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Introduction

Since	1979,	economic	reforms	have	led	to	a	radical	transformation	of	Chinese	society.	At	the
time	of	the	planned	economy,	individual	lives	were	being	taken	care	of,	and	the	citizens	did	not
have	to	worry	about	their	present	and	future	livelihood,	over	which	they	did	not	have	much
influence	anyway.	Jobs,	accommodation,	education	and	health	care	were	provided	by	the	State
or	State-related	institutions.	Besides,	society	was	almost	static	as	social	status	was	quasi-
inherited	from	one	generation	to	another	and	jointly	decided	by	political	factors	and	the
position	of	the	individual	in	the	production	system.	It	was	considered,	and	stated	in	the	Chinese
constitution	as	such,	that	the	People’s	Republic	of	China	was	‘based	on	the	alliance	of	workers
and	peasants’.

Rapid	industrialisation	and	urbanisation	together	with	the	progressive	institutionalisation
of	a	market	economy	has	put	the	society	back	on	the	move.	Chinese	society	is	now	fluid.
Individuals	are	free	to	move	from	one	location	to	another,	and	although	the	hukou	system
controlling	population	movement	is	still	in	place,	it	has	been	largely	eroded.	Masses	of	people
have	moved	from	the	interior	to	the	coastal	cities	in	search	of	employment,	resulting	in	a	large
floating	population.	Following	Deng	Xiaoping’s	tour	of	the	south	in	1992	and	the	relaunching
of	the	economic	reforms,	civil	servants	and	Party	members	have	turned	into	entrepreneurs,
with	some	of	them	becoming	incredibly	wealthy.	On	the	other	hand,	some	have	experienced
downward	social	mobility.	Massive	lay-offs	started	in	the	middle	of	the	1990s	in	the	State
sector,	and	many	workers	in	their	40s	or	50s	without	qualifications,	especially	women,	were
not	able	to	find	new	jobs.	Pensioners	have	also	greatly	suffered,	living	on	very	small
allowances.	Since	we	moved	into	the	twenty-first	century,	Chinese	society	has	become	more
diverse,	and	sociologists	have	been	working	on	producing	adequate	tools	to	analyse	mobility.
One	attempt	to	produce	a	comprehensive	analysis	of	the	new	social	stratification	was
published	in	2002	and	identified	ten	different	strata	on	the	basis	of	three	types	of	capital:
social	or	organisation	capital,	economic	capital	and	cultural	capital	(Lu	2002),	ranking	the
leaders	of	State	institutions	at	the	top	and	the	unemployed	at	the	bottom	of	the	social	status
ladder.

Individuals	are	freer	to	move	socially	and	geographically.	Paradoxically,	the
individualisation	of	society	goes	hand	in	hand	with	the	collective	movements	that	emerged	as	a
result	of	individual	wants.	As	witnessed	in	recent	years,	farmers	are	protesting	against	local
governments	and	excessive	fees;	urban	residents	are	opposing	evictions	from	houses	that	are
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being	torn	down;	migrant	workers	are	asking	for	long	overdue	salary	payments;	activists	are
organising	themselves	to	protect	the	environment;	and	women	are	fighting	for	their	rights.	At
local	levels,	ordinary	people	(laobaixing)	are	taking	a	growing	interest	in	organising
themselves,	sometimes	with	the	help	of	lawyers	or	the	support	of	non-governmental
organisations,	and	fighting	for	various	social	or	economic	causes.	We	are	not	only	talking
about	violent	upheavals,	but	more	generally	of	a	growing	capacity	of	certain	groups	in	society
to	make	their	voices	heard.	The	political	leadership	is	conscious	of	the	risks	of	social
instability	and	has	been	promoting	a	more	‘harmonious	society’	(hexie	shehui)	since	2003.
Although	past	Chinese	Presidents,	Deng	Xiaoping	(1979-1989)	and	Jiang	Zemin	(1989-2002),
were	eager	to	promote	economic	growth	at	the	cost	of	increasing	inequalities,	the	current
national	leaders,	Hu	Jintao	and	Wen	Jiabao,	in	power	since	2002-2003,	have	repeatedly
underlined	that	China	needs	more	than	steady	economic	growth,	it	is	also	time	to	pay	attention
to	the	distribution	of	wealth.	Growth	should	be	more	balanced,	socially	and	environmentally.

How	should	we	understand	these	two	simultaneous	processes:	the	individualisation	of
society	on	the	one	hand,	and	the	emergence	of	collective	action	on	the	other?	The	starting	point
of	this	book	is	the	acknowledgement	that	individuals	have	to	rely	on	their	own	efforts	for	their
wellbeing	and	are	freer	from	the	constraints	of	the	State,	while	in	some	circumstances,	they
gather	together	to	defend	their	interests.	The	Chinese	society	is	said	to	be	individualistic,	yet	at
the	same	time,	people	are	willing	to	be	involved	in	collective	forms	of	action.	This	was
recently	illustrated	by	the	reactions	to	the	Sichuan	earthquake	(May	2008).	The	catastrophe	led
to	an	impressive	movement	of	solidarity	coming	from	all	parts	of	Chinese	society.	This	is
evidence	that	we	are	witnessing	the	emergence	of	more	individualised	Chinese	subjects	and	a
new	social	fabric.

