regard to establishing an individual identity vis-a-vis a social
collective. Social collectives can themselves be said to take part in a
process of individuation, actualizing virtual potentials.

The Three in One Movement in Xinghua, Fujian
To examine the formation of alternative communities and the opening

up of contested public spaces in rural China, I will discuss the pro-
cesses by which the Three in One religious movement spread through
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the Xinghua region of Fujian, China. The Three [Religions} in One
was founded by Lin Zhao’en (1527-1592) in Putian, Fujian, on the
southeast coast of China. New in comparison to Confucian, Daoist,
and Buddhist ritual traditions, the Three in One began little more than
a half century after Martin Luther’s (1483—1546) Reformation and is
now nearly five hundred years old.

Currently the Three in One is widespread in the Xinghua region,
where it has over a thousand temples and half a million worshippers.
The continued vitality of this distinct ritual tradition raises the issue of
what should or could be the place of “tradition” in social movements
and cultural studies. Imported Western theoretical tools for the analysis
of cultural change tend to focus attention on the movement of invest-
ment capital into special economic zones and the often blatantly ex-
ploitative effects of unregulated capitalist production. In addition, the
focus is on the consumption of imported, commeodified cultural forms
in those urbanized zones and in the media (Gold 1993). On this con-
sumption side, the emphasis is often on creative appropriations of im-
ported cultural forms that introduce a measure of self-definition and
self-determination into an otherwise bleak picture (Chow 1991).

In both cases, the rural majority all but disappears from the picture.
When the focus is on investment and production, the rural majority fig-
ures only negatively, as a reserve labor force drawn to the urban centers.
On the consumption side, it does not figure at all, because it lacks the
disposable income to appropriate imported cultural forms. One Western
theoretical approach in which the rural population does figure promi-
nently is ethnography. All too often, however, ethnography depicts rural
culture as frozen in time, an archaic holdover completely unadapted to the
modern, let alone postmodern, world. Thus, the rural world is either inert
or disappears. One can attempt to maneuver around this shortcoming by
combining cultural studies and ethnography in such a way that they cri-
tique and compensate for each other’s weaknesses. After all, there is no
viable option of simply going native and somehow miraculously stepping
outside the Western systems of knowledge in which one was formed. But
there is an option of combining Western theoretical approaches in a way
that makes them interrogate each other, rooting that interrogation in a
sustained participation and affective involvement in the cultural phenome-
non under study. I have attempted to do this in my study of the Three in
One in Xinghua (Dean forthcoming [a]).

By examining the Three in One in a way that includes preindividual
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potentiality, transindividual vectors of change, and a constantly chang-
ing milieu, we can perhaps avoid assigning it, or the individuals within
it, a fixed identity or attempting to tease out a set typology. Such a
procedure implies that institutional developments are inadequate as an
explanatory framework in and of themselves, but also that the dis-
course or rhetorical realm opened up by the Three in One cannot be
interpreted either as adequate in and of itself (transparently meaning-
ful), or as a direct, if distorted, reflection of an underlying institutional
or class nexus. Instead, we have to examine the gap between institu-
tional formations/social milieus and rhetorical structures of dis-
course—the gap between things and words—in seeking to identify the
forces at play in between, the forces of desire or the transformative
creative force of actualization of the virtual at work in the complex
process of individuation.

Over time, the Three in One developed more and more forms and
potentials by building on new options arising in the context of late-
imperial society. Each particular Three in One temple or community
responded to these vectors of change through a process of forced selec-
tion and exclusion, thereby determining their relationship with both the
tradition of the Three in One and the society in which they lived.
Paradoxically, the drive to unification of the Three Religions, or the
underlying desire to reunify Chinese culture through a movement to
bring the pursuit of Confucian sagehood by Daoist alchemy and Bud-
dhist meditation to Chinese society as a whole, led to the elaboration of
a multiplicity of distinctly different forms of Three in One groups.
These groups continue to transform and interact with new economic,
political, and cultural forces sweeping through southeast China. The
desire to unify has thus produced an ever-expanding multiplicity.

Participation in the rituals of the Three in One involves a particular
relation to space and time. Liturgical handbooks or “flower patterns”
(huace) for Three in One ritual provide bird’s-eye-view diagrams of
complex choreographic patterns enacted on the ground by the mem-
bers of the ritual troupe. These patterns trace certain shapes or illustr-
ate abstract patterns or particular figures such as the eight trigrams or
the character for “longevity” (shou). Individual bodies thus act as mov-
ing elements in a flowing line that traces patterns in space.

Ritual space can be conceived in several ways. Most immediately,
ritual involves a body or a group of bodies moving through prescribed
gestures and patterns within a field configured with symbols charged
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with cultural meanings. Each body opens up space by actualizing one
vector out of the virtual sum of all motion, which charges space with
the forces moving through the bodies of the participants. The group
dance of the Three in One ritualists opens up space in this way; so, too,
does the establishment of an altar within a temple or in a private home,
which reconfigures the relationship of spaces and forces within the
architectural structure.? At another level, the spatial layout of the altars
and gods within a temple is a permanent arrangement of ritual space
that channels the flow of worshippers in and through the temple.

Ritual space is marked within the larger village by the performance
of Three in One rituals in public spaces (or occasionally as processions
through the village), and as well by Three in One temples, which form
a complex spatial relationship with the other sites of charged power in
the community. The temples are also involved in various nested hierar-
chies and spatial networks with other temples, and their circuits of
shared ritual activity or interaction constitute another level of ritual
space. These links between temples and across communities can take
place either in an incense-division line, or in a circuit fashioned by the
sharing of ritual resources. In the latter case, key annual rituals are
performed over several days in different locales to allow an adequate
number of ritualists to be drawn together for each ritual event. Joint
participation at the consecration of a new or newly repaired temple is
one way of reaffirming these spatial relations. Annual or semiannual
incense-presentation processions by almost all local Three in One tem-
ples to the Ancestral Confucian Hall (Zong Kong tang) on East Moun-
tain (Dongshan) in Putian, or to the gravesite of the sect founder Lin
Zhao’en or other major figures in the Three in One tradition, provide
another spatial network based on a central node.

These ritual spaces should not be regarded as stable fields or set
places, but as the transformation of these places by the movements
(vectors, velocities, variables of time) that traverse them. Space is a
“practiced place” that is actualized by the multiple, conflicting move-
ments deployed within it (de Certeau, 1984). Repeated rituals occupy
space, causing space to unfold and charging it with force.

Transformations of the Xinghua Local
Cultural/Ritual System

The Xinghua region of Fujian province consists of the two counties of
Putian and Xianyou, which were founded over a thousand years ago. It
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is distinguished by the development of a complex irrigation system,
control of which shifted over time from the central or provincial gov-
ernment to the local leadership ensconced in temple committees. Be-
sides the government and the gentry, major players in the history of the
area have included Buddhist monasteries, lineages, and popular tem-
ples. I have distinguished five phases in the historical development of
the region (these phases are documented in Dean 1993 and forthcom-
ing [a]). Each of these phases in Putian involves a different set of
relationships between the elements of the local culture; between the
central or local government and the locality; among Buddhist monastic
estates, lineages, and popular cults; between communities living along
the segments of the irrigation system; among rival or parallel ritual
traditions; among the gentry, the government, and the commoners; and
among the forces circulating through the regions, some captured, some
translated, some intensified, others diverted. Each phase was marked
by a new set of central ritual forms and apparatuses.

In phase 1 (sixth to eleventh centuries), government-sponsored rites
were held at official shrines established to commemorate officials who
had supervised the construction of irrigation systems. Buddhist and
Daoist festivals were held around temples built in lineage settlements.
Rituals were also held in Buddhist monasteries, which ran immense
monastic estates that opened up the area for cultivation.

