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MADE IN CHINA - EDITORIAL

Fare Thee Well,
Chinese Civil Society?

For many years now, Chinese civil society has
been the focus of considerable expectations
for scholars, journalists, and politicians
all over the world. There has been great
eagerness to salute every small victory by
Chinese NGOs and activists over the powerful
party-state as evidence that the authoritarian
tide was finally receding in China, and that
grassroots forces were stepping up to take a
new role in Chinese politics and society. In
light of these high hopes, it is not surprising
that the recent troubling news coming from
China has been acutely disappointing and
has dampened people’s enthusiasm. With
the arrest of yet another activist, the airing
of yet another public confession, the closure
of yet another NGO working for the weak
and disenfranchised, and the passing of yet
another repressive law, the world has come
to view Chinese civil society as if it were on
its deathbed. For sure, an idea of Chinese
civil society is ailing. But, if we consider
the swiftness with which the party-state
has tamed these forces (at least for the time
being), was this civil society ever there in
first place? Or were we simply projecting our
hopes onto a handful of Chinese grassroots
organisations and activists?

While we mourn the death of an ideal, it
is imperative that we overcome our Sorrow
to look at the momentous changes that are
currently taking place in the realm of Chinese
civil society. In this issue of Made in China,
we offer a series of perspectives on these
developments. In Conceptual Confusion
in the Research on Chinese Civil Society,
Taru Salmenkari highlights the biases and
lack of clarity that undermines much of
the discussion of Chinese civil society. In
Chinese Grassroots Organisations after the
Charity Law, Karla Simon and Holly Snape

consider how the new legislation is likely
to break down the old order and establish a
new system of governance. In The Rise of
Foundations, Jessica Teets examines the
role of Chinese foundations in providing
financial assistance to local NGOs now that
foreign sources of funding are drying up. In
Meet the State Security, Ivan Franceschini
looks at the ambivalent relationship between
labour activists and their controllers from
the security apparatus. Finally, in Snapshots
of China’s ‘Uncivil Society’, Borge Bakken
describes how the attempt by the party-state
to prevent a civil society from organising
itself has led to the emergence of a rather
uncivil type of society.

In this issue you will also find other
provocative essays. In Collective Bargaining
Is Dead: The Situation Is Excellent, Eli
Friedman argues that the recent decline
in discussions about collective bargaining
in China is not necessarily bad news, as
it paves the way for public debate about
other meaningful policies, such as universal
basic income. In Making Class and Place
in Contemporary China, Roberta Zavoretti
contends that in today’s China, the state-
sponsored discursive production of migrant
labourers as a homogeneous social group
sustains the promotion of the hegemonic
social model of an ideally emerging ‘middle
class’. In our Window on Asia section,
Jennifer Hsu shifts the focus from China
to Myanmar, analysing how Burmese civil
society has reacted to the challenges posed by
Chinese aid and investment in the country. In
Losing the World, Christian Sorace reviews
Gu Tao’s documentary ‘The last Moose of
Aoluguya’, about the forced relocation of the
Evenki people in Northern China. The issue
concludes with an interview with Andrew
Kipnis about his latest monograph, From
Village to City.

The Editors



Grisly Murder Brings Back
Haunting Memories

In December 2016, a court in Beijing handed a
suspended death sentence to two migrant workers
from a village in Sichuan province, while three
others were given jail terms ranging from fifteen
years to life imprisonment for the premeditated
murder of a colleague in August 2014. They had
killed him on a construction site in Shunyi district,
Beijing, and then had used his corpse to stage a
fake accident in order to claim compensation from
the construction company by posing as relatives of
the victim. Such grisly deeds are not unheard of in
China. In May 2016, prosecutors in Inner Mongolia
announced the indictment of seventy-four people
for the killing of seventeen mine workers in order
to blackmail mine owners running unlicensed
operations into paying reparations. In 2009, the
police discovered that several residents of a village
in Leibo county, Sichuan province, were involved
in buying or kidnapping people with severe mental
problems to sell them as slaves or to kill them in
mines to get compensation by posing as relatives.
A similar situation was famously portrayed in Li
Yang’s haunting movie Blind Shaft, shot in 2003. IF

(Sources: Caixin English; The New York Times)
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Foreign NGOs Law Enforced

On 1 January, the controversial Law on the
Management of Foreign NGOs’ Activities within
Mainland China came into force. To clarify matters
in the midst of legal and procedural uncertainty—
the list of agencies allowed to supervise foreign
organisations and the areas in which these
organisations can work was released only at the
end of December—in early January the Ministry
of Public Security (MPS) set up a webpage with
an online manual on how to register foreign NGOs.
Unfortunately, the page remains only in Chinese.
Roughly at the same time, thirty-six Chinese
lawyers formed a legal service group to advise
foreign NGOs and their local partners on matters
related to the new legislation. Considerable worries
remain, however, asin early March only three dozen
organisations, which had registered under other
labels before the law had come into effect, were
able to complete the registration process. These
included the World Economic Forum, Save the
Children, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation,
and several chambers of commerce. Many foreign
NGOs have simply adopted an attitude of wait
and see, suspending their activities in China
until they can observe how other organisations
will fare in the registration process. According to
some observers, though, this difficult start does
not warrant excessive pessimism. In the words of
civil society scholar Shawn Shieh: ‘My experience
working with Chinese and foreign NGOs in China
is that both are quite creative and persistent and
as long as there are pressing social needs for their
work, they will find ways to work through or
around the NGO Law.’ IF

(Sources: China Development Brief; China Law
Translate; The Diplomat; NGOs in China; South
China Morning Post)


http://www.caixinglobal.com/2017-03-23/101069004.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/06/08/world/asia/china-mine-death-scam.html
http://ngo.mps.gov.cn/ngo/portal/view.do?p_articleId=22651
http://chinadevelopmentbrief.cn/articles/chinas-implementation-of-the-overseas-ngo-management-law/
http://www.chinalawtranslate.com/%E5%A2%83%E5%A4%96%E9%9D%9E%E6%94%BF%E5%BA%9C%E7%BB%84%E7%BB%87%E8%AE%BE%E7%AB%8B%E7%99%BB%E8%AE%B0%E7%BD%91%E4%B8%8A%E6%93%8D%E4%BD%9C%E6%89%8B%E5%86%8C%EF%BC%88v-1-0%EF%BC%89/?lang=en
http://www.chinalawtranslate.com/%E5%A2%83%E5%A4%96%E9%9D%9E%E6%94%BF%E5%BA%9C%E7%BB%84%E7%BB%87%E8%AE%BE%E7%AB%8B%E7%99%BB%E8%AE%B0%E7%BD%91%E4%B8%8A%E6%93%8D%E4%BD%9C%E6%89%8B%E5%86%8C%EF%BC%88v-1-0%EF%BC%89/?lang=en
http://thediplomat.com/2017/03/overseas-ngos-in-china-left-in-legal-limbo/
http://ngochina.blogspot.com.au/2017/03/gaining-some-perspective-on-overseas.html
http://www.scmp.com/news/china/policies-politics/article/2059040/chinese-lawyers-help-foreign-ngos-navigate
http://www.scmp.com/news/china/policies-politics/article/2059040/chinese-lawyers-help-foreign-ngos-navigate
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The Struggle of Walmart
Workers Enters a Phase of
Litigation