One	of	the	main	hypotheses	of	this	book	is	that	there	are	not	only	internal	factors	leading	to
the	emergence	of	collective	forms	of	action,	but	also	external	ones.	One	of	the	original	features
of	the	Chinese	development	path	in	the	last	quarter	of	a	century	is	indeed	the	high	level	of
internationalisation	of	the	country	(Zweig	2002b):	capital,	goods,	services,	ideas	and	people
have	been	increasingly	flowing	across	the	Chinese	boundaries,	thereby	increasing	the	share	of
transnational	exchanges.	That	is	why	we	have	chosen	to	encompass	Hong	Kong	in	our	study.
The	links	between	the	mainland	and	Hong	Kong	are	various	and	intense.	The	two	economies
have	integrated	over	the	last	twenty	years,	most	Hong	Kong	industries	having	migrated	over	the
border	to	Guangdong	province,	with	Hong	Kong	becoming	a	service-only	economy.	Now	that
capital	and	goods	flow	freely	across	the	border,	Hong	Kong	entrepreneurs	have	become	major
economic	actors,	not	only	in	the	nearby	province	but	all	over	the	country;	Hong	Kong
developers,	for	instance,	are	taking	a	major	part	in	the	reshaping	of	Chinese	large	cities.	The
land	border	between	Hong	Kong	and	Shenzhen	is	one	of	the	busiest	in	the	world,	with	several
tens	of	thousands	of	people	travelling	back	and	forth	across	the	checkpoints	daily,	most	via
train,	bus	and	ferry	for	work,	school	and	pleasure.	Hong	Kongers	cross	the	border	to	survey
their	factories	and	take	advantage	of	lower	costs;	mainlanders	come	to	Hong	Kong	to	learn	the
rules	of	capitalist	economies	and	societies	and	to	enjoy	quality	services	at	a	high	price.	In	this
process,	and	facing	vivid	competition	from	other	mainland	cities,	Hong	Kong	is	less	the
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gateway	to	China	for	foreigners	that	it	used	to	be	and	more	the	door	to	the	outside	world	for
mainlanders.	The	growing	number	of	students	and	professors	coming	from	the	mainland	to
study	and	work	in	Hong	Kong	tertiary	education	institutions	is	an	example	of	the	growing
intellectual	flows	between	the	two	territories.	Of	course,	the	increase	of	economic,	social	and
intellectual	flows	across	the	border	have	been	greatly	enhanced	by	the	hand-over	of	the	former
colonial	territory	to	Beijing	in	July	1997;	since	then,	Hong	Kong	has	become	(together	with
Macao	in	December	1999)	a	‘special	administrative	region’	(SAR)	of	the	People’s	Republic
of	China.	For	fifty	years,	Hong	Kong	will	keep	a	distinct	economic	–	capitalist,	legal,	common
law,	and	political,	with	partially	elected	representatives	–	system	inherited	from	the	colonial
era.

The	intensity	of	Hong	Kong-China	link	is	only	comparable	to	those	between	the	mainland
and	Taiwan.	Like	in	the	Hong	Kong	case,	Taiwan’s	economy	is	largely	integrated	with	the
mainland,	notably	Fujian,	Zhejiang	and	the	Shanghai	region.	There	are	large	flows	of	people	as
well,	but	until	the	recent	election	of	Ma	Ying-jeou	as	President	of	the	Republic	of	China
(March	2008),	who	is	willing	to	improve	the	relations	with	the	mainland,	these	flows	have
been	almost	exclusively	from	Taiwan	to	the	mainland,	involving	mostly	businessmen	and
salarymen	(and	their	families)	working	on	the	other	side	of	the	strait.	Taiwan	and	the	mainland
are	two	politically	separate	entities,	and	there	have	been	many	hurdles	to	the	deepening	of
people-to-people	relationships.	The	democratisation	of	the	island’s	political	institutions	that
started	in	1987	have	been	largely	driving	Taiwan,	the	only	Chinese	democracy	in	the	world,
away	from	the	mainland;	it	has	greatly	contributed	to	the	emergence	of	a	Taiwanese	political
and	cultural	identity.	Besides,	the	ethnic	divide	between	the	Taiwanese	–	Chinese	immigrants
who	mostly	arrived	on	the	island	in	the	seventeenth	and	eighteenth	centuries	–	and	the
mainlanders	–	those	who	arrived	in	1949-1950	following	Chiang	Kai-shek’s	defeat	in	the	civil
war	–	is	a	unique	feature	of	the	Taiwanese	society.	The	democratisation	process,	the	ethnic
divide	and	the	uncertainties	over	the	future	relations	across	the	Taiwan	Strait	explain	why	this
book	is	not	addressing	the	issue	of	Taiwan-mainland	China	interlocking	relationship.

Comparatively,	the	hand-over	of	Hong	Kong	has	never	been	debated	as	such,	and	the	future
of	the	SAR	is	irremediably	linked	to	the	mainland,	major	decisions	being	actually	made	in
Beijing.	The	central	government	carefully	scrutinises	Hong	Kong	and	its	evolution	because
what	is	happening	in	the	territory	has	an	impact	across	the	border.	Because	of	Hong	Kong’s
special	status,	the	Beijing	authorities	cannot	foresee	what	could	happen	one	day	across	the
border.	Since	the	return	of	Hong	Kong’s	sovereignty	to	China	in	1997,	the	SAR	has	been	ruled
under	the	Basic	Law.	For	a	variety	of	reasons	ranging	from	anxiety	about	the	local	economy,
discontent	with	the	Chief	Executive	leadership	(Tung	Chee-hwa	from	1997	to	2005	and	Donald
Tsang	ever	since)	to	a	sense	of	urgency	for	political	reform,	Hong	Kong	people	have	been
increasingly	politically	conscious	and	active.	On	July	1st	2003,	the	largest	protest	ever	seen	in
Hong	Kong	since	the	1997	handover	drew	500,000	marchers	to	oppose	an	anti-subversion	law
(abiding	to	Article	23	of	the	Basic	Law).	In	the	aftermath,	two	cabinet	members	resigned,	and
the	bill	was	withdrawn	after	it	became	clear	that	it	would	not	get	the	necessary	support	from
the	Legislative	Council	for	it	to	be	passed.	The	introduction	of	the	Article	23	legislation	has
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since	been	shelved	indefinitely.	As	a	consequence,	the	July	1st	marches	have	been	held	every
year	as	a	means	to	demand	democracy,	universal	suffrage,	rights	of	minorities	and	a	variety	of
other	political	concerns.	In	Hong	Kong,	besides	calls	for	the	hastening	of	the	democratisation
process,	which	includes	universal	suffrage,	activists	are	calling	for	awareness	of	other	issues
such	as	environmental	and	heritage	protection,	or	the	implementation	of	a	minimum	wage	law.
Many	of	these	movements	are	gaining	rapid	momentum	and	will	become	forces	to	be	reckoned
with	in	the	near	future.