In phase 2 (eleventh to fifteenth centuries), lineages constructed
their own noncanonical ancestral halls, local cults began to contest the
prominence of official shrines, and differentiated processions began
marking spiritual boundaries of different cults,

Phase 3 (sixteenth to eighteenth centuries) was marked by a nested
hierarchy of rituals and processions involving larger and larger seg-
ments of the irrigation system. Popular cult temple systems tran-
scended lineage structures and were marked in some areas by
village-based rituals of collective spirit medium training. This was also
the phase that saw the development and spread of the Three in One
movement.

In phase 4 (nineteenth to early twentieth centuries), a patchwork of
lineage feuds and secret religions and secret societies exploded into peas-
ant rebellions. These entities were constituted by discrete ritual forms.

Finally, in phase S (early twentieth century onward), local cultural
forms were politicized as the state intruded into village life and deci-
sion making. The central forms of culture were contested and local
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culture remitted. This fifth phase is currently ongoing, with powerful
flows unleashed by the implosion of the state, the resurgence of “tradi-
tion” and the deterritorializing impact of multinational capitalism. The
infrastructure of the irrigation systems, buttressed during the 1950s and
1960s, is now under attack. Deforestation, industrial pollution, an ex-
plosion in construction, and a breakdown of command structures are
all putting impossible demands on the ecology of the area.

Yet, simultaneously, village-level, and increasingly regional, ritual
systems are being restored. According to a survey I have started in-
volving several hundred villages in the irrigated Putian plains, the av-
erage village has six temples, each housing an average of fifteen
deities. Something like 45 days of ritual performances take place in
each village every year. Some villages hold over 250 days of theater
and ritual a year. Children in rural Putian have now reached adoles-
cence in a world marked increasingly by temple festivals and ritual
performance of cultural difference. Of course, these same years have
seen the rapid expansion of multinational capitalism into southeast
China. It is still too early to discern the boundaries or significance of
the collision of flows at work in this period. We can only begin to map
the process of the melting of some powerful institutions, the sedimen-
tation of attitudes and identities induced through repeated rituals, and
the lines of tension in play as the value and legality of these ritual
forms are contested.

The five phases in the development of Putian’s irrigation system can
be seen as a process of individuation through the construction of
changing rituals of identification. It can also be described as a process
of local cultural self-definition. Rituals, arenas, and multiple levels of
ritual interaction have been developed as apparatuses of individuation.
They also engender a discursive practice in the textual production of
the local gentry, forever reinterpreting classical practice in the light of
local variations. In addition, Daoist priests, Buddhist monks, Three in
One Masters, marionettists, playwrights, stone carvers, artists, actors,
cooks, and mediums have all participated actively in this elaboration of
local culture (Vermeer 1990a, 1990b). Through this process of elabo-
ration, each phase takes on form and consistency from different kinds
of highly charged festivals, which need to be analyzed on a case-by-
case basis to examine the flow of affects and intensities circulating
within them. For ritual form may be the leading element in the chan-
neling of affect (intensity and sensation) sweeping through the com-
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munity and the bodies of the participants and thereby elaborating local
culture. The mingling of bodies with physical and supernatural forces
proceeded by phases, however, linked not dialectically but through a
process of self-organization. Self-organization leads to the channeling
of flows, which over time leads to sedimentation in more or less supple
structures, and in some cases to rigidification in long-lasting institu-
tions such as political hierarchies and lineages. Yet even rigid structures
flow, mutate, and become reincorporated into new self-organizing pro-
cesses (DeLanda 1992).

The five phases that I have outlined suggest that different mechanisms
of individuation are at work at different times, shaping particular bodies
and subjectivities in distinctive ways in relation and reaction to the forces
moving through the environmental and sociocultural fields. These forces
are gathered into particularly intense relations in the course of the rituals
that dominate specific phases. The transitions from one phase to another
are moments of significant systemwide hesitation before dangerous bifur-
cations. They are not teleologically determined, dialectically impelled, or
logically necessary. Lines of flight appear all the time, and bifurcations
lead to distinctly different formations. Ritual apparatuses phase in and out,
developing a growing pool of potential for the reinvention of ritual forms
and the channeling of human and cosmic forces.

This model of the phasing in and out of ritual apparatuses in the
course of the cultural development of the Putian plains does not fit
with the static, homological model conventionally applied to the role
of ritual in Chinese culture. According to that model, imperial ritual is
the model of modeling, descending from the court to the fief to the
family. Kinship ritual is thus presumed to be modeled on imperial
court ritual. The government is presumed to work through institutional
homologies through the ritual sacrifices at the altars of soil and grain
of each district, the City God temples, and the shrines to officially
recognized and canonized local deities. I suggest, however, that many
other features of environment and evolving local cultural power rela-
tions determine the ways in which this system of homology can be
incorporated and co-opted by local culture. This is more than saying
that every homology of the center runs the risk at the peripheries of
achieving too great a local independence and striving for a life beyond
the limits of being merely a copy. Rather, this view challenges the
claims of the imperial model (and its easy acceptance to demonstrate
the passivity and abjectness of Chinese culture).
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To challenge such a fundamental principle of both the Chinese dis-
course of ritual and the common Western model of Chinese ritual is to
raise the possibility of a multivocal understanding of Chinese culture
from below. Rather than seeing all local cultures at all times rising to a
common level of unity in a vision of the inevitable centrality of the
cosmic role of the Chinese emperor, perhaps we can imagine a vast
variety of locally rooted and constantly changing conceptions of cos-
mos and individuality rising out of local and immediate contests of
power and metamorphoses of bodies. This interpretation does not
mean that the cosmos looks different according to where you are situ-
ated, as in functionalist readings of Chinese religion. Rather, it means
that the cosmos itself is constructed and subject to change along with
the individual, and that the changing set of perspectives on a changing
cosmos can never be encompassed in a single system.

Phasing and Space

Let us look once again at the Three in One, this time in relation to a set
of four intermingling yet analytically distinct spaces: the earth, terri-
tory, commodity and cultural networks, and collective experimentation
(based, with alterations, on Levy 1994). These spaces can provision-
ally be conceived as geological levels, with one building on rather than
overcoming the other, and all emerging from the virtual as concrete
actualizations that maintain their distinct potentialities. Thought of in
this way, each of these spaces can be roughly associated with the
phases of Xinghua culture outlined above, although all nonetheless
interpenetrate and coexist in each of the phases.

The early settlements and secluded Buddhist monastic estates of the
first phase of Xinghua local culture represent an opening up of the
space of the earth. This space is opened by myths and rites, and char-
acterized as a relationship between the earth and the cosmos. Identity
is primarily structured in relation to lineage and totem.

With the elaboration of state administration and the consolidation of
settlements on kinship principles, we see the opening up of the second
space, that of territory. Territorial space is characterized by writing and
mapping, and is in intimate relationship with the state. Identity is pri-
marily a function of territorial inscription, the establishment of bound-
aries. In this space, lineages compose genealogical records, establish
ancestral halls, and organize rituals at the graves of their ancestors. A



188 CIVIL SOCIETY IN CHINA

patrilineal ideology is elaborated in text, territory, and rite. Property
becomes subject to a level of collective lineage control (including the
establishment of lineage estates and a principle of priority in land
claims), while rules are established for partible inheritance. Writing is
also used in this space to transform the chants and ecstatic possession
of the space of the earth into Buddhist or Daoist scripture, as cults
emerge from isolated communities and claim wider powers. Cults
begin to expand their temples, and some temples begin to divide in-
cense. The state interacts with the territory through taxation and corvée
and through the performance of graduated homological ritual displays
or enactments of authority, which are achieved by constructing state
temples, shrines, and altars.