In July 2016, the protest of Walmart workers
against the company’s introduction of a new
flexible working hour system culminated in a series
of strikes (see Anita Chan’s chapter in the Made
in China Yearbook 2016). In the following months,
the company started undertaking retaliatory
actions aimed at the labour activists, and coerced
workers to sign a form stating that they agreed
to the new working hour system. Those who
refused met with fierce harassment. Having found
fault with these workers, Walmart could then
fire them without having to pay compensation or
entitlement. At the time of writing, the dismissals
are still continuing. Some activists have started
arbitration and litigation procedures against
Walmart but thus far only a dozen workers have
been able to take this legal option because of
the expensive nature of litigation. The Walmart
Chinese Workers Association (WCWA), the main
social media platform on which Walmart workers
communicate, was able to raise fifty thousand yuan
through crowd-sourced donations at the end of
last year to fund some of the cases. The prospect of
workers winning is not high, but the activists have
vowed to persist in the attempt to set a precedent.
One worker-activist in Shenzhen, who went after
Walmart through legal channels for owing her
money, had the case jettisoned by the arbitration
committee. Instead of giving up, she filed a second
case and in a WeChat conversation told us: ‘I’ll
insist on using the law to protect my rights. This
time I'll charge Walmart for retaliation. No matter
what the outcome will be, I just can’t let them
bully me this way.” As for the two WCWA founders,
Zhang Jun and Zhang Liya, they are not going
to give up either. To Made in China, one of them
declared: ‘This experience teaches workers a good
lesson about the importance of forming their own
trade union. In the beginning they appealed to the
official union for help, and now they realise they
need their own union.” AC

Fourteen Million People Get
Household Registration

On 24 March, the Ministry of Public Security
disclosed that over the past four years nearly
fourteen million unregistered citizens had been
provided with household registration documents.
The beneficiaries of this move—which had been
called for in an official opinion of the State
Council released in December 2016—included not
only homeless people and those who had lost their
documents, but also orphans and children born
illegally during the period of strict implementation
of the one-child policy (known as ‘black children’),
when families often had no other choice than
hiding their offspring in order to avoid hefty fines
or other punishments. To this day, a household
registration document remains necessary to access
most public services in China. IF

(Sources: Quartz; State Council; Xinhua)

Supreme People’s Court
Boasts about Arrests of
Lawyers

During the ‘Two Sessions’, the President of the
Supreme People’s Court Zhou Qiang presented his
annual report about developments in the work of
the courts during the past year and plans for the
year to come. As in past reports, the protection of
human rights features among the work carried out
by the Chinese judiciary. According to this latest
report, human rights are guaranteed by the correct
implementation of criminal justice policies, the
appropriate use of the death penalty, the respect
of the right to a presumption of innocence,
and the right to appeal decisions by the courts.
Interestingly, however, in the very first section
of this year’s speech—entitled ‘ensuring state
security, punishing crime, and protecting human
rights’—Zhou Qiang singles out the sentencing
‘according to the law’ of weiquan lawyer Zhou
Shifeng to seven years in jail as one of the key
achievements for the protection of state security
in 2016. EN

(Sources: Minnan Network; South China Morning
Post; Xinhua)


http://press-files.anu.edu.au/downloads/press/n2374/pdf/resistance.pdf
https://qz.com/941240/china-keeps-finding-millions-of-people-who-never-officially-existed/
http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/content/2016-01/14/content_10595.htm
http://china.org.cn/china/2017-03/24/content_40495222.htm
http://www.mnw.cn/news/china/1625581.html
http://www.scmp.com/topics/chinas-two-sessions-2017
http://www.scmp.com/topics/chinas-two-sessions-2017
http://news.xinhuanet.com/politics/2017lh/2017-03/13/c_1120620607.htm

Further Job Cuts in the
Coal and Steel Industry
Announced

China’s annual economic growth in 2016 reached
the expected target of 6.7 percent, with the creation
of more than thirteen million new jobs in cities
and towns. Still, the employment prospects for the
year ahead remain worrying, as China continues
to rein in its overcapacity in heavy industries
such as steel and coal. In a press conference held
on 1 March, Yin Weimin, the Chinese Minister of
Human Resources and Social Security, explained
that arrangements were made in 2016 for 726,000
workers who had lost their jobs in the steel and coal
industry. Moreover, he announced that an extra
500,000 workers will need similar arrangements
this year. To facilitate this process, the authorities
have proposed four approaches: workers whose
skills are applicable to other positions within their
factories will be reassigned internally; workers
with skills incompatible to other roles in the same
factory will be relocated to other places, with the
government providing them with job training and
guidance if necessary; workers within five years
of retirement will be encouraged to retire early;
finally, a special effort will me made to ensure the
livelihoods of disadvantaged and older workers
who do not belong to the first three categories.
While acknowledging all the difficulties posed by
such massive job cuts (see also Kevin Lin’s chapter
in the Made in China Yearbook 2016), the Minister
believes that the whole process will be smooth. JL

(Sources: Caixin 1; Caixin 2; Renminwang;
Washington Post)
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Claims of Physical Violence
against Lawyer Raise a Storm