One	of	the	main	hypotheses	of	all	the	contributors	in	this	volume	is	that	the	integration	of
Hong	Kong	into	China,	and	the	integration	of	China	into	the	global	economy,	has	some
consequences	for	the	ability	of	people	to	mobilise	and	organise	in	the	fight	for	their	interests.
Hong	Kong	and	Chinese	citizens	are	becoming	more	aware	of	the	political	dynamics	of	the
world	stage,	and	the	dismantling	of	the	old	economic	and	social	order	and	its	replacement	by	a
new	one,	governed	by	the	sole	search	for	individual	gains,	is	bringing	to	China	new	social
dynamics.	Parts	of	China,	the	mainland	and	Hong	Kong	are	emerging	as	important	physical
spaces	for	social	movements.

Bringing	together	papers	on	both	mainland	China	and	Hong	Kong	is	heuristic	for	several
reasons.	First,	if	China	is	gradually	becoming	a	social	class-based	society,	social	scientists
have	agreed	for	a	long	time	that	Hong	Kong	already	is	a	social	class-based	society.	So	the
question	of	the	evolving	relations	between	state	and	society	will	be	addressed	in	a	Chinese
society	returning	to	social	class	stratification	in	one	case,	and	in	a	Hong	Kong	society	where
income	inequalities	are	growing	fast.	Second,	fruitful	comparative	analysis	is	also	possible	on
the	issue	of	the	institutionalisation	of	social	claims,	or	how	protestors	mobilise	the	law.	In	the
Hong	Kong	case,	the	rule	of	law	has	provided	institutionalised	channels	for	the	members	of	the
society	to	make	their	voices	heard	for	a	long	time;	social	activism	in	Hong	Kong	started	in	the
1970s,	long	before	the	latest	British	Governor	Chris	Pattern	started	to	democratise	political
institutions	(Lam	2004).	For	several	decades,	associations,	unions,	and	political	parties	have
been	using	the	law	as	a	weapon.	In	China,	the	socio-economic	transformations	have	led	to	a
reframing	of	social	interactions.	The	commodification	of	resources,	allocated	through	markets,
has	led	to	an	increasing	contractualisation	of	relations.	Relationships	between	landlords	and
tenants,	employers	and	employees,	producers	and	suppliers,	etc.	are	governed	by	a	new	system
of	formal	contracts.	That	explains	the	extensive	production	of	laws	and	legal	regulations	since
1979	and	the	rapid	development	of	the	legal	professions	such	as	lawyers	and	judges.	This	has
led	to	an	increasing	awareness	of	legal	rights	among	all	kinds	of	people	who	may	mobilise	the
law	to	protect	their	rights.	Third,	comparisons	can	be	drawn	between	the	issue	of	globalisation
and	its	impact	on	the	understanding	of	social	movements.	Hong	Kong	is	a	society	that	is	highly
integrated	into	global	flows,	which	explains	for	instance	why	the	city	was	chosen	as	the
location	for	the	sixth	World	Trade	Organisation	Ministerial	Conference	(December	2005);	this
was	a	unique	opportunity	for	local	activists	to	put	Hong	Kong	on	the	global	map.	A	comparison
should	be	made	with	another	event	that	took	place	in	China	a	decade	earlier,	in	September
1995:	the	Fourth	World	Conference	on	Women	was	held	in	Beijing,	gathering	representatives
from	almost	two	hundred	countries.	In	both	cases,	we	will	try	to	assert	how	local	forces	have
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been	shaped	by	their	exposure	to	the	international	arena.

Understanding	Social	Movements

Social	movements	could	be	categorised	into	1)	conventional	social	movements	based	on	the
Marxist	line	of	class	differentiation	and	economic	materialism,	and	2)	the	new	social
movements	that	Calhoun	argues	are	the	characteristics	of	the	contemporary	post-industrial	and
post-modern	world.	Trade	unions	and	other	labour	groups	that	fought	for	the	labouring	classes
organised	many	of	the	earlier	social	movements.	To	Melucci,	social	movements	are	‘action
systems	in	that	they	have	structures’	(Melucci	1985:	793).	Here,	social	movement	is	viewed	as
‘a	form	of	collective	action	a)	based	on	solidarity,	b)	carrying	on	a	conflict,	c)	breaking	the
limits	of	the	system	in	which	action	occurs’	(Melucci	1985:	795).

The	emergence	of	‘“new	social	movements”	in	a	post-modern	and	post-industrial	world
worked	outside	of	formal	institutional	channels	and	emphasised	lifestyle,	ethical,	or	“identity”
concerns	rather	than	narrowly	economic	goals’	(Calhoun	1995:	173).	Many	of	the	new	social
movements	were	seen	to	be	associated	‘with	the	counterculture,	the	search	for	“alternative”
forms	of	social	and	cultural	life’	(Touraine	1985:	749).	Touraine	argues	that	social	movements
‘should	be	conceived	as	a	special	type	of	social	conflict’	(Touraine	1985:	750)	that	revolves
around	‘the	social	control	of	the	main	cultural	patterns’	(Touraine	1985:	754).