The third space is the space of networks: networks of commodity
exchanges and of cultural interactions. The relationship to capital be-
comes important for identity, which is primarily a function of one’s
place within processes of production and consumption. In the third
phase of Xinghua local culture, the lineages expand beyond single
settlements into extended, higher-order lineages. They respond to com-
modification by establishing tax shelters and joint-stock corporations.
But an even greater transformation in this phase is the rise of temple
networks. These took several forms, the most common of which were
nested hierarchies of temples within geographically defined boundaries
such as irrigation systems. A second form is an alliance of temples
representing scattered single-surname and multisurname communities
in opposition to extended lineages in the vicinity. Another form is the
division of incense from a founding temple, such as the Ancestral
Confucian Hall on East Mountain. These networks extended beyond
territorial limits. The network that grew most rapidly in this period was
that of regional markets, which linked the Xinghua region to coastal,
overland, and international trade circuits.

The fourth space is the space of collective experimentation opened
up by transversal and transnational flows. Although it is difficult to see
anything besides chaos in the fourth and fifth phases of Xinghua local
culture, one can conceive of the last hundred years as a period of
intense reexamination brought on by internal pressures as well as ex-
ternal forces. This is also the space of the imagination: of technological
experimentation, collective transformations, and hybridization. The re-
naissance of the Three in One and a multitude of other reinvented
ritual traditions and reconstructed communities in the Republican pe-
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riod, as well as over the last decade and a half, represents a collective
return to the powers of the earth and a reassertion of the relationship of
the individual to the cosmos. This is not to say that these are primitivist
or anachronistic movements. On the contrary, they constitute viable
networks working out of newly revitalized communities and dealing
creatively with the new transversal flows of transnational capital, ide-
ologies, floating populations, and tourism.

The spaces of the earth, territory, commercial and cultural networks,
and collective experimentation are traversed by the spheres of econom-
ics, politics, and knowledge. Each has its specific form, but the spaces
can also fold in on one another. Thus, the transformation of the state
folds back on these spaces, as the transversal flow of a new conception
of the modern nation-state forces a reimagining of the nature of terri-
tory and the nature of identity at all levels. Economic forces fold back
on the different levels as well, with capital searching out natural re-
sources at the level of the earth, speculating in real estate at the level of
territory, and partitioning collective experimentation into individual
work and careers.

One concrete example of the reopening of these spaces over the past
fifteen years is the ritual system of the Jiangkou plains of northern
Putian county (Dean and Zheng 1993). In the late 1970s, isolated indi-
vidual villages in this area began reclaiming their local temples and
reviving or reinventing rituals that opened a space of the earth, of indi-
vidual and cosmic identification, at the level of the immediate physical
surroundings of the village. As these underground ritual events began to
take place sporadically around the area, coalitions of villages held pro-
cessions to reestablish territorial alliances. As more territories came to
life in this manner, the network of the area was gradually restored,
culminating in 1993 in the five-day procession of the Belvedere of the
Eastern Peak, which involved over seventy villages and tens of thou-
sands of participants. This procession was financed in part by capital
donated by overseas Chinese from Indonesia, Malaysia, Taiwan, and
the Philippines. These groups successfully urged the expansion of the
procession beyond its “traditional” limits to include areas of the adjoin-
ing county of Fuging, from which many of them had emigrated.
Through collective experimentation with traditional forms, new spaces
were opened up for a reconstructed and redefined community.

The Three in One has also opened up the four spaces of the earth,
territory, network, and collective experimentation. Certain Three in
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One temples became centers of village life. Other filiations, such as
local lines of division of incense or circuits of ritual collaboration
between Three in One shrines in particular regions, have opened up
territorial spaces. The interrelationships among the various branches of
the Three in One have led to the opening up of complex transregional
networks, for the revival of the Three in One in the 1970s and early
1980s has involved both local and overseas Chinese in collective ex-
perimentations in which the Three in One tradition has been reinvented
and reshaped.

Looking at the Three in One over time relative to the phases of
Xinghua local culture, we can see that the movement arose long after a
complex local culture had developed. The Three in One originated as a
collective experiment: an opening up of the fourth kind of space de-
scribed above. Beginning at the margins of local society, the move-
ment expanded into village life, established regional filiations, and
developed regional and transregional networks. From a marginal
group, the movement gradually transformed into a central feature of
Xinghua local culture. This transformation required the appropriation
and reinvention of a multitude of local cultural forces, for in order for
the Three in One to achieve a position of leadership in local society, it
had to merge with local institutions and link with local classes. In some
villages, this took place through a merging of the Three in One with
localized lineages. Thus, in Lindou village in Xianyou, the head of the
single lineage of the village is also the hereditary Master of the Three
in One altar. The tendency of the Three in One to merge with the local
lineage-based leadership class is most evident in the less commercial-
ized, less culturally sophisticated villages of the Xianyou area. In the
complex society of the Putian-Hanjiang corridor, a vast array of nested
temple systems, commercial circuits, centers of Confucian study, and
tightly knit higher-order lineages have made it difficult for the Three in
One to rise to a leading role or to achieve a broad popular base.

The inclusion of more women in the Three in One in the Republican
period is another instance of the employment of new cultural strategies
to expand the power and influence of the Three in One. The involve-
ment of overseas Chinese is yet another instance of collective experi-
mentation opening up new spaces for the expansion of the Three in
One. Each step is a matter of invention. Its communal ritual and inner
alchemical practices were invented collectively first by the founder and
early disciples of the Three in One, then again by the many different
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groups in separate locations throughout the Xinghua area who fused
the Three in One with local cults and practices. What is significant in
the lives of its adherents is how they are gathered into flows of ritual
events and intensities, whether as children attending a festival, as wor-
shippers preparing food offerings or burning incense and consulting
divination poems, as mediums relaying the words of the gods, as initi-
ates practicing meditation, or as ritualists combining inner alchemy,
liturgical practice, and scriptural study. The ritual events of the Three
in One actualize some of the virtual planes of Xinghua local culture,
traversing the four spaces to reconnect the individual with the cosmos.

On the Public Sphere and Civil Society

The opening up of space through ritual performance and the invest-
ment by local religious movements of different levels of space in a
particular region point to a model of “multiple public spheres” other
than what the Habermasian model would allow. It might be objected
that this model of the opening up and occupation of public spaces and
spheres is only viable at the scale of regional systems, and possibly not
applicable even at the level of the economic macroregions of China.
Hence it fails to meet the criteria of the Western public sphere. To
discuss China in this way would mean that it is no longer possible to
talk about Chinese society as a whole or Chinese culture as a single
unified entity.4

Laclau and Mouffe (1985) reach similar conclusions about the im-
possibility of a unitary concept of the social in any radical critique of
contemporary social change. It is possible to talk about Chinese imper-
ial or Communist Party ideological and ritual models of space that
attempt hierarchically to encompass local difference (Hevia 1995; Zito
forthcoming) or to massify local cultural forms (Apter and Saich
1994), but we should bear in mind that these imperial ritual forms were
being articulated in ever-greater complexity and intensity over a period
in which the reach of imperial power was increasingly limited (Littrup
1994). As tax reforms in the late Ming and Qing commuted corvée
labor and various local fees into a cash standard, and fiscal needs at the
imperial center absorbed more and more of these funds, which could
not expand because they were based on a static land assessment,
county governments were compelled to relinquish elements of local
governance, including the performance of some imperial rituals at the
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local level. Similarly, the imperial civil service examinations could no
longer meet the needs of an expanding literate population. Under these
conditions, local appropriations of elements of imperial ritual strategies
were widespread, which happened as the Three in One spread through
Fujian.