During the first few months of 2017, the issue
of torture of Ch-inese lawyers caught up in the
709 incident’—the crackdown against the ‘rights
protection’ (weiquan) community that took place
in July 2015—generated significant attention both
within and outside China. In January, the legal
team of human rights lawyer Xie Yang, who was
detained in Hongjiang, Hunan, on 11 July 2015,
released the transcript of a conversation they had
with their client to protest the decision of the
authorities not to release their client. In it, Xie
describes the details of the physical and mental
abuse he has been subjected to while in detention.
The transcript has resonated widely, particularly
after 12 January when human rights lawyer Li
Chunfu emerged from nearly seventeen months in
police custody in a shattered state, suffering from
violent bouts of paranoia and with a diagnosis of
schizophrenia. On 27 February, eleven diplomatic
missions in Beijing wrote a letter to Guo Shenkun—
the Minister of Public Security—expressing their
‘growing concern over recent claims of torture and
other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or
punishment in cases concerning detained human
rights lawyers and other human rights defenders.
As a response, in an unprecedented move, on 1
March, China’s official media responded to Xie’s
allegations, and indirectly to the letter, claiming
that his torture was a story fabricated in order
to attract international attention. State media
accused disbarred lawyer Jiang Tianyong—himself
detained since November 2016—of making up ‘fake
news’ and featured interviews with him admitting
to fabricating Xie’s claims of torture. Chinese
media reported that an ‘independent’ investigation
by the Hunan Procuratorate found that Xie has not
been tortured. EN

China Global
Guanchazhe; The Guardian; The Independent;
The New York Times; Xinhua)

(Sources: Change, Times,


http://press-files.anu.edu.au/downloads/press/n2374/pdf/remoulding.pdf
http://www.caixinglobal.com/2017-01-24/101048367.html
http://china.caixin.com/2017-03-01/101060697.html
http://finance.qq.com/a/20160422/040239.htm
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/minister-china-to-cut-500000-heavy-industry-jobs/2017/03/01/7a51d4da-fe57-11e6-9b78-824ccab94435_story.html
https://chinachange.org/2017/03/28/chinas-extraordinary-response-to-the-11-nation-letter-over-the-torture-of-human-rights-lawyers/
http://world.huanqiu.com/exclusive/2017-03/10230532.html
http://www.guancha.cn/FaZhi/2017_03_02_396742.shtml
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/jan/23/lawyer-torture-china-secret-jails-xie-yang https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/jan/23/lawyer-torture-china-secret-jails-xie-yang
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/asia/china-human-rights-activist-torture-claims-fake-news-jiang-tianyong-xie-yang-a7607166.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/20/world/asia/china-lawyer-torture-xie-yang.html
http://chinaplus.cri.cn/news/china/9/20170302/929.html
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Talks about Migrant Workers
at the Two Sessions

At the beginning of March, the annual ‘Two
Sessions’ of the National People’s Congress (NPC)
and the Chinese People’s Political Consultative
Congress (CPPCC) convened in Beijing. On 5
March, Prime Minister Li Keqiang addressed the
NPC. In his speech he reiterated once again the
determination of the government to tackle the
issue of wage arrears besetting migrant workers.
The beleaguered situation of migrant workers also
drew much attention from representatives. Some
delegates contended that inadequate legislation on
wage payment, lenient punishment for companies
violating laws, and weak law enforcement are
some of the main reasons for the persistence of
wage arrears in China; they thus suggested that
the government should reinforce its supervision
of the labour market—for instance by creating
a blacklist of law-violating companies and
imposing stiff penalties on them. Wage arrears
aside, a special personal income tax scheme was
proposed, which would take into consideration
the seasonal fluctuations in migrant workers’
wages and therefore help increase their disposable
income. Moreover, it was recommended that the
government, in cooperation with firms, provide
more vocational training to migrant workers to
help them survive in the era of automation. JL

(Sources: Gongren Ribao; Xinhua 1; Xinhua 2;
Zhonggongwang)

Chinese-Born Australian
Scholar Prevented from
Leaving China

Over the weekend of 25 March, Feng Chongyi, a
Chinese-born professor who has been teaching
for over a decade at the University of Technology
Sydney, was stopped at immigration checkpoints
in Guangzhou while he was attempting to take
flights back to Australia. For a week, he was
prevented from leaving China and remained in
a hotel room, subject to interrogation by state
security agents because of his alleged involvement
in a threat to national security. He was allowed
to leave the country on 1 April. Professor Feng,
who is known for having repeatedly expressed
critical views about the Chinese government and
its political dealings in Australia, was in China to
conduct research on weiquan lawyers during one
of the worst crackdowns in years. The ‘incident’
happened while Prime Minister Li Keqiang was
on an official visit in Australia to negotiate several
trade deals, and when the Australian Parliament
was on the verge of ratifying an extradition treaty
long in the making with China. On 28 March,
facing rising public concerns about China’s
record of the abuse of national security charges
to quash political dissent, Australian Prime
Minister Malcom Turnbull called off the vote
on the extradition treaty. The detention of Feng
Chongyi followed the disappearance of Lee Ming-
cheh, a Taiwanese human rights advocate, the
week before. According to friends and relatives,
on 19 March Lee had boarded a flight from Taipei
to Macau but he never emerged from the arrivals
gate. Only ten days later, the Chinese authorities
confirmed that Lee was detained on vague national
security charges. At the moment of writing, he

remains in detention. IF

(Sources: The Guardian; Reuters; The New York
Times 1; The New York Times 2; The New York
Times 3)


http://acftu.workercn.cn/34/201703/12/170312080937015.shtml
http://news.xinhuanet.com/politics/2017-03/07/c_1120584258.htm
http://news.xinhuanet.com/local/2017-03/10/c_129506099.htm
http://www.workercn.cn/lianghui2017/31676/201703/05/170305103555653.shtml
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2017/mar/27/chongyi-feng-australian-academic-banned-from-leaving-china-told-not-to-talk
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-taiwan-idUSKBN170084
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/26/world/asia/australia-professor-feng-chongyi-china.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/26/world/asia/australia-professor-feng-chongyi-china.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/28/world/australia/malcolm-turnbull-china-extradition-treaty.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/04/01/world/australia/the-authorities-yielded-professor-speaks-as-ordeal-in-china-ends.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/04/01/world/australia/the-authorities-yielded-professor-speaks-as-ordeal-in-china-ends.html
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Construction workers in Changsha.
Photo: Citizenoftheworld (Flickr)

Collective Bargaining
in China is Dead: The
Situation is Excellent

Eli Friedman

As the Chinese government under Xi Jinping
has turned in a markedly anti-worker direction,
attempts to establish a genuine collective
bargaining systemin China have been smothered.
If collective bargaining is dead, what might
Chinese workers and their allies advocate?
The time might be ripe to shift our focus to a
demand for a rapid expansion of universal social
services, not least for a universal basic income.