One	key	factor	for	the	emergence	of	the	new	social	movements	is	the	rise	of	the	middle
class,	where	the	focus	is	on	individualised	noneconomic	needs.	As	such,	they	are	seen	as
defending	‘specific	spheres	of	life’,	and	those	committed	to	defending	various	aspects	of	life
choices	are	less	likely	to	succumb	to	pressure	for	change	(Calhoun	1995:	184).	Many	of	these
movements	focus	on	people	with	a	minority	banner,	as	well	as	being	sociocultural	in
orientation	(Touraine	1985:	780).	Likewise,	they	are	seen	as	a	way	for	people	to	exert	their
own	power	and	attempt	to	free	themselves	from	state	power	(Touraine	1985:	776).	Others
argue	for	the	rise	of	a	new	middle	class,	people	who	are	professionals	but	have	flexible	time
schedules,	which	allow	for	such	actions	to	take	place.	At	the	same	time,	there	are	a	small
group	of	the	old	middle	class,	as	well	as	those	in	marginal	positions	but	with	time	to	spare	for
such	actions,	such	as	housewives,	unemployed	workers,	students	and	retirees	(Offe	1985:
832).	Because	of	their	penetrative	influence	on	the	various	social	groups	in	a	society,	the	new
social	movements	inevitably	have	the	power	to	politicise	those	who	converted	to	the	causes
expounded	by	these	movements.

Calhoun,	together	with	other	scholars	like	Melucci,	looked	at	various	movements	such	as
‘feminism,	the	ecology	movement	or	“greens”,	the	peace	movement,	and	the	youth	movement,
(…)	the	gay	movement,	the	animal	rights	movement,	and	the	anti-abortion	and	pro-choice
movements’,	as	well	as	at	the	emerging	new	social	movements	which	tackle	new	issues,	use
new	tactics	and	appeal	to	new	groups	of	people	within	the	nation-state	and	the	world	(Calhoun
1995:	173).	These	new	social	movements	are	a	contrast	to	what	he	sees	as	the	class-based	and
economically	oriented	kinds	of	movements,	such	as	the	labour	movements	of	the	early
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nineteenth	century	(Calhoun	1995:	173).	For	Calhoun,	these	new	social	movements	are
concerned	with	‘identity	politics’,	where	the	actions	involved	in	the	movements	are	construed
not	as	a	means	to	an	end	but	as	ends	in	themselves.	In	short,	these	movements	are	self-fulfilling
(Calhoun	1995:	175).	This	is	so	because	they	deal	with	issues,	concerns	and	values	of	the
prevailing	situation	of	the	time	(Offe	1985:	820).	At	the	same	time,	their	mode	of	operation
begs	to	differ	with	the	traditional	social	movements.	The	new	social	movements	are	alternative
in	their	operation	modus	–	they	are	individualistic	and	eclectic,	to	say	the	least.	The
movements	attract	individuals,	with	the	more	vocal	ones	becoming	the	spokespersons	for	the
actions,	and	rely	primarily	on	donations	(Offe	1985:	829).	It	is	argued	that	the	participants	in
these	new	movements	are	‘class-aware’	instead	of	‘class-conscious’	(Offe	1985:	833).	Their
actions	are	seen	as	legitimate	and	recognised	by	the	society,	able	to	galvanise	the	community	at
large	for	their	causes	(Offe	1985:	826).

Both	types	of	movements	have	created	an	expanded	socio-political	space	and	have
enhanced	the	voices	and	visibility	of	those	who	participate	in	them.	In	this	sense,	the	new
social	movements	go	beyond	bureaucratic	boundaries	and	seek	to	address	a	civil	society	that
does	not	depend	on	bureaucratic	regulations	and	controls	(Offe	1985:	820).	They	are	seen	as
rooted	in	‘free	spaces’,	enabling	protesters	to	move	out	of	their	subordinate	positions	and	to
collectivise	and	build	up	their	arsenals	of	resistance	(Polletta	1999:	6).

Chinese	State	and	the	Expanding	Protest	Spaces

As	China	and	Hong	Kong	inch	their	way	into	the	twenty-first	century,	we	are	more	likely	to	see
social	activism	flourishing,	with	an	increased	number	of	social	movements,	both	on	a	large	and
small	scale,	demanding	social	participation	and	involvement	in	various	causes	that	affect
personal	lives	and	the	common	good	of	the	people	and	the	nation.	In	this	book,	we	are	paying
attention	to	voices	from	various	social	strata	of	the	Chinese	population	who	are	now
embracing	sets	of	social	values	that	differ	from	those	of	the	old	Communist	state	and	ideology.
These	voices	are	contributing	to	the	reshaping	of	an	ideological	stage	marked	by	confusion	and
chaos	–	since	there	is	still	the	communist	morality	on	one	side	and	naked	self-interest	on	the
other,	with	various	proposals	in	between.

We	could	consider	that	these	social	forms	are	revealing	a	struggle	between	competitive
economic	and	social	forces	as	has	been	observed	in	other	industrialised	societies,	as	if	they
are	the	signal	of	a	return	to	(or	another	emergence	of)	the	old	form	of	class	struggle	that
advocated	revolution	and	overthrowing	the	existing	regime,	or	at	least	questioning	the	main
social	and	political	orientations	of	mainland	Chinese	and	Hong	Kong	society	and	fighting	for
general	socio-economic	and	sociopolitical	improvements.	Another	perspective	would	be	to
consider	that	we	are	witnessing	societal	movements,	as	conceptualised	by	Touraine,	that	is	to
say	individualised	movements	that	emerge	to	defend	the	rights	of	specific	categories	of	people
asking	for	individual	autonomy	and	rights.	These	are	the	main	questions	we	intend	to	address
through	papers	based	on	first-hand	empirical	studies.	Our	aim	is	to	look	at	what	is	going	on	at
the	grassroots	level	and	analyse	these	evolutions	in	the	framework	of	the	Chinese	historical
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trajectory.
All	contributors	to	this	book	share	the	view	that	there	is	no	reason	to	believe	that	socio-