Given the increasing gap between imperial ideology and ritual mod-
eling and local ritual traditions, it is more important to develop models
of the rise of regional and local cultural formations within different
parts of China than to search for parallels with Western models of
public sphere and civil society. An analysis of the way in which space
is opened up in communal ritual and regional ritual systems may in
turn shed light on the nature of the multiple public spheres of the
Western world. Understanding the collapse of these systems in the
wake of the homogenization of space by the nation-state and by capital
(in different ways that now are transcending the nation-state) may
enable us to see the notion of civil society as a nostalgic myth that
Westerners live by and still seek to impose on others. The richness of
Chinese local cultures is thus not a sign of the imminent collapse of the
Chinese state, but an indication of flexibility and potentiality within
regions of China for local movements to avoid the rigidity of state
desire without becoming entirely absorbed by the spread of transna-
tional capital.5 At the same time, however, while local formations of
desire escape the totalizing pressure of transnational capital and the
individualizing, homogenizing pressures of the nation-state, we should
not deceive ourselves into thinking that local Chinese communities
will renounce their patrilocal nature, with its attendant patriarchal
domination of women. The potential for human abuse is enormous
under these conditions. It is precisely in its ability to achieve and
activate a sphere of domination separate from the totalizing and indi-
vidualizing powers of the state that the community manifests its pow-
ers of resistance. Part of the task of analysis is to uncover the
assemblages of desire operating at the communal level simultaneously
to resist the state and inscribe the all too human.
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China and the Future of Civil Society

Timothy Brook and B. Michael Frolic

At the conclusion of this volume we would like briefly to ponder on
what we feel this collective study has achieved. Our initial call for
papers reflecting on China in relation to the concept of civil society
produced a variety of responses. These ranged from Roger Des Forges’
dynamic proposal that some form of civil society has long existed in
China, to Kenneth Dean’s equally aggressive argument that the appli-
cation of any civil society model to China is problematic, if not utterly
misguided. Within these extremes, the authors in this volume have
worked with and against various notions of civil society to present
challenging new insights based on substantial empirical research,
bringing forward such concepts as “auto-organization,” “state-led civil
society,” “social representation,” and “disruptive communities” to
challenge and broaden how we think about China.

We feel obliged to acknowledge that there is a measure of uncer-
tainty to our collective project, despite the conceptual and empirical
gains of the individual chapters. We make this acknowledgment as a
way of suggesting that the project of understanding civil society in
China is far from finished, and the issues it raises far from resolved.
We could not agree—and see no particular benefit at this stage in the
development of China-related social science in agreeing—as to
whether civil society (or something like it) is emerging in China,
whether it can emerge, whether in fact it has been there all along, or
even whether we should be asking a completely different set of ques-
tions to assess what is going on in China today. We all recognize that
China is experiencing change, and accept that that change might or
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might not be expressed in terms of the development of civil society,
but we do not concur on how quickly that change will happen, or in
what direction.

To the extent that we accept the value of working with the civil
society model, we see it as representing a process rather than a fixed
set of structures or relations. It is a process wherein people acquire the
habits and values of individual autonomy within an extensive network
of authority relations, and of citizenship within the context of public
action, including the obligation to voice dissent against unjust actions
of the state. But the change of values and institutions that the emer-
gence of civil society implies is neither fully nor purely corrosive to
social integration. While the practice of civil society does furnish a
pathway for the separation of state and society, it also provides integu-
ments enabling state and society to be reintegrated subsequently
through the formation of new forms and patterns of public behavior. In
the Chinese context, that reintegration may not immediately take what
we might consider democratic forms, but it should tend to favor solu-
tions to questions of power that conspire toward the shaping of a more
open political system.

The recognition that civil society has a reintegrative function stands
as a corollary to our sense that the model of “civil society against the
state” popular in Western ideologies of confrontation and dissent does
not apply smoothly to China. In almost every chapter of this volume,
the state is seen to play an incremental and associative role, acting at
times as a benevolent, if usually self-serving, partner of social entities
seeking to make claims against the state rather than as their opponent.
Even in the West, for that matter, civil society as a practice and as a set
of institutions has often been advanced historically through evolutionary
processes that acknowledge a partnership between state and society.
Civil society can of course be the arena in which conflict between them
is initiated, but it can also provide a buffer to mediate that conflict.

In acknowledging that a particular model of civil society has gained
prominence in the recent Western discourse on political transitions, we
confront the thorny issue of China’s exceptionality. China may be
regarded as unique by virtue of its massive size, its claim to a long
continuous history as a culture, or its continuing commitment to Lenin-
ist principles of organization and ideology. Whether the differences are
rooted in any of these or other factors, civil society doesn’t easily fit
the Chinese case. Chinese and Western practices of civil society di-
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verge. Some of the contributors (Frolic, Zhang, Nesbitt-Larking, and
Chan) attribute the marks of divergence, and therefore a measure of
Chinese exceptionality, to the simple fact that China is still actively
Communist in a Leninist sense. The differences between China and the
West are seen very much to be differences of the present. Most of us
accordingly prefer not to trace divergences in civil society practice to
the final realm of culture and values. Some of us (Brook, Des Forges,
Hayhoe, and Zhong), in fact, are more likely to regard practices of
social organization and habits of public conduct in Chinese society
before the twentieth century as positively conducive to the formation
of elements of civil society in that China that have much in common
with the West, rather than as inhibitors.

It is important not to be more than tentative in declaring what point
we have now reached in the unfolding of the civil society discussion.
We took up the concept of civil society, with all the complexities that
arise from its application and with all its limitations as an ideal type, to
see whether it might serve as a device capable of explaining China’s
political development in a more dynamic way. The success of the
volume is to be measured in terms of what this method has thrown up
as each contributor pursues his or her research topic, rather than in any
final conclusions to which all future observations on civil society in
China must be attached. To express the basis for this evaluation in a
somewhat extreme fashion, civil society is a method rather than a truth.
As a method it has accomplished a great deal in our enquiry. It has
enabled us to focus on arenas other than peak politics or local commu-
nity studies, while maintaining potential links to both. It has pushed us
to attend to aspects of society and history that the established method-
ological shadows have obscured. And it has meant that while working
in different disciplines on different particularities we have been able to
pursue a dialogue in common.

Is there then a future for the study of civil society in China? The
question is presumptuous, given the lack of consensus within the field
of China studies—as among the contributors to this volume—as to
whether it even has a presence. It also rests on a plethora of assump-
tions that need constantly to be re-examined. It assumes a coherence to
the idea of civil society; it also assumes that there can be a productive
relationship between this idea, Western in origin, and the social and
political realities we perceive in China. The question of the future of
civil society in China is really therefore two questions. First of all, will
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the concept be of any value for the ongoing process of constructing a
social theory for China? That is, will it have a place in our analysis, or
is it, as Kenneth Dean declares on the final page of his chapter, “a
nostalgic myth that Westerners live by and still seek to impose on
others”? And secondly, is what is currently in formation at least in
urban China, which looks something like civil society, a reliable indi-
cator of what is to come? In other words, will the various attributes of
civil society that strike us as familiar be traceable in familiar ways in
the future?

We raise these incautious questions not so much to bring the indi-
vidual inquiries in this book to a collective conclusion—given the
diversity of approaches taken, that would be presumptuous indeed—as
to a reflective pause. We are well aware that asking about the future
propagates a false sense of knowing in advance what may happen. This
can lead to looking for structures that are not there and anticipating
outcomes that can never come to pass, thereby recycling old Orientalist
notions about China’s “inferiority” and “failure.” Even though the
scholars writing in this volume sensibly avoid speculating about the
future, each recalls in different ways the surprising events of 1989. In
the wake of that disaster, civil society provides a hopeful, even if
possibly misplaced, language by which to formulate concern about
China’s future. Michel Bonnin and Yves Chevrier (1991: 50) have
urged in this regard that civil society not be dismissed simply as a
foreign yardstick against which to show that the altered state-society
relations in China since 1989 fall short of what “should” have hap-
pened. To set expectations for the concept too high would be to “de-
prive ourselves of a powerful tool for understanding the social
dynamics” of both the political system in general and the particular
visible elements that seem to be altering its shape. As this volume has
amply demonstrated, there is much evidence that Chinese in recent
decades have acted among themselves, in the workplace, and even
sporadically in the public realm in ways that are altering the terms of
their social and political lives. Trade union mediation, human rights
activism, and the founding of private universities are not wholly or
only explicable in terms of civil society. On the other hand, civil soci-
ety provides a provisional analytical logic through which we can begin
to associate the notions of social representation, auto-organization, and
autonomy that these initiatives appear to represent.