MADE IN CHINA - CHINA COLUMNS

For many vyears reform-oriented labour
activists and scholars working in China have
seen collective bargaining as the cure for
the country’s severe labour problems. The
logic underlying this was often unstated,
but straightforward: collective bargaining
was crucial for twentieth century labour
movements in capitalist countries in giving
workers a voice and creating a more equitable
social distribution of wealth. With growing
levels of labour unrest in China over the
past twenty years, collective bargaining
seemed like a logical next step. Hopeful
reformers—both within the official unions as
well as labour NGO activists and academics—
envisioned rationalised, legalised bargaining
between labour and capital as a central pillar
in the construction of a more just workplace
and society.

The challenges to institutionalising a robust
collective bargaining system in the People’s
Republic of China (PRC) have always been
profound. Fundamental to labour relations
theory is that collective bargaining rights
must be accompanied by the right to strike
and freedom of association—capital has no
reason to take workers seriously without
labour possessing some coercive power.
But independent unions have long been an
anathema to the Communist Party. From
the Lai Ruoyu debacle of the 1950s to the
crushing of the Beijing Workers Autonomous
Federation in 1989, the Party has made it
clear time and again that independent worker
forbidden. Although
workers have never enjoyed the right to strike

organisations are

in practice, the right was formally included
in the Chinese constitutions of 1975 and 1978.
It was Deng Xiaoping who removed it from
the constitution just as private capital began
pouring into China in the early 1980s.

Working Within the System

Nonetheless, with no signs of articulated
worker movements since 1989, many well-


https://www.academia.edu/11683046/The_Broken_Belt_The_All-China_Federation_of_Trade_Unions_and_the_Communist_Party_in_the_Peoples_Republic_of_China
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2949950?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2949950?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://www.flickr.com/photos/worldcitizen/2722486066/in/album-72157606573579563/
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intentioned people thoughtitwasworth trying
to advance worker rights within the system.
Especially from the mid 2000s on, academics
(myselfincluded) launched research projects,
NGOs held training sessions, and foreign
unions engaged with the All-China Federation
of Trade Unions (ACFTU). Many assumed
that the state would eventually decide that
worker insurgency was exacting too high a
cost, and that serious labour reforms were
therefore necessary. And indeed, beginning
in the late 2000s the ACFTU made collective
negotiations (xieshang)—rather than the
more antagonistic sounding ‘bargaining’
(tanpan)—a high priority, investing time and
resources into expanding the coverage of
collective contracts.

At its best, collective bargaining in China
has been woefully inadequate. The state
and the ACFTU have been very cautious
about controlling workers’ aspirations, and
have insisted on the fundamental harmony
of interests between labour and -capital.

Experiments with bargaining have been

almost exclusively restricted to single
enterprises, thereby preventing workers
from constituting cross-workplace ties.

The overwhelming majority of collective
contracts are formulaic: actual bargaining
rarely occurs, and enforcement is largely non-
existent. The few shining examples where
employers have made real compromises
during collective bargaining have followed
autonomously organised wildcat strikes.
The best-known case is the 2010 strike from
a Honda transmission plant in Guangdong
province, which resulted in major wage
gains as well as an (ultimately unsuccessful)
effort to reform the enterprise union. It is
not coincidental that substantive worker-led
bargaining is much more likely in Japanese
or American firms, where the state must be
cautious not to inflame patriotic sentiments.
State-sanctioned economic nationalism is
a shaky foundation for a robust collective
bargaining system.
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The Death of Collective
Bargaining under Xi

these timid efforts have been

smothered in recent years, as the central

Even

government has turned in a markedly anti-
worker direction under Xi Jinping. There
was a brief moment in 2010 when discussion
about the right to strike emerged from hushed
whispers into the public discourse. But this
opening was ephemeral, and union reformers
in Guangdong who had pushed gentle reforms
in the mid-late 2000s were replaced with
typical Party apparatchiks. The country’s pre-
eminent centre for labour studies at Sun Yat-
sen University in Guangzhou was shuttered.
The academic study of employment has now
been left almost entirely to business schools,
as the government has stymied further
expansion of labour relations programs.
Labour NGOs in Guangzhou were subjected
to a brutal crackdown in December 2015,
with the government specifically targeting
those groups that had been helping workers
to engage in collective negotiations to resolve
strikes. And the ACFTU has seemingly given
up on advancing collective negotiations
altogether. The Chairman of the ACFTU
Li Jianguo does not even mention the term
in his speeches anymore. Under the ‘work
ACFTU’s
website, a lonely single report on collective

developments’ section of the
contracts for the entirety of 2016 is a stark
indication that the union has almost totally
forsaken this agenda.

Collective bargaining is not dead in the
sense that it will disappear from China’s
labour-capital relations. It is almost
certain that official unions will continue to
pursue bargaining in its current vacuous,
bureaucratic, and worker-exclusionary form.
Collective contracts will continue to be
signed, tabulated, and then hidden from view
from workers. Somewhat less pessimistically,
workers will continue to force management

to bargain with the collective via wildcat


https://www.wsj.com/articles/china-labor-ties-fray-as-grievances-rise-economic-growth-slows-1423528666
http://www.acftu.org/template/10041/column1.jsp?cid=1103
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strikes. This latter form will still be an
important means by which workers can
attempt to ensure their most basic rights, and
these efforts are absolutely worth supporting.
But collective bargaining is dead as a political
aim. It is not going to be the cornerstone of
twentieth century-style class compromise in
China, it is not generative of worker power,
and it certainly does not herald broader
social transformation. To the extent that
legal bargaining does develop, it will be as a
mechanism for the state to deprive workers of
autonomous power.

What then might Chinese workers and
allied intellectuals and activists aim for? At
the risk of stating the obvious, the working
class needs more power. The question is,
how to foster proletarian power in the
face of a highly competent authoritarian
state that views organised workers as
an existential threat? In the absence of
independent organisations, the only option
is an intensification of already widespread
worker insurgency. The more wildcat strikes,
mass direct action, and worker riots, the
more the state and capital will be forced to
take worker grievances seriously. Of course
such forms of collective action come at great
risk for workers, and many have already paid
a high price. In any particular case, the risks
may certainly outweigh the benefits. But in
the aggregate, expansive unrest is just what
the working class needs. With the institutions
firmly oriented towards advancing the
inter-related goals of state domination and
exploitation by capital, disruption on a large
scale is the only chance workers have of
forcing change. Ungovernability will be the
necessary prelude to any institutional reform
worthy of the name.