political	change	in	China	should	resemble	the	experience	of	the	West.	As	R.	Bin	Wong	(1997)
has	argued,	China	and	Europe	have	historically	followed	different	paths.	In	Europe,	the	state
had	to	compete	and	negotiate	with	other	political	actors:	aristocracies	(with	their	own	land
resources	and	military	men	under	their	control),	the	Church	and	the	urban	elites.	This
configuration	led	to	legal	systems	that	affirmed	the	rights	of	individuals	and	estates.	In	the
European	case,	constructing	state	power	meant	acknowledging	an	increasingly	well-defined
boundary	between	what	the	central	state	could	do	and	what	lay	beyond	its	powers.	The
formation	of	this	boundary	between	the	centralising	state	administrations	and	society	at	large	is
basic	to	European	ideas	about	‘civil	society’.	The	creation	of	the	modern	state	and	civil
society	were	parts	of	a	common	process	defining	a	particular	construction	of	state-society
relations	in	which	sharp	lines	could	be	drawn	between	state	and	society	(Wong	1997:	87).	On
the	contrary,	in	Imperial	China,	there	was	no	challenge	to	the	Emperor	by	elites	with
independent	bases	of	authority,	nor	were	there	municipal	elites	with	claims	to	urban	autonomy.
There	were	no	institutionalised	separate	social	classes	and	estates,	and	no	clear	boundaries
limiting	state	authority	and	power.	Local	elites	were	incorporated	into	the	bureaucratic	system
as	officials	“relied	on	local	elites	to	help	them	implement	a	common	agenda	for	promoting
domestic	order,	an	agenda	that	included	social	persuasion,	surveillance	and	welfare”	(Wong
1997:	94).	One	of	the	main	tasks	of	the	Chinese	State	was	monitoring	and	controlling	the
domestic	population;	that	is,	maintaining	domestic	order	in	rural	areas	was	the	main	challenge,
the	main	threat	coming	not	from	the	city	as	in	Europe,	but	from	the	countryside.

Today’s	Chinese	societal	evolution	is	indeed	very	different	from	what	is	happening	in
many	mature	western	societies.	In	the	United	States	for	instance,	Robert	D.	Putman	(2000)	has
argued	that	the	entire	spectrum	of	social	connectedness	in	interpersonal,	civil	and	social	life	is
eroding.	He	is	drawing	a	picture	of	an	American	society,	on	levels	from	family	to	nation,
which	has	become,	over	four	decades,	atomised	and	lacking	in	social	capital	for	investment	in
societal	betterment.	According	to	his	(contested)	analysis,	the	American	society	has	become	a
fragmented	one	where	the	integrating	and	mobilising	institutions	have	decayed.	In	China,	the
erosion	of	society	was	not	the	consequence	of	a	declining	level	of	involvement	into	social
activism	over	generations	but	of	deliberate	action	from	the	State	and	the	Party	that	forbade
autonomy.	Whereas	in	the	West	we	are	witnessing	the	breaking	of	society,	in	China,	the	society
has	still	to	be	produced.	What	is	at	stake	here	are	not	the	threats	that	hang	over	an	already
institutionalised	society	but	the	hurdles	that	may	jeopardise	the	production	of	a	society	yet	to
come	(Shen	2007).

Social	movements	in	China	are	still	at	the	nascent	stage,	and	with	the	gradual	opening	up	of
China	to	the	world,	it	is	inevitable	that	they	will	start	to	challenge	the	once	rigid	Communist
structures	as	well	as	to	push	the	comfort	zone	of	the	central,	regional	and	local	governments.
Increasingly	and	irrespective	of	whether	the	protest	movements	are	well	organised	and	large	in
size	or	small	and	sporadic,	they	have	come	to	dot	the	urban	and	rural	landscapes.	Since	the
large-scale	Falun	Gong	gathering	around	Zhongnanhai	on	25	April	1999,	ten	years	after	the
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Tiananmen	Massacre	on	4	June	1989,	to	small	groups	of	parents	protesting	against	the
kidnapping	of	their	children	to	work	in	the	coal	mines	in	northern	China,	and	to	recent	protests
by	parents	about	tainted	milk	powder	and	milk	products,	protests	have	come	in	a	steady
stream.	What	do	these	social	movements	represent	in	the	Chinese	context	and	what	has	been
achieved	as	a	result	of	these	protests?	Irrespective	of	whether	we	are	witnessing	rural	folk
with	little	education	or	urbanites	with	a	more	cosmopolitan	outlook,	the	scenes	are	the	same.
They	all	come	in	groups	to	protest	against	what	they	regarded	as	corrupt	practices	and	moral
conundrum	of	those	who	abuse	their	power.	In	all	these	protests,	the	individuals	and	the	groups
have	found	voices	and	the	strength	to	express	and	actualise	their	dissatisfaction	and	demand
their	rights	amidst	continued	fears	of	persecution	by	local,	regional	and	central	governments.
Unlike	in	the	past	where	protests	were	not	condoned	and	those	involved	routinely	imprisoned
for	social	disruption	and	attempting	to	usurp	authorities,	the	last	two	decades	have	witnessed	a
changing	political	response	to	some	of	these	protests.	In	rural	areas,	protest	movements	against
local	government	have	resulted	in	the	emerging	process	of	democratisation	in	the	villages	in
China,	leading	to	the	formulation	of	representative	assembly	and	village	citizenship.	Likewise,
the	recent	events	pertaining	to	corrupt	official	practices,	tainted	milk	powder,	kidnapping	of
children,	etc.	that	led	to	exposure	in	the	media,	have	led	to	swift	actions	on	the	part	of	the
central	government,	culminating	in	the	arrests	of	those	culprits	involved	in	these	activities.	In
addition,	the	government	officials	were	also	putting	in	measures	to	allay	fears	of	these
protesters	and	provide	various	actions,	including	medical	treatment	of	children	with	kidney
stones	as	a	result	of	the	consumption	of	tainted	milk	powder.	In	responding	to	such	protests,	the
central	government	is	attempting	to	portray	itself	as	a	caring	government	that	is	concerned
about	the	welfare	of	its	citizens.	It	is	also	attempting	to	project	its	administration	as	having	the
final	control	of	the	situation	and	of	its	ability	to	manage	and	contain	protests	of	all	scales.