The interest in the China field in invoking the concept of civil
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society has not purely been induced by 1989. It derives as well from
the state of Western social theory at the end of the twentieth century.
We struggle in the face of competing urges, which Jirgen Habermas
and Michel Foucault at each extreme may be taken to represent.
Habermas seeks to intervene on behalf of what has been termed “the
unfinished project of Enlightenment” (Honneth et al. 1992), whereas
Foucault rejects the attempt outright. On Habermas’ side stand those
who would persevere in the developmentalist strategies of the postwar
world-economy and see the upsurge of civil society as confirmation
that the gradual proliferation of capitalism must bring in its wake bene-
ficial social transformation; civil society from this perspective is recog-
nized as variously agent or outcome of that transformation. On the
other side are those who critique developmentalism from the stand-
point of cultural or political critique. Postmodernism, for example,
assesses the Enlightenment project is an impossible and dangerous
illusion: to agitate for the realization of civil society serves only to
press a Western, gendered agenda for hegemony over consumers in the
capitalist core, over producers and elites in the Third World, and over
the environment everywhere. From a world-system perspective, it can
be argued, to more or less the same end, that the global economy and
the politics of nation-states “make projects based on the concept of
civil society irrelevant, corresponding identities unstable, [and] inter-
pretations one-sided” (Cohen and Arato 1992: 121). In the midst of
conflicting assessments of the Enlightenment project as alive, defunct,
or irrelevant, the prospects for civil society’s future as a concept and as
a practical model appear compromised. This seems to place any theory
of society that embraces civil society in doubt.

Thinking about civil society in relation to China only intensifies the
sense that social theory is in crisis. Ideals of state-society relations in
China do not appear to conform to the privileging of society over the
state that is generally at work in Western social science. What are we
to conclude from this dissonance? Is it that China is simply an anomaly
and therefore of no consequence to theory? Or is it, at the other ex-
treme, that the evolution of the concept of civil society in Europe is
purely a local history that cannot be generalized into theory? Or should
we pursue, in Chinese fashion, a middle course and regard the histori-
cal and cultural embeddedness of the concept of civil society as a
significant finding that will enable social theory to move away from its
Western moorings and develop in a more global direction?
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Given the evidence marshalled in this volume, this middle way is
certainly persuasive. And yet we should be cautious about making
concessions to what are deemed to be the realities of Chinese state-so-
ciety relations that erase the critical purpose of the concept, which
historically has been to recognize social power as a potential counter-
weight to state power. In the case of China, the concept of civil society
may be useful to the extent that it enables us not only to recognize that
state-society relations are complex, but that that complexity involves
resistance and misalignment between state and social interests as often
as it attests to the triumph of social harmony and the satisfaction of
individual demands. For even though the state may enjoy clear hege-
mony in the orchestration of public life and take preponderance in the
private calculations of individual Chinese, it does not dictate these
relationships. The critical citizenship, social representation, and auton-
omy attested in several of the chapters—however conditioned and cir-
cumscribed they may be by state initiatives—should remind us that the
state does not always set the terms for society, nor does society always
fold its interests into the state. Ironically, perhaps, it is Dean’s chapter
that celebrates unambiguously a vision of China as composed of “a
vast variety of locally rooted and constantly changing conceptions of
cosmos and individuality rising out of local and immediate contests of
power,” not as a single, totalizing entity dominated by the state.

Where then does China’s future lie? Do trade unions and
entrepreneurs’ associations signal that civil society, or something like
it, is on the rise in China? Or does their presence merely confirm the
triumph of state over society? Can we expect a growing integration
among people in society, or an expanding network of social institu-
tions, that might strengthen the power of society to distinguish the
social from the state, thereby “guaranteeing intimacy and personal au-
tonomy, on the one hand, and communication and association, on the
other” (Cohen and Arato 1992: 138)? Or are these possibilities nothing
but the illusions of observers who do not grasp the extent to which they
are already embedded in control systems beyond their influence?
Should we look for “even relatively small and finite steps in political
and economic democratization” with the expectation that these may
lead eventually to “a multiplicity of more autonomous roles, solidary
and egalitarian relations, and forms of participation” in Chinese public
life (ibid: 139)? Or does this modest expectation defeat the purpose of
analysis by prescheduling changes into a misleading teleology? Fi-
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nally, will a more internally integrated society be able to resist the
commoditization of social relations through which the capitalist econ-
omy usurps and dominates the public sphere? Or will it help smooth
the way for capitalism to establish its regime?

Perhaps the only conclusion to be drawn at this juncture is the
simple one that our interpretations of social change, no matter whether
they remain China-centered or range widely into other traditions, must
always keep pace with the dynamic unfolding of state-society rela-
tions, not just in China but elsewhere as globalization remakes the
world. It is to these changes that social theory must respond. Whether
that means expanding, refining, or ultimately rejecting the concept of
civil society will depend on the robustness of the sorts of analyses
presented in this volume in the light not just of theory but of what
proves to be politically possible in China.
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Notes

Introduction: The Ambiguous Challenge of Civil Society

1. Bryna Goodman (1996: 165-65) has argued against invoking civil society on
the grounds that this concept projects “a binary view of state and society” that does
not apply to Republican China, where state and social organizations interpene-
trated. The argument for interpenetration is well taken, but using it to deny the
value of applying civil society to China rests on an interpretation of civil society in
the West as completely autonomous from the state. This interpretation is problem-
atic. States in the West regulate and register popular bodies far more thoroughly
than the Guomindang regime was ever able to do. Only in the rarest instances did
public associations in the West “oppose the state in any direct or abstract fashion”
(177), the standard against which Goodman measures the development of civil
society. By this standard, however, every culture would fail the test.

2. The review essay by Huang Yang (1997) in Dushu (Readers’ magazine),
the leading popular journal on cutting-edge scholarly issues, is evidence of the
issue’s continuing importance.

Chapter 1: Auto-Organization in Chinese Society

1. An earlier version of this chapter appeared in 1996, in the Eastern Asia Policy
Papers series published by the Joint Centre for Asia Pacific Studies, Toronto.

2. The remarkable expansion of state capacities for surveillance and revenue
taking in the twentieth century has reduced the extent to which society in the
West may be thought of as effectively separable from the state, as Habermas
(1989) has argued in the context of the decline of the public sphere.

3. One element of Diamond’s definition that I exclude is the presence of an
institutionalized legal order. Its formation and role require more thorough consid-
eration than is possible in this study. On the lack of juridical basis for activism in
the Republican era, see Strand 1994: 326.
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4. The well-field system is analyzed in Zhao (1989): see especially 70-75.
Zhao directs his discussion toward the problem of the legal status of persons and
land within communes (78-79), thereby implicitly tying his analysis to a critique
of the People’s Communes as the most recent manifestation of the *“Asiatic”
conviction that society is best ordered under state direction.

5. Business, entered into on provision of a “share” or “stake” (gu) in the
form of labor, capital, or access to a closed market, is another principle of associa-
tion and quite as important as the others for inducing distinct organizational
forms. However, it lies outside the scope of this chapter. I am grateful to Takeshi
Hamasbhita for suggesting this principle and the forms it promotes.

6. Guilds, native-place associations, and trade associations in nineteenth-cen-
tury Shanghai are surveyed in Zhang Zhongli 1990: 50935, and Johnson 1995:
124-44.

7. On the ambiguity of the claims to autonomy that may be made for acade-
mies, see the chapter by Hayhoe and Zhong in this volume. Shanghai’s one
academy of note was Shenjiang Academy (Johnson 1995: 91).