The Quest for Universal
Basic Income

Let’s now imagine a scenario—a fantastic
one, admittedly, but one for which we
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should be prepared: worker unrest hits some
inflection point, and the state comes begging
for compromise. If collective bargaining is
dead on arrival, what might Chinese workers
and their allies advocate? The time has come
to shift our focus to a demand for a rapid
expansion of universal social services, not
least of which should be universal basic
income (UBI).

UBI has been hotly debated in North
America and Europe in recent years. There
are numerous excellent accounts of various
ways of structuring UBI, which I cannot
rehash in detail here. But the fundamental
idea is that all members within some given
political jurisdiction receive a certain income
by virtue of their citizenship—there are no
means tests, and everyone receives the same
amount regardless of employment status or
existing wealth.

Perhaps the most frequently cited reason
for implementing UBI is that technological
development is increasing productivity while
undermining the stability of jobs. A somewhat
more expansive version of this argument
recognises the diverse ways that people
contribute to capital accumulation outside
of wage labour—if the traditional wage is
an increasingly unreliable measure of value
production, perhaps it should be abandoned
altogether. Another important point is that
UBI would have the advantage of freeing up
time for more socially constructive activities.
Liberated from the daily struggle for survival,
people will have the space to do what they
will—including engaging in politics. In this
sense, UBI is not merely an end in itself but
also a means for developing the political
energies of the dominated.

UBI is by no means a panacea, and at worst
it could be a Trojan horse for austerity.
Many conservatives have come to embrace
UBI, as they see it as an efficient replacement
for all other social programs. An additional
concern is that it is unlikely that elites will
endow society with the right kind of UBI in
the absence of vigorous, organised demands


http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0032329203261095
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=3uYJoGw83YAC&oi=fnd&pg=PP8&dq=kathi+weeks&ots=3gVATPJfQH&sig=OYoZOYQAAyNRVeLkZiOPKyaLdqc#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=3uYJoGw83YAC&oi=fnd&pg=PP8&dq=kathi+weeks&ots=3gVATPJfQH&sig=OYoZOYQAAyNRVeLkZiOPKyaLdqc#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://www.jacobinmag.com/2016/01/universal-basic-income-switzerland-finland-milton-friedman-kathi-weeks/
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from below. A technocratic approach will
likely serve the interests of elites, or will be
unenforceable.

A few exceptions notwithstanding, UBI
has aroused little discussion within China.
There are a variety of reasons for this, not
least of which has been thirty years of nearly
unbroken economic development and job
growth. Industries such as manufacturing and
construction have absorbed huge volumes of
labour, and automation has only just begun
chipping away at this growth in employment.
Ideologically, UBI has resonances with the
state socialist ‘iron rice bowl’, and runs
counter to dominant meritocratic discourses
that valorise hard work. Advocates of UBI
would likely encounter repression, as the
state is constitutionally opposed to any
politics that could articulate the aspirations
of a broad constituency. Given all of this, UBI
has not yet gained widespread currency in
China, and workers have not put it forward
as a demand.

Nonetheless, the moment seems ripe to
raise the topic for debate. Economic growth
is slowing, automation is accelerating, and
greater numbers of people are dependent on
highly informal, contingent, and irregular
forms of work to survive. Minimum wages
increased significantly from 2010 until last
year, but have more recently been frozen
in many provinces. The growing informal
workforce does not enjoy minimum wage
rights, and even formal workers with a
labour contract often have to protest just to
have basic laws enforced. Furthermore, the
minimum wage has never been a liveable
wage, particularly for migrant workers
excluded from state-subsidised health care,
education, and housing. The contradiction
between China’s highly uneven economic
geography and localised system of social
welfare provision on the one side, and its
unified national labour market on the other,
is only likely to intensify. UBI cannot be
realised without widespread working class
support and mobilisation—now is the time to

plant the seed.
Crucial Questions

There are important details that would need
to be worked out for UBI to be effectively
implemented, especially in a place as large
and complex as China. Crucial questions
about how to fund such a program, how much
citizens would receive, and the administrative
arrangements could determine success or
failure. But even in advance of having a
perfectly worked out plan, the demand serves
animportantpolitical purpose:itproposesthat
all humans have a right to subsist, irrespective
of their utility to capital. Particularly given
China’s highly fractured welfare regime, the
demand could serve to unify people across
region, ethnicity, and hukou status. If linked
to demands for universalising other forms
of social protection such as healthcare,
education, and housing, it could lay the
foundation for meaningful human autonomy
from the dictates of the market.

Is the demand for UBI in China utopian?
Perhaps. But based on the past two decades of
experience, we know for a fact that collective
bargaining is a chimera. As China’s wealth and
social inequalities yawn ever wider, factories
relocate to cheaper locales, automation
expunges workers from the labour process,
and the old state socialistinstitutions continue
to rot in irrelevance, it is time to change tack.
The death of collective bargaining may yet be
a gift to China’s workers.

Eli Friedman

Eli Friedman 1is an Assistant
Professor of International and
Comparative Labour at Cornell
University and the author of
Insurgency Trap: Labor Politics
in Postsocialist China (Cornell
University Press, 2014).
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http://www.cornellpress.cornell.edu/book/?GCOI=80140100431210
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Making Class
and Place in
Contemporary China

Roberta Zavoretti

Rural-to-urban migrants in China are often
depicted as being poor, uncivilised, and having
a lower level of ‘human quality’ than those with
urban household registration. Policy-makers
carefully strategise in order to produce rural-
to-urban migrants as a homogeneous category.
However, the use of this term obscures more
than it illuminates, as it homogenises complex
social realities.