In	this	sense,	it	is	possible	to	argue	that	the	emergence	of	a	civil	society	is	gradually
gaining	ground	on	the	mainland,	although	its	longterm	future	continues	to	be	very	much
dependent	on	the	attitude	of	the	central	government.	At	present,	the	central	government	under
the	leadership	of	Hu	and	Wen	is	likely	to	allow	protests	to	take	place	as	long	as	they	do	not
rock	the	political	stability	of	the	country	and	challenge	the	political	rule	of	these	leaders.	This
political	allowance	is	significant	as	China	continues	its	march	towards	globalisation	and	its
attempts	to	join	the	world	leadership	elites	and	to	gain	their	acceptance.	It	is	also	an	important
signal	to	the	global	community	that	it	is	prepared	to	give	limited	concessions	in	the	areas	of
political	freedom,	freedom	of	expression	and	human	rights.	Such	acts	could	also	be	used	as
leverages	in	their	political	dialogue	and	trade	talks	with	the	developed	nations,	and	it	is
plausible	to	argue	that	as	the	political	leadership	of	China	becomes	more	confident	of	itself,	it
is	more	willing	to	free	up	small	spaces	for	its	citizens	to	engage	in	protest	actions	within	a
managed	framework.

In	protest	actions	and	movements	taking	place	both	on	the	mainland	and	in	Hong	Kong,	it	is
possible	to	maintain	that	such	developments	have	enabled	the	Chinese	citizens	to	understand
the	role	of	the	individuals	and	groups	in	expressing	and	actualising	their	voices.	It	has	enabled
both	societies	to	expand	their	protest	spaces.	Hong	Kong	and	mainland	Chinese	political
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activism	and	protest	movements	could	help	us	to	reconceptualise	participation	and	citizenship.
Our	analysis	connects	with	approaches	that	aim	to	bridge	the	gap	between	citizen	and	the	state
by	recasting	citizenship	as	practised	rather	than	as	given.

Citizenship	has	traditionally	been	cast	in	liberal	terms,	as	individual	legal	equality
accompanied	by	a	set	of	rights	and	responsibilities	and	bestowed	by	a	State	on	its
citizens	(…).	Placing	an	emphasis	on	inclusive	participation	as	the	very	foundation	of
democratic	practice,	these	approaches	suggest	a	more	active	notion	of	citizenship	–	one
which	recognises	the	agency	of	citizens	as	“makers	and	shapers”	rather	than	as	“users
and	choosers”	of	interventions	of	services	designed	by	others.	(Hickey	&	Mohan	2004:
29)

Under	a	still	authoritarian	form	of	government,	and	though	there	is	no	free	democratic	public
space,	Chinese	citizens	have	become	the	active	creators	of	new	social	and	economical	rights,
hence	enlarging	their	socio-political	and	protest	spaces.

Outline	of	the	Book

This	book	is	divided	into	three	parts.	The	first	part	focuses	on	statesociety	relationships;
chapters	investigate	how	Chinese	citizens,	either	on	the	mainland	or	in	Hong	Kong,	make	use
of	or	contest	existing	political	institutions	at	the	local,	national	or	international	levels;	authors
consider	how	protests	may	lead	to	some	sort	of	evolution	in	the	political	arena.	The	second
part	deals	with	the	individuals	at	work;	contributions	look	at	how	recent	economic
transformations	are	changing	working	conditions	and	how	workers	react.	In	the	third	and	final
part,	the	chapters	deal	with	the	most	intimate	and	private	dimensions	of	an	individual:	gender
identity	and	religious	beliefs	and	practices.	In	so	doing,	though	not	being	absolutely
comprehensive,	we	aim	at	covering	the	political,	the	economically	productive	and	the	private
dimensions	of	people’s	lives	in	both	Hong	Kong	and	on	the	mainland.

Part	1	concerns	the	issues	of	citizenship,	rights	and	identity.	In	Chapter	2,	He	explores
social	protests	and	their	impact	through	key	institutions	of	village	democracy	such	as	electoral
rule,	village	citizenship,	and	village	representative	assembly.	He	focuses	on	the	democratic
function	of	social	protests,	addressing	the	essential	question	of	how	disruptive	social	events
can	be	turned	into	a	positive	constructive	force.	The	chapter	draws	on	ten	years	of	research,
conducted	between	1993	and	2003.	While	it	is	not	easy	to	discuss	how	widespread	the
phenomenon	is	likely	to	be,	the	story	he	tells	indicates	a	new	trend	that	is	significant	for	the
democratisation	of	rural	China.

In	Chapter	3,	Ma	discusses	the	evolution	of	social	movements	in	Hong	Kong	from	the	early
colonial	era	to	the	post-handover	period.	Hong	Kong	has	been	regarded	as	a	minimally
integrated	system	with	weak	links	between	state	and	society.	However,	years	of	development
of	social	movement	and	civil	society	since	the	1970s	mean	that	civil	society,	by	actively
demanding	social	and	political	reforms,	has	been	increasingly	influential	during	the	political
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transition	and	after	the	handover.	This	chapter	shows	that,	with	weak	horizontal	links	between
civil	society	organisations	(CSOs),	relatively	weak	organisational	resources,	and	weak
linkage	between	civil	society	and	political	society,	the	CSOs	in	Hong	Kong	have	opted	for
more	ad	hoc	organisational	forms	since	1997,	and	that	this	is	not	conducive	to	an	accumulation
of	resources	and	experience	for	such	movements.