8. A group of seven eunuchs headed by Liu Jin who took power in 1505-10
“at the time was called the faction (dang) of seven” (Chen 1985: 70). Similarly,
the eunuchs led by Wei Zhongxian who took control of the court in the 1620s
were called “the Wei faction (dang)” (Ye 1986: 3).

9. For Shunzhi’s edict of 1652, sec Wakeman 1985: 941; regarding Yong-
zheng’s edict of 1724, see Huang 1974: 90-92.

10. Henriot (1996: 164) notes that professional associations in Shanghai are
the subject of a 1993 Columbia University dissertation by Xu Xiaoqun, entitled
“State and Society in Republican China: The Rise of Shanghai Professional Asso-
ciations, 1912-1937.”

11. Distinguishing by type is a precarious, because artificial, method. The
categories are imposed from outside, the boundaries between types’ fluid, and the
names of organizations often not in direct correspondence, and sometimes in
direct variance, with their substance. For example, when the Special Branch in-
vestigated the Shanghai Fish Peddlers’ Mutual Help Association for nonregistra-
tion in August 1938, it found that the association had been formed by a former
Guomindang official, cashiered two years earlier for financial misconduct, for
extorting protection money from the Cold Storage Owners’ Association (SMP file
D-8679). That same month, the SMP tracked down another unregistered organiza-
tion called the Chinese and Foreign Grocery Merchants’ Lien Yih (Friendship)
Society, only to find that it was, in the words of their report, “a bazaar” or “an old
style society established for the purpose of discussing market prices and condi-
tions in the trade” rather than a public body (D-8692).

12. The five women’s organizations were the Chung Hwa Women’s Temper-
ance Association, the Federation of Shanghai Women’s Bodies, the Shanghai
Women’s Culture Acceleration Association, the Shanghai Women’s Movement
Acceleration Association, and the Young Women’s Club. All targeted middle-
class women for membership.

13. By Municipal Notification No. 4878 (21 October 1937), the SMP main-
tained a parallel registration system for news organizations and publishers, which
of course also functioned as entities representing interests in the political sphere
(SMP file D-8149).
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14. “Yanzhe you Zhongguo tese de shehuizhuyi daolu gianjin” (Forward
along the road of socialism with Chinese characteristics) (1987), reprinted in
Chen, Pang, and Zhu, eds., 1992: 220-21. On Chinese understandings of
“masses,” see Strand 1994: 312.

15. The independent Shanghai radio station Voice of Democracy and Free-
dom, which operated briefly in the spring of 1989, might be numbered alongside
these organizations as an entity based on common cause (Amnesty Intermational
1996: 86). Although I have excluded media organizations from this survey, they
should be understood as constituting a significant auto-organizational forum in
twentieth-century China. In this regard, the interventions in public opinion by the
World Economic Herald newspaper, and its suppression, were important factors
shaping the Democracy Movement in Shanghai (see Wright 1991).

Chapter 2: State-Led Civil Society

1. An earlier version of this chapter appeared in 1996 in the Eastern Asia
Policy Papers series published by the Joint Centre for Asia Pacific Studies, To-
ronto. I wish to thank the political science graduate students at York University
who attended my seminar on postcommunist transitions for stimulating my think-
ing on civil society.

2. Chinese are still searching for the right terminology to describe tendencies
and initiatives that in the West have been identified broadly as civil society. It has
been referred to variously as “townspeople’s society” (shimin shehui) and “public
or citizens’ society” (gongmin shehui) the distinctions between which Des Forges
explores in the following chapter. In the contemporary Chinese context, this
terminology sounds foreign and lacks credibility (Ma 1994: 180-93). In the lim-
ited Chinese literature on civil society, these terms are used hesitantly, often
without much coherence or historical depth.

3. This point is discussed by the contributors to the April 1993 issue of the
journal Modern China, in which various authors debate whether China had a civil
society in the past, focusing on Habermas’ concept of the public sphere. See also
Strand 1990.

4. Mary Rankin identified a nascent civil society in this part of China in the
nineteenth century. In her view, a “minimalist and noninterventionist” Qing gov-
ernment permitted a significant degree of autonomy to local elites in the manage-
ment of commercial activities (Rankin 1986, 1993). Following Rankin, one could
speculate that the current growth of social organizations may have emerged from
the “social capital” of prior experience with local autonomy. On social capital, see
Putnam 1993.

5. Departing from the “normal” Western pattern, a case can be made that, if
the “political realm” is underdeveloped but a strong authoritarian state exists, the
separation of state and society can occur without the emergence of an independent
political realm. In this case, civil society and the realm of politics, rather than
being separated, will be merged. Functional separation will occur later when
political parties and legitimate oppositions exist and can debate their agendas in
public.

6. For more on Chinese intellectuals and civil society, see Hua 1994,
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7. Nevitt’s study of private business associations in Tianjin supports the
concept of state-led civil society and the possibility that a strong Chinese state can
promote its emergence, at least at the local level: “It seems that in the Chinese
context a civil society may not develop separate from and in opposition to the
state but rather in the niches and spaces that the state leaves open, and that it will
grow in response to opportunities deliberately engineered or accidentally created
by the state” (1996: 43).

Chapter 3: States, Societies, and Civil Societies
in Chinese History

1. See also Wang 1991 and Gan 1993. I am grateful to Luo Xu for bringing
these two essays to my attention, as well as the articles in Zhou Xuegang 1992.

2. Metzger 1994: 1 traces the Western idea of civil society back to Roman
times. See also Shils 1991.

3. See also Brook’s chapter in this volume. Although civil society and public
sphere are treated separately, I shall simplify my account by referring only to civil
society, which accompanies and serves to institutionalize the public sphere.

4. 1 am grateful to Claude Welch for bringing this article to my attention.

5. The conflict between civil society and the state is emphasized in
Habermas 1989: 52, 60, and passim.

6. Aspects of this kind of civil society had also appeared in the Greek city-
states, but nineteenth-century Europeans were less interested in historical prece-
dent than in novelty; so, too, are many twentieth-century Europeans, for example,
Habermas 1989: 3—5. For unresolved Western tensions between the views that
civil society has deep roots in the past and that it is a recent invention, see Shils
1991.

7. This was recognized by Chinese thinkers of the nineteenth century as well
as by Western historians such as Spengler and Toynbee writing in the twentieth
century (Cohen 1974: 92; Drake 1975: 131; Meskill 1965: 20-24; Pusey 1983:
416417).

8. In the past, the ideology of this form of civil society was often called
democratic socialism or socialist democracy (Lukes 1973). Currently, it goes
under the labels of economic democracy and communitarianism.

9. But see Shils (1991: 20), who argues that “the ideal of the common good
is a practicable ideal, even though there is likely at any given moment to be
disagreement about its substance, and even though it can never be completely
realized.”

10. The association between Han ren and “Chinese” was not just by default,
although there was clearly an important distinction between the two concepts that
has not always been observed by Chinese or Westerners. Compare Lipman and
Harrell 1990: 4. We can maintain this distinction by reserving the English term
“Chinese” for the Chinese term zhongguo ren (“people of the central state[s]”).

11. Of course, the Tang was a relatively recent age compared with that of the
Qing’s other favorite model, the Zhou.

12. See Chin and Freeman 1990; Waley 1969: 23, 47, 59, 103; Nivison 1966:
35-36, 75, 232-233; and Li 1966.
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13. This idea, first developed by the Japanese historian Naitd Konan, has
inspired many subsequent accounts, for example, Shiba 1970; and McNeill 1982.

14. As I have noted elsewhere (Des Forges 1993: 35-36), this view is one-
sided and ignores certain positive aspects of these orders, but it remains dominant
among Chinese even today.

15. While the Western name for China alludes to the centralized bureaucracy
of the Qin, the Chinese name alludes to the cultural centrality claimed by all
pre-Qin, Qin, and post-Qin states. Chinese expatriate scholars increasingly ac-
knowledge that the key to Chinese identity in the twentieth century is the quest
for cultural and political centrality more than for economic and military power
(Chen 1994; Ci 1994).