Migrant workers in Guangdong.
Photo: CNY Hélene (Flickr)
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In the People’s Republic of China the media,
official state policies, and propaganda, as well
as the policies of market organisations, define
rural-to-urban migrants (nongmingong) as
essentially lacking ‘human quality’ (suzhi).
They are depicted as being poor, uncivilised,
backwards, and hopelessly bound to their
rural roots. In China, the nongmingong
paradigm also evokes the spectre of Maoist
egalitarianism. This implicitly reminds
Chinese people that post-Mao inequality
should be recognised as the motor of
‘development’, and that it has allowed people
to get rich or, to paraphrase Deng Xiaoping, it
has allowed some to ‘get rich first’. Western
media and academia have largely drawn on the
paradigm of the rustic, plain, and hopelessly
marginalised nongmingong, identifying them
with a specifically Chinese ‘underclass’. As
Michael Stewart has observed in his study
of the plight of Romany people of Eastern
Europe, the use of this term, however, may
obscure more than it illuminates in terms of
social exclusion, as it homogenises complex
social realities.



http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/13691830410001699487
https://books.google.com.au/books?hl=en&lr=&id=VI0PcRPXtIoC&oi=fnd&pg=PA133&dq=stewart+underclass&ots=Z13LC9Pgud&sig=eAE7MJ9N07YfBGL_p80TgbeOhv8#v=onepage&q=stewart%20underclass&f=false
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Displacements of Class
Meanings

Since the 1990s,

devoted much attention to the predicament

ethnographers have

of migrant factory workers in South China.
Pun Ngai, for example, argues that this
group constitutes a new working class whose
subordinate position is determined by the
interplay of ethnicity, gender, and residence
These
ethnographies, however, portray the specific

status. sensitive and influential
experiences of life and labour in Guangdong-
based factories, rather than providing a
general picture of migrant labour in China.
General depictions of China’s nongmingong
as a socially homogeneous group are
constantly confronted with the ever-growing
heterogeneity and presence of migrants in
the labour force. The phenomenon of labour
migration in China involves people who
differ by local origin, employment sector,
income, educational level, gender, and age, to
mention just a few factors.

In present-day China, the state-sponsored
discursive production of migrant labourers
as a ‘real’ and homogeneous social group
sustains the promotion of the hegemonic
social model of an ideally emerging ‘middle
class’. This trope implies high disposable
income and home ownership, as well as
publicly recognised professional status,
top-level education and the highly valued
quality of taste. In other words, it embodies
the ability to compete and to choose as a
high-quality consumer. Yet the discursive
opposition between the nongmingong
paradigm and the trope of middle classness
must be produced without mentioning ‘class’
(jieji), a term that China-based policy, media,
and academic production routinely avoid, and
replace with the less conflictive term ‘social
stratum’ (jieceng). To quote Sherry Ortner,
the use of the policy category of nongmingong
contributes to the continuous ‘displacement

of class meanings’ into other discursive fields,

such as gender, geographical background,
ethnicity, and sexuality, in order to produce
a class-based order without mentioning class.

Household Registration
Today

The household registration (hukou) system
has long allowed administrative institutions
to identify rural-born city dwellers as a group.
However, following the social and economic
changes of the last forty years, as well as the
various reforms of hukou at the local level, a
debate has emerged about the link between
residence status and the reproduction of social
inequality. Following the radical Reform-
led changes in urban-based employment and
social security provision, the hukou system
is no longer used to stop rural residents
from moving into the cities. Urban residence
status is increasingly being commoditised
through policies linked to the opening up of
the housing and employment markets. Four
decades of market-oriented policies have
brought about a profound redefinition of
social relations and a rapid process of social
segmentation in the countryside as well as in
the city.

Some scholars have associated wurban
hukou status with the idea of ‘citizenship’,
thus echoing a larger debate on migration,
citizenship, and globalisation. This debate
illuminates the dynamics of state-market
relations at a global level, while being
relevant to China as well. Saskia Sassen’s
analysis of migrant service sector workers
in ‘global cities’ distinguishes between a top
end of high-flying ‘global managers’ and a
bottom end of low-status service workers
whose existence is the bedrock of the current
global economic system. This latter group is
denied full citizen rights and is therefore, by
definition, vulnerable to exploitation and to
specific forms of state policing. Notably, the
state’s policing role survived the rolling back
of nation-states prescribed by the current
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https://books.google.com.au/books?hl=en&lr=&id=Q-tQAwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PP1&dq=Internal+and+International+Migration:+Chinese+Perspectives&ots=VS7n6boIPc&sig=O5i_Q-4hBKnLT75ktSJ04FAPkgY#v=onepage&q=Internal%20and%20International%20Migration%3A%20Chinese%20Perspectives&f=false
https://books.google.com.au/books?hl=en&lr=&id=Q-tQAwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PP1&dq=Internal+and+International+Migration:+Chinese+Perspectives&ots=VS7n6boIPc&sig=O5i_Q-4hBKnLT75ktSJ04FAPkgY#v=onepage&q=Internal%20and%20International%20Migration%3A%20Chinese%20Perspectives&f=false
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01436590801931488
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01436590801931488
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https://www.bookdepository.com/Recapturing-Anthropology-Richard-G-Fox-Lil-Abu-Lughod-Arjun-Appadurai-Jose-F-Limon-Sherry-B-Ortner-Paul-Rabinow-Michel-Rolph-Trouillot-Joan-Vincent-Graham-Watson/9780933452787?ref=grid-view
https://books.google.com.au/books?id=Hai_iY_S6YkC&printsec=frontcover&dq=The+Paradoxes+of+Rural-Urban+Inequality+in+Contemporary+China&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjDpuTFm-HSAhVJI5QKHQ2cCZYQ6AEIGzAA#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.com.au/books?id=Hai_iY_S6YkC&printsec=frontcover&dq=The+Paradoxes+of+Rural-Urban+Inequality+in+Contemporary+China&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjDpuTFm-HSAhVJI5QKHQ2cCZYQ6AEIGzAA#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.com.au/books?id=Hai_iY_S6YkC&pg=PA335&dq=Renovating+the+Great+Floodgate:+The+Reform+of+China%E2%80%99s+Hukou+System&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiEucKKm-HSAhUFLpQKHZA5AV4Q6AEIGzAA#v=onepage&q=Renovating%20the%20Great%20Floodgate%3A%20The%20Reform%20of%20China%E2%80%99s%20Hukou%20System&f=false
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Migrant workers in Shanghai.
Photo: Leniners (Flickr)

neoliberal policy trend. The neoliberal state
isthusnotantagonistic to, butrather complicit
with global market forces and transnational
institutions. This synergy between state and
market in neoliberal times implies an altered
idea of the citizen as a self-regulating, self-
promoting competitor and consumer, and
thereby a noticeable redefinition of the value
of citizenship. In this view, Sassen ultimately
suggest that citizenship may gradually lose
importance in the lives of migrants due to
the neoliberal restructuring of state-market
relations.