In	Chapter	4,	Chen	explores	the	relationship	between	social	movements	and	the	law	in
post-colonial	Hong	Kong	society.	By	Western	and	international	standards,	social	movements	in
Hong	Kong	are	relatively	few,	weak,	of	small	scale	and	of	limited	duration.	However,	Hong
Kong	does	provide	an	interesting	case	study	of	the	relationship	between	law	and	social
movements.	This	chapter	shows	that	theories	of	law	and	social	movements	developed	by
scholars	on	the	basis	of	Western	experience	are	by	no	means	irrelevant	to	Hong	Kong.	The
Hong	Kong	experience	vividly	demonstrates	how	the	law	can	both	constrain	and	support	social
movements,	and	how	it	can	become	a	stage	on	which	the	mass	media	and	members	of	the
public	focus	their	attention	as	the	rights	claims	of	social	movement	actors	and	organisations
are	fought	out.	Since	1997,	the	life	of	the	law	has	apparently	been	strengthened	by	the	coming
into	force	of	the	Basic	Law	and	the	increasingly	activist	role	of	the	Hong	Kong	judiciary	in
handling	important	issues	of	public	policy.	Social	movements	have	begun	to	exploit	the	law
and	the	legal	system	for	the	purpose	of	challenging	government	policies,	or	at	least	to	make
their	claims	highly	visible.

Kuah-Pearce,	in	chapter	5,	uses	the	Anti-Globalisation	Movement	in	Hong	Kong	as	a	case
study	to	explore	Hong	Kong	as	an	emerging	globalising	protest	space.	As	China	marched	into
the	twenty-first	century,	with	an	emergent	consciousness	of	issues	pertaining	to	rights	and
freedoms,	there	emerged	in	Hong	Kong	various	forms	of	protest	movements	both	in	the	rural
and	urban	areas.	Hong	Kong,	despite	being	a	part	of	Greater	China,	continues	to	function	as	a
great	metropolis	with	Western	and	capitalist	characteristics	as	it	was	under	British
colonialism.	Perhaps	because	of	its	link	with	the	colonial	past	and	its	current	political	status,
political	apathy	has	given	way	to	a	threefold	jump	into	political	consciousness,	with	various
factions	clamouring	for	political	participation,	expressing	and	demanding	that	various	types	of
rights	be	put	into	the	governmental	structure	of	post-colonial	Hong	Kong.	The	result	has	been
an	emerging	protest	space	for	the	Hong	Kong	people	to	exercise	their	emerging	consciousness.
Likewise,	in	this	push	for	better	representation,	Hong	Kong	has	gradually	emerged	as	a
globalising	protest	space,	with	the	Anti-Globalisation	Movement	a	testimony	to	this.	This
chapter	explores	how	this	emerging	globalising	protest	space	is	being	used	to	send	strong
political	messages	to	the	world,	as	well	as	to	the	mainland	Chinese	government.

Part	2	of	the	book	examines	the	relationship	between	economic	transformation	and	unrest
and	self-assertion	in	the	China-Hong	Kong	polity.	Rocca,	in	Chapter	6,	examines	the	resistance
of	the	‘old	working	class’	in	capitalist	China.	In	contemporary	China,	new	power	relations
lead	to	a	particular	mode	of	administration	of	conflicts	called	‘social	management’.	The
authorities	have	set	up	procedures	in	order	to	prevent	and/or	to	forestall	protest	movements.
The	objective	is	to	ritualise	dissatisfaction	in	order	to	channel	protest.	This	way	of	dealing
with	conflicts	is	built	on	a	common	will	of	preserving	the	organic	ties	characteristic	of
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socialist	labour.	On	the	one	hand,	workers	do	intend	to	maintain	close	relationships	with	local
officials,	and	use	socialist	rhetoric.	On	the	other	hand,	the	authorities	aim	at	avoiding	any	form
of	global	repression	that	could	result	in	the	social	marginalisation	of	the	group.

In	Chapter	7,	Guiheux	examines,	through	the	voice	of	a	private	entrepreneur,	the	extent	to
which	social	movements	are	constrained	by	ideological	arrangements.	In	mainland	China,	there
is	an	increasing	number	of	social	actors	who	are	taking	part	in	the	definition	of	the	new	social,
economic	and	ideological	order.	This	is	partly	due	to	the	fact	that	the	Chinese	Communist	Party
is	actively	recruiting	the	winners	in	the	economic	reform,	reaching	out	and	co-opting	newly
emerging	social	elites,	in	particular	the	professional	and	technical	elites	and	private
entrepreneurs.	In	this	chapter,	we	look	at	one	social	actor,	a	private	businessman,	who	is	not,
strictly	speaking,	a	member	of	the	state	apparatus	(though	he	is	close	to	it),	and	whose
discourse	contributes	to	the	drawing	up	of	forms	of	legitimisation	for	the	present	social	and
economic	order.	The	use	of	a	rhetoric	simultaneously	modernist,	socialist	and	Confucian
reflects	the	opportunism	of	the	man	himself	and	reveals	the	mixing	and	matching	of	values	that
characterises	China	today.

In	Chapter	8,	Froissart	studies	social	movements	among	migrant	workers	on	the	mainland.
Social	movements	among	migrant	workers	in	China	emerged	due	to	the	contradictions	of	the
State,	which	wanted	to	preserve	social	order	without	consenting	to	core	political	reforms.
Migrants’	autonomy	was	at	first	encouraged	by	the	central	government,	urging	state
organisations	to	protect	migrants’	legal	rights	and	to	settle	their	conflicts	according	to	the	law.
This	legal	procedure	fostered	individualisation	while	maintaining	conflicts	in	the	private
sphere.	However,	this	phase	allowed	migrants	to	fully	experience	their	disempowerment	and
the	failings	of	the	system.	New	forms	of	mediation	and	representation,	such	as	NGOs,	have
emerged.	These	organisations	are	now	lobbying	political	power	in	the	name	of	the	migrants	to
promote	new	social	and	political	values,	and	are	also	helping	migrant	workers	in	their
everyday	lives.	However,	these	organisations	are	also	working	for	the	benefit	of	the	party-state
to	which	they	adhere,	minimising	social	conflicts	and	orienting	reforms	in	a	direction	that	can
help	the	Party	to	maintain	its	power.