16. In 1988, students organizing for human rights compared themselves with
those who had plotted to kill Qin Shihuang; like them, they thought, they could
not afford to turn back once they had set out on their mission (Shen 1990: 139).

17. Sun was Han-centric, believing that minonty nationalities had to accultur-
ate to the majority Han if China was to be strong, but he also admired the Zhou
dynasty, the civilization of which he considered to be comparable to that of
twentieth-century Europe and America (Yi 1989: 92-93). The Chinese term for
Republic (gonghe guo) went back to a Zhou reign that was dominated by several
nobles rather than a single son of heaven (Hsii 1988: 144-46).

18. For Mao’s interest in other periods, see Hsii 1988: 68, 122-23.

19. For uses of the past during the Ming-Qing transition, see Des Forges 1994
and forthcoming. To what extent they continue to be part of the popular con-
sciousness is a question worthy of research.

20. For the argument that the mobile workers (or floating people) created by
the reforms are part of a Chinese civil society that is both autonomous from and
supportive of the state, see Solinger 1992.

21. The association of the Spring and Autumn period with militarism in the
1930s is made in Link 1981: 14.

22. For a similar distinction between forms of civil society that nurture de-
mocracy and those that do not, see Diamond 1994.

23. For an extended and, to my mind, convincing defense of guanxi xue as a
distinctively Chinese form of civil society, see Yang 1994.

24. Another translation, xin quanwei zhuyi, makes neoauthoritarianism more
akin to totalitarianism. Ding Xueliang asserts, however, that this is a mistransla-
tion (Zhou 1992: 39, 107).

25. Young Chinese advocates of civil society readily cite contemporary West-
ern political theorists such as Barrington Moore, Robert Dahl, Daniel Bell,
Guillermo O’Donnell, Philippe Schmitter, Samuel Huntington, and Zbigniew
Brzezinski. They also invoke American China specialists such as Franz
Schurmann, Chalmers Johnson, William Skinner, Tang Tsou, Andrew Nathan,
Andrew Walder, and Thomas Gold on the nature of Chinese society and its
prospects (see Zhou 1992; Des Forges 1993).

26. For a different view that sees China as vulnerable on human rights issues
and willing to change, see Nathan 1994.

27. Ma’s translation of zuqun shehui as “collective society” is misleading,
reinforcing the pervasive tendency among Chinese intellectuals to posit only two
kinds of society, collectivist and individualist.
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28. David Ownby reminded us at the symposium where this chapter was first
presented, on the other hand, that sects and associations are often driven to illegal
activities precisely because their existence is banned by the state.

29. Current trends in Chinese education as discussed by Hayhoe and Zhong in
this volume do not augur well for the realization of this vision.

30. For problems of democracy in the contemporary United States, see also
Chomsky 1991, Greider 1992, Elshtain 1995, and Lasch 1995. The New York
Times reported on 17 April 1995 that the top 20 percent of the population of the
U.S. now owns over 80 percent of the wealth in their respective spheres, while the
bottom 20 percent in each case owns less than 6 percent (King and Elliott 1994).

31. On China’s status with regard to international human rights agreements,
see Brook 1993b, and Nathan 1994: 628.

32. “Human Rights in China,” Beijing Review, 4-10 November 1991: 8 (cited
in Peerenboom 1993: 46). Ed. note: Peerenboom’s interpretion of rights in China
has been severely critiqued by Svensson 1996.

Chapter 4: University Autonomy and Civil Society

1. A recent example of the new type of corporate decision-making that is
now possible was the selection of the president of Tongji University in Shanghai by a
vote within the institution, rather than an appointment made by the State Education
Commission. The choice was a woman engineer in her late forties (Song 1995). The
recent emergence of about eight hundred private institutions of higher education,
sixteen having the right of granting state-approved diplomas (Tang 1995), means
that this kind of corporate decision-making will increase in the future.

2. Emperors founded schools, enacted degrees regarding school rules, pre-
sided over the imperial examinations at the highest level (dianshi), inspected and
lectured at the Imperial Academy, and passed judgment on policy recommenda-
tions regarding education.

3. Robert Hymes (1989: 442-43) argues that academies were formed not so
much in opposition to the state, but simply “to give institutional expression and
structure to the local community as something apart from the central state and its
organs.” He sees them becoming prominent as a result of the failure of a weak
state to take action. “Neo-Confucian reformers in the Southern Song built their
new nonstate institutions in the space left by the failure: the space, to return to de
Bary’s formulation, ‘between state power and family interests.””

4. Most of the modern institutions of higher learning that came into being at the
end of the Qing and the beginning of the Republican period had charters, although
their legal status varied depending on the type of institution. The American mission-
ary colleges had charters, but these were registered in the American states from which
their founders came. It was only after the Nationalist government passed legislation to
regulate private institutions of higher learning that these documents gained legal status
in China. The private institutions founded by Chinese philanthropists, such as Nankai
University, China Engineering University (Zhongguo Gongxue), and Fudan Univer-
sity, also had charters. Although these charters had quasi-legal status, the well-being
of an institution depended to a large degree on the connections that its leaders were
able to forge with government officials.
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5. Zhu Jiusi (1992: 2-3), who went to Yan’an from Wuhan University as a
young intellectual in 1937 and later devoted his career to making Huazhong
University of Science and Technology one of China’s top institutions, regretted
that the universities of the Republican period had lost their original identity when
the Soviet model was imposed.

6. Two examples are Lu Ping, president of Beijing University in the 1970s
and head of the Party’s Hong Kong and Macao Offices in the late 1980s and
1990s, and Sun Zhu, head of the Foreign Languages Department at Fudan Univer-
sity in the early 1980s and later deputy director of the Shanghai Municipality
Foreign Affairs Department.

7. One merger currently under discussion involves Chongging University (a
major polytechnical university), the Chongqing Architecture University, and the
Southwest University of Political Science and Law. All are on contiguous cam-
puses, having been parts of a single comprehensive university in the Nationalist
period. The complexity of merging three institutions under different jurisdictions
may jeopardize this move.

8. Interviews by Ruth Hayhoe at the Chinese Culture Academy in March
1990; the secretary of the academy is Liang Yida, a grandson of Liang Qichao.

Chapter 5: From State Corporatism to
Social Representation: Local Trade Unions
in the Reform Years

1. I am grateful to Timothy Brook for encouraging me to write this chapter. I
have been inspired by his extraordinary diligence and conscientiousness as a
scholar. My thanks go also to B. Michael Frolic, who has been a source of
inspiration for my study of China, to Victor Falkenheim, from whose seminars on
China I have greatly benefited, and to Arthur Silver, who has shown much interest
in my work.

2. The Guomindang was equally unable to subjugate trade unions or substan-
tially change their popular character due to constraints such as factional struggles
within the regime and foreign and communist competition. This point is examined
in further detail in my doctoral dissertation, “Rivalry and Alliance: Chinese Trade
Unions and State Power in the Twentieth Century.”

3. Interviews by the author in Qingdao in July 1993.

4. On neoauthoritarianism, see Ma 1990,

5. Most of the labor scholars who have been outspoken in advocating the
reform of the trade union work in the Chinese Workers’ Movement College
(Zhongguo Gongyun Xueyuan), the Ministry of Labor, or research institutes affili-
ated with trade unions at city, provincial, and national levels. See Guo Zhefeng
1989; Tian and Xu 1988; An, Huang, and Cui 1990; and Gongren ribao, 5-26
January, 27 April 1994.