Governing Inequalities

In post-Mao China the restructuring of
state-market relations—and accordingly of
the relationships of both state and market
with citizens—brought about a specific form
of governance that reconciles the state’s
promotion ofneoliberal subjectivities with the
perpetuation of socialist discursive practices
and political structures. The persistence of
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the household registration system allows
state policy to cast hukou status—rather
than class, for example—as a proxy for social
positionality. While residence status still
plays an important role in the definition of
social positionality, however, urban residence
is gradually ceasing to represent a guarantee
of economic and social rights, as Solinger
anticipated in her study of the work unit in
the early 1990s.

Following the gradual dismantlement of the
work unit, the state has increasingly made
access to resources and services not a matter
of residence, but of individual responsibility
towards the family. According to this model of
governance, each individual should compete
to secure jobs and invest sensibly in his/
her family’s long-term security, and also by
participating in market-mediated insurance
schemes. In this context, identifying ‘urban
residence status’ with citizenship-based full
civil, social and economic rights obscures the
role that equally important variables play
in the formation of social inequality, such as
class, connections, gender, education, etc.
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These assets may be far better guarantees in
terms of securing social and economic rights,
including the right to be recognised as an
‘urban citizen’.

Nongmingong as a
Strategic Discourse

of China’s state-led
capitalism and the dramatic increase of

The development

inequality witnessed in Chinese society has
led to the emergence of unprecedented forms
of social exclusion—even among the once
protected urban residents. During the Maoist
era, urban residence status guaranteed the
provision of alarge array of services, including
employment and housing. The main channel
for rural to urban mobility was supposed
to be higher education. Rural youngsters,
however, faced enormous challenges to get a
formal education in their villages, and only
few determined and lucky ones were able to
access universities. Four decades of economic
reforms fundamentally changed the nature of
social inequality and the role that residence
status plays in it. During the pre-reform era,
holding urban residence enabled citizens
to claim housing (although often of poor
quality) from the state; nowadays it is the
ability to purchase property on the housing
market that allows many, if not all, to access
urban residence. Purchasing housing is also a
strategy to situate oneself in a highly unequal
and segmented society.

Local authorities throughout the country
have been gradually reforming hukou-
related provisions, leading to a de facto
commoditisation of residence. However,
the nongmingong remain a central category
in state policy and media discourse. Local
policy-makers carefully strategise in order
to produce and maintain the social order.
Policies  that
migrants as a homogeneous category remind

produce  rural-to-urban

urban residents that these ‘outsiders’ may
constitute a social problem; they also prompt
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both rural and urban residents to see each
other as competitors rather than as possible
allies on the basis of overlapping socio-
economic positions. In addition, grouping
citizens according to the rural/urban binary
allows the state to deflect attention from
the increasing complexity and deepening of
inequality in the city as in the village.

Roberta Zavoretti

Roberta Zavoretti is the author
of Rural Origins, City Lives.
Class and Place in Contemporary
China (University of Washington
Press, 2016). Her present research
deals with the entanglements of
gender and class formation in
contemporary urban China.
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FOCUS
Fare Thee Well,
‘ Chinese Civil Society? ‘
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Conceptual Confusion
in the Research on
Chinese Civil Society

Taru Salmenkari

Chinese civil society research is obsessed with
finding non-governmental organisations. In
this search, different types of civil society
organisations are conflated, and non-
governmentality becomes the sole factor that
matters. Analytical accuracy is lost when too
many things are fused under one term, especially
when more accurate and nuanced terminology is
available.
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Research on Chinese civil society is
consumed with the obsession of finding non-
governmental organisations (NGOs). In this
search, non-governmentality becomes the
sole factor that matters in civil society. As a
consequence, all civil society organisations
and functions have been lumped together,
perhaps with the expectation that any
organisation that is non-governmental will
be conducive to facilitating all the positives
associated with civil society. This is evidence
of conceptual confusion. Analytical accuracy
is lost when too many things are fused under
one term, especially when more accurate and
nuanced terminology is available. In China
studies, this conceptual bloating concerns
both civil society organisations and civil
society itself.

Organisational Categories

The field of China studies often conflates
different types of civil society organisations.
For instance, the term ‘NGO’ is used to refer
to a wide range of organisations, regardless of
whether they are political or not. Elsewhere,
NGO is usually reserved for associations
engaged in advocacy or participating in
developmental projects. In particular, in
the West NGOs constitute a self-proclaimed
category used for advocacy and for demanding
inclusion in policy-making processes. The
category is not politically neutral, but mostly
comes with a liberal or leftist worldview.
such as ‘think
often hold more rightist stances but

Some other organisations,
tanks’,
may occasionally engage in activities similar
to what NGOs do. In Japanese parlance,
the term NGO is used to refer to those
organisations engaged in developmental aid,
while those that work on domestic arenas
are usually called non-profit organisations
(NPOs).

Instead of NGO, a number of other terms are
available for voluntary organisations engaging
in societal service production and its private
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funding. Others include NPOs, philanthropic
organisations, charities, aid organisations,
foundations, cooperatives, social enterprises,
and self-help groups. ‘NPO’, in particular,
is a legal category employed in relation
to specific tax regulations reserved for
voluntary associations. The official Chinese
category—‘citizen-initiated  non-enterprise
units’ (minban feigiye danwei)—conveys the
same meaning. Because many civil society
organisations are actually registered within
this category, Chinese scholars, correctly, use
‘NPO’ at least as often as ‘NGO’. In addition to
NGOs and NPOs, civil societies are populated
by other types of organisations such as
interest groups, professional associations,
sports clubs, support groups, academic
societies, syndicates, cooperatives, and many
others.

Furthermore, civil society includes more
fluid and less organised forms of associating.
Civil societies contain social movements,
campaign networks, community assemblies,
voluntary projects, and temporary gatherings
and forums inspired by public issues.
These less formal platforms and networks
are even closer to civil society ideals than
formal associations are. Besides, the fall
of communism in Eastern Europe and the
Arab Spring demonstrated that these non-
organised or loosely organised forms of public
activity have more potential than registered
associations for mobilising social pressure

for democratisation.
Conceptual Mistakes

China studies would benefit from using
more specific terms for different types of
organisations because different organisations
do dissimilar things and fulfil particular
attributes of civil society in distinct ways. The
use of the term ‘NGO’ for many analytically
diverse types of organisations in society
suggests that NGOs can do it all just by the
virtue of their non-governmentality.