In	Chapter	9,	Chan	examines	grassroots	labour	activism	and	political	participation	in	post-
colonial	Hong	Kong	under	Chinese	rule.	He	examines	trends	and	noteworthy	dimensions	of
labour	inputs	into	Hong	Kong’s	electoral	campaigns,	civil	society	outbursts	and
democratisation	debates	over	the	past	decade	under	Chinese	sovereignty.	Hopefully,	this	essay
may	add	to	the	ongoing	discourse	on	the	class	line	as	an	increasingly	crucial	socio-economic
cleavage	in	Hong	Kong’s	social	mobilisation	and	party-electoral	politics.	The	great	socio-
economic	urgency	and	overriding	political	concerns	vis-à-vis	Beijing	have	become	the	two
very	significant	forces	in	reshaping	Hong	Kong	labour	activism	since	1997.	A	politicisation	of
organised	labour,	together	with	civil	servant	unrest	and	the	intensification	of	labour	militancy
over	rice	bowl	issues	in	an	ongoing	restructuring	process	have,	so	far,	characterised	the
HKSAR	labour	scene.

In	Chapter	10,	Ng	and	Ip	look	at	the	changing	posture	of	trade	unions	in	Hong	Kong,	as	the
society	has	gone	through	a	hectic	transition	during	the	last	two	and	a	half	decades.	In
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retrospect,	organised	labour	had	become	self-effacing	and	even	docile	for	almost	three
decades	in	post-war	Hong	Kong,	for	a	plurality	of	reasons	that	have	been	well	documented	in
the	literature.	However,	the	momentous	impetus	of	the	political	transition	of	the	1997
‘dateline’,	plus	the	re-structuring	of	Hong	Kong’s	economy	and	industry	because	of	the	new
‘paradigm’	created	by	China’s	marketisation	reforms,	have	precipitated	far-reaching	changes
in	the	structure,	power	base,	strategy	and	policies	of	Hong	Kong’s	labour	unions	and	their
movement.	In	this	context,	Hong	Kong	trade	unions	and	labour	organisations	are	evolving
towards	a	presence	at	the	level	of	the	neighbourhood	community,	outside	the	conventional
‘industrial	jurisdiction’	of	workers’	combinations.

Part	3	explores	the	issues	surrounding	the	emergence	of	social	and	religious	activism.
Chapter	11	examines	the	gender	dimension	and	explores	the	development	of	Chinese	women’s
social	movements.	This	chapter	is	divided	into	two	main	parts.	In	the	first	part	of	the	chapter,
Milwertz	and	Bu	describe	the	emergence	and	development	of	popular	feminist	organising	in
Beijing	since	the	mid-1980s	as	one	element	of	the	new	reform	period	of	the	Chinese	women’s
movement,	and	discusses	the	relationship	between	such	organising	and	the	state.	The	second
part	shows	how	activists	have	gradually	broadened	the	scope	of	the	modes	of	communication
that	they	employ.	She	discusses	the	use	of	mainstream	and	alternative	media	in	a	politically
restrictive	context,	arguing	that,	when	activists	use	radical	and	alternative	media	for	public
consciousness-raising,	it	may	sometimes	help	democratise	the	communication	process.	She
argues	that	the	success	of	the	activists’	endeavour	to	transform	society	may	lie	in	these	kinds	of
participatory	processes,	which	may	then	lead	to	the	widespread	generation	of	emancipatory
knowledge	that	challenges	the	dominant,	inequitable	gender	order.

In	Chapter	12,	Leung	examines	the	role	of	the	Hong	Kong	Catholic	Church	in	initiating	the
movement	of	resistance	to	the	Chinese	government.	From	the	beginning	of	the	colonial	period,
the	Hong	Kong	Catholic	Church	played	a	‘framing’	role,	helping	the	colonial	government	to
stabilise	the	society.	The	return	of	Hong	Kong	to	Chinese	rule	in	1997	turned	the	tide	of	this
Church-state	relationship.	With	an	ideological	incompatibility	between	religious	belief	and
Communism,	the	suppression	of	religion	in	China	legitimised	HKSAR	Catholics’	fears	of
Beijing’s	repressive	religious	policy.	Following	this,	the	proposal	to	legislate	Article	23	of	the
Basic	Law	led	to	the	Catholic	Church	taking	a	prominent	role	in	framing	the	political	protests.
Bishop	Joseph	Zen	led	the	Hong	Kong	Catholics	to	take	up	resistance.	Paradoxically,	the
annulment	of	the	legislation	of	Article	23	has	redeemed	the	prestige	of	HKSAR	as	a
metropolitan	city	where	the	HKSAR	government,	since	the	return	of	sovereignty,	has	been
subjected	to	much	criticism	for	their	various	actions.	In	other	words,	it	is	the	Hong	Kong
Catholic	Church,	with	its	global	vision,	that	has	played	a	framing	role	to	preserve	the	dynamics
of	Hong	Kong	as	a	metropolitan	city.

In	Chapter	13,	Palmer	examines	how	temple	revivals	and	the	qigong	movement,	though
very	different	from	each	other,	represent	two	ends	of	the	wide	spectrum	of	Chinese	popular
religiosity.	Neither	clearly	fits	conventional	definitions	of	‘religion’,	nor	does	either	fit
conventional	definitions	of	social	movement.	But	applying	the	concept	of	social	movement	is
useful	to	help	us	derive	models	of	social	agency	that	would	better	describe	the	dynamics	at
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play	when	Chinese	religious	groups	find	themselves	in	antagonistic	relationships	with	the	state.
This	chapter	suggests	that	two	types	of	dynamic	can	be	observed	around	Chinese	religious
practices	of	the	body	and	the	temple:	division	and	multiplication,	showing	that	the	two	often
coexist	asymmetrically,	with	ever-extending	lines	of	division	ironically	opening	ever	more
zones	of	multiplication.	The	symmetrical	mirroring	of	lines	of	division	leads	to	a	highly
polarised	conflict	which	collapses	the	possibility	of	a	social	resolution	and	turns	into	a
physical	conflict,	either	through	forceful	repression	or	by	eliminating,	through	regime	change,
the	hands	at	the	levers	of	state	violence.
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