
1 Rights and resistance
The changing contexts of the
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Rights consciousness not only increases the frequency of resistance, but
changes the forms of such resistance. The forms and tactics of democratic
resistance have undergone significant changes since the late 1970s. While
the dissident movement in the 1980s favored direct and confrontational
approaches, the movement in the late 1990s relied increasingly on indirect
and legal means. In the first decade of the twenty-first century, Chinese
dissidents further refined their tactics by focusing on social issues that resonated
with the Chinese public.

This chapter places the transformed dissident movement in political, institu-
tional and social context. Rapid economic development has brought enormous
changes to Chinese society and created a more hospitable environment for
individuals to assert and protect their rights. Legal reform has opened a 
new legitimate political arena in which individuals, including political dissi-
dents, can exercise greater autonomy and even challenge the regime. Rising
rights consciousness in Chinese society provides a social milieu within
which invocations of rights are more likely to gain broad-based support.
Finally, China’s extensive and deepening integration into the international
system in general, and its various commitments to international laws and
institutions in particular, have placed leaders under new constraints and
provided dissidents with new sources of moral support.

Oppression and resistance are symbiotic—one almost never occurs without
the other. Even the most oppressive regime, such as the one portrayed in
George Orwell’s 1984, fails to eradicate resistance completely. Although
resistance—ranging from dramatic and sometimes violent confrontations 
with the authorities to “everyday forms of resistance”—may not succeed in
overthrowing oppressive regimes, such acts of defiance