‘NGOs’ are expected to defend interests,
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channel developmental aid, give voice to
society, produce social services for the needy,
protect rights, empower the marginalised,
self-regulate industries, offer opportunities
for popular participation, advocate liberal
causes, and, eventually, demand a democratic
political system. This list should make it
evident that an individual NGO can hardly do
everything and that some kind of division of
labour is needed to fulfil these promises of
civil society. This division of labour should
be recognised and highlighted conceptually.

together

Conflating too many aspects

blurs analytical clarity and results in

misinterpretations. Because terminology
makes no distinctions between causes and
rolesin civil society, conclusions based on one
specific type of civil society organisation have
been expanded to cover them all. Conceptual
confusion has contributed to consensus that
Chinese NGOs are mainly service providers.
Had service-providing organisations been
classified as NPOs, attention could have been
focused on political NGO activities as such.
In fact, China is no exception. Nowhere in
the world do advocacy NGOs make up the
majority of civil society organisations.

Currently, analytical approaches that suit
one type of civil society organisation are
expected to suit them all. It makes complete
sense to analyse as an epistemic community
a global advocacy network that produces
and spreads new knowledge and vocabulary
in order to make violence against women
a political issue. Chinese feminist NGOs
campaigning against domestic violence are
part of this epistemic community. However,
non-profit service providers hardly form
such an epistemic community.

Orally, I have
suggest even wilder ideas, such as using the

heard my colleagues
One Foundation, a private philanthropic
foundation, to discuss NGO advocacy, while
still opining that there is no connection
between charity and civil society. Using
the term ‘NGO’ for all privately established
associations makes it non-transparent when
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they are philanthropic and when they engage
in more political activities, such as policy
advocacy and interest promotion.

This type of conceptual confusion has
caused a major theoretical confusion in
China studies. Only China studies uses the
theory of corporatism about interest groups
for analysing NGOs, as if all associations
automatically equal intermediary
organisations and interest groups. Those
who introduced the term ‘corporatism’ to
Chinese studies used it correctly to analyse
labour wunion activities and business
associations. Corporatism is a form of
interest representation delegating regulatory
functions to interest groups in civil society.
Hence, it has been described as a mixed
mode of policy-making, private interest
government, and self-regulation.

However, NGOs are not the kinds of
organisations that could participate in
corporatism. They do not represent any
sector and cannot make agreements on behalf
of a sector. Many NGOs have only a few
members. Thus, they are not intermediary
organisations able to talk to the state or other
interest groups in the name of a coherent
social group. Furthermore, corporatism does
not contain a comprehensive vision about
the regulation of civil society as a whole.
Corporatist compacts regulate only the
relevant parties, such as relations between
the labour and the employers, usually under
the auspices of the state. Apart from these
interest groups, all corporatist countries have
voluntary associations not connected to this

system.

Consequences on the
Macro Level

Different types of organisations fulfil the
promise of civil society in different ways.
NPOs by definition emphasise voluntariness;
advocacy NGOs monitor the government and
demand a more inclusive political system;
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the philanthropic sector solicits non-state
resources for causes determined as being
important by society; interest groups engage
in social mediation of interests. All of these
attributes and functions are characteristics
or forms of self-organising in society.

different
organisations in civil society, and even for

Using terms for  various
diverse visions of civil society, is advisable
because these differentiated terms imply
different relations to the state. Liberals see
that advocacy NGOs offer policy alternatives
in the leftist

interpretations, NGOs and social movements

public sphere. In more

epitomise anti-hegemonic organising
to demand inclusion and voice for the
marginalised. Special-interest groups, which
derive from the theory of pluralism rather
than of civil society, lobby the government.
In corporatism, certain intermediary groups
participate in social mediation of interests in
civilsociety,nowadaysoftenthroughtripartite
arrangements involving the state. Non-profit
service productionis presentin mostsocieties,
but is

neoliberal strategy for the state to reduce its

theoretically emphasised in the

social service burden by outsourcing services
to civil society. Communitarianism wants to
reclaim face-to-face social life and cultivate
social capital in everyday life. For acquiring
social capital, any form of association that
brings people together is fine, recreational
associations and self-help groups included.
In the communitarian vision, associational
life is a school for citizenship and political
participation. Theoretically speaking, none
of these
separation from the state.

relationships equal categorical
Civil society itself is a vast container of
associative activities and ‘occasional’ and
‘episodic publics’, which together constitute
public life. As a whole, it seldom promotes
any particular political opinion, supports
any particular form of activity, or holds any
united stance in regards to the government.
In civil society, hegemonic groups associate
alongside with anti-hegemonic forces.
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Due to different contributions to civil
society by different types of associations,
just to show that civil society is there tells
us little about what is happening within civil
society or the political consequences of what
is occurring. The developments are neither
linear nor similar to associations of all
types. For example, after the crushing of the
massive protests in Beijing in 1989, the first
independent aid organisations rocketed to
fame, according to their own understanding
because the state media needed positive news
in gloomy times. Developments in different
fields and between different types of civil
society organisations can be contradictory.
For example, some Chinese advocacy NGOs I
have interviewed find that the opportunities
emerging with the growth of the third sector
contradict activists’ own ideals about NGO
work.

Using Correct Terminology

Conceptual confusion in naming
organisations leads to a poor understanding
of civil society itself. The use of more accurate
terms is not only beneficial for semantic
clarity, but makes visible the unevenness of
forces and growth trends within civil society.

Hence, it may be advisable to use more
confined terms which focus on some aspects
of civil society only. ‘Associational society’
suffices if the purpose is to research formal
complex
these

associations, ideally, contribute to national-

associational activity without

networks and causes that make
level publics and to a community of citizens.
Other terms used far too little in China
studies are ‘third sector’, or its equivalents,
‘non-profit sector’ and ‘voluntary sector’.
This omission is particularly surprising
considering the fast development of this
sector in China. Not only would analytical
nuance be gained if third sector service
production was distinguished from political
aspects of civil society, but using these terms
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would treat China more equally than current
civil society research does. Although Chinese
associations are not always fully ‘autonomous’
(whatever that means), the existence of three
separate sectors is evident. China observably
has a public sector, a private sector, and a
third sector.

Conceptual clarity is needed to understand
what happens in Chinese civil society.
Consequences are hardly the same if the
number of political advocacy groups or the
number of third sector service providers
grows. These types of organisations answer
to very different social needs, have different
relations to the government, and contribute
differently to politics and democratisation.
One part of civil society can be growing even
if others are not or even if its growth happens
at the expense of another part.

For gaining a more comprehensive, nuanced
and meaningful understanding about Chinese
civil society, researchers should do what
social sciences have always taught them to
do: use accurate and exact