6. Sun Bingyue was deputy Party secretary of Qingdao and later president of the
Qingdao General Trade Union. The other three articles cited from Qingdao ribao
were by Yang Xingfu, president of the General Trade Union of Shandong Province;
Zang Hewang, president of the trade union at the Qingdao Second Plastics Plant; and
Zhang Zuodong, president of the Qingdao General Trade Union from 1985 to 1990.
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Chapter 6: Chinese Youth and Civil Society

1. We thank Professor B. Michael Frolic, participants at the China and Civil
Society Symposium, and the anonymous reviewers for their valuable criticisms of
our work in progress. This chapter is dedicated to Min Qi.

2. Lei Feng, also known as “the rustless screw,” was promoted as an exem-
plary youth who was absolutely loyal to the Party and the state and selflessly
dedicated to his work tasks. His cult has been textualized through a “found” series
of full and detailed posthumous diaries detailing each of Lei Feng’s acts of
heroism. Recently, it has been suggested that Lei’s image needs updating to
conform with Deng’s dictum “to get rich is glorious.” But the notion of convert-
ing Lei into a snappily dressed entrepreneur with a girlfriend was not acceptable.
Largely sponsored by the military, Lei was instead portrayed as someone inter-
ested in firm discipline and in serious study of science and technology in the
service of the party-state. See Dreyer 1990: 264.

3. Bai Hua’s screenplay, Unrequited Love, about a patriotic intellectual’s
poorly repaid devotion to his country asks, “You love the motherland, but does
the motherland love you?” In a 1985 article, journalist Liu Binyan argued that
loyalty to one’s country, society, and even the Communist Party does not require
allegiance to the leaders and their policies. The regime’s reaction to these mild
ideas was hostile; both were severely criticized and held to be “unpatriotic.” Bai
was the major target of a nationwide campaign against “bourgeois liberalization”
launched in 1981. See Goldman et al. 1993: 132ff.

4. Youth are not alone in their propensity to discriminate among objects of
political support. Other influential sectors of society, such as academics, have
shown similar tendencies in recent years. See Lien ho pao, 14 April 1994.

5. According to Nathan and Shi (1993: 119), the Chinese State Statistical
Bureau was conducting survey research on behalf of Ronald Inglehart at the time
they were writing their article. To the best of our knowledge, these data are not
yet available. In the late 1980s, rock star Cui Jian’s “I Have Nothing” expressed
the idea that youth lacked everything from material goods to political freedom. In
a popular song of 1993 called “My 1997,” singer Ai Jing seems to be yearning for
everything that capitalist Hong Kong can offer. See Jones 1994.

6. Easton (1965) characterizes the objects of support as follows: The political
community refers to “that aspect of a political system that consists of its members
seen as a group of persons bound together by a political division of labor. The
existence of a political system must include a plurality of political relationships
through which the individual members are linked to each other and through which
the political objectives of the system are pursued, however limited they may be”
(177). The regime is composed of “sets of constraints on political interaction in
all systems” that “may be broken down into three components: values (goals and
principles), norms, and structure of authority. The values serve as broad limits
with regard to what can be taken for granted in the guidance of day-to-day policy
without violating deep feelings of important sections of the community. The
norms specify the kinds of procedures that are expected and acceptable in the
processing and implementation of demands. The structures of authority designate
the formal and informal patterns in which power is distributed and organized with
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regard to the authoritative making and implementing of decisions—the roles and
their relationship through which authority is distributed and exercised” (193).
Authorities “include members of a system who conform to the following criteria.
They must engage in the daily affairs of a political system; they must be recog-
nized by most members of the system as having the responsibility for these
matters; and their actions must be accepted as binding most of the time by most of
the members as long as they act within the limits of their roles. Specifically, we
refer to such occupants of authority roles as elders, paramount chiefs, executives,
legislators, judges, administrators, councilors, monarchs, and the like” (212).

7. Nathan and Shi (1993: 97) point out that Min Qi’s data “severely under-
sampled women, older citizens, rural residents, and other key sectors of the popu-
lation,” but they exaggerate the problem. Of those sampled, women accounted for
38 percent, and residents of villages, small towns, and remote areas an acceptable
47 percent.

8. Given an old tradition of politeness in interpersonal relations and intricate
folkways designed to make and save face for the other, Chinese tend to oblige and
comply with the perceived feelings of others (Walder 1987: 74, 83; Pye 1988: 31;
Rosen 1989b: 194, 199, 1990a: 26667, 1990b: 285-86). These factors may have
affected the manner in which people responded to the questionnaire.

9. Since the number of cases in each variable in each of Tables 6.13 to 6.7
varies somewhat, these data have not been included. The range in the number of
cases for each age cohort is as follows: younger than 26, 452-557; age 26-35,
343-488; age 3645, 227-361; age 4655, 193-237; age 5665, 67-81; age 66
and older, 9—16.

Chapter 7: Ritual and Space

1. See, for example, the sixty volumes of ethnographic reports on fifteen
provinces of China being edited by C.K. Wang. In an analysis of the reassembl-
age of fragments of “traditional” ritual elements in religious activity in
Guangdong in the 1980s, Helen Siu (1990) has pointed out the reinvented and
contingent quality of this “revival.” Ann Anagnost (1994) has shown that these
reinvented traditions based on older cultural practices are continually challenging
the symbolic order of the state in an effort to reappropriate specific sites. My
fieldwork in Fujian has traced the increasing complexity and intensity of this
ritual activity over the past fifteen years in southeast China (Dean, 1993, forth-
coming [b]; Dean and Zheng 1993, 1995).

2. For an analysis of an urban setting where the system of ward temples has
been partially revived, see Mingming Wang (1992, 1995) on Quanzhou, Fujian.
By contrast, most large-scale religious activity (except the activity of officially
recognized Buddhist monasteries) within the provincial capital of Fuzhou was
still sternly prohibited into the mid-1990s (personal communication, Michael
Szonyi).

3. In some villages in Fujian, even recently built private homes maintain an
inner courtyard that can turn into a public space when the ritual procession enters.
This folding of the public into the private is a key element of ritual space in rural
China.
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4. Michel Foucault also pointed out the problems involved in thinking always
and only in terms of the unified social whole: “You wonder if a global society
could function on the basis of such divergent and diverse experiences, without a
general discourse. I think on the contrary that it is precisely the idea of a ‘social
ensemble’ that resorts to utopia. This idea has taken root in the Occidental world,
in the quite particular historical lineage that resulted in capitalism. To speak of a
‘social ensemble’ outside of the only form that we know it is to dream on the
basis of yesterday’s elements. We blithely believe that to demand of experiences,
actions, strategies, and projects that they take into account the ‘social ensemble’ is
to demand the minimum of them. The minimum needed for existence. I think on
the contrary that it is to demand the maximum of them; that it is even to impose
upon them a single impossible condition, because the ‘social ensemble’ functions
exactly in such a way that, and with the aim that, they can’t take place or succeed
or be perpetuated. The social ensemble is that which should not be taken into
account, unless it is with the object of destroying it. One can only hope then that
there will no longer be anything that resembles a social ensemble” (Foucault
1993: 8).

5. This model of contested spaces occupied by rhythmic repetitions of ritual
can be extended to the realm of discursive practice. Different discursive positions
contended against the hegemonic status of imperial ritual forms, imposing their
own hegemony on local cultural formations. The epigraphic records of the
Xinghua area are replete with debates on the “true meaning” of the classical rites
of ancestral worship, which were in fact being radically transformed in the pro-
cess of the expansion of the corporate lineages in the area (Dean and Zheng
1995). My point is that the opening up of public spaces involves not only commu-
nal ritual events and institutional transformations but the elaboration of hege-
monic discursive formations. These processes continue today in new discursive
and communal practices. I have discussed elsewhere the phenomenon of “con-
ferences of the gods,” official conferences devoted to the principal cults of the
Fujian area, supported for different reasons by the state, local intellectuals, over-
seas Chinese sponsors, and local temple committees (Dean forthcoming [a]). In
these new venues, university-level intellectuals and local scholars (should one say
“literati”’?) generate new discourses on the legitimacy and force of the expanding
popular cults of the area.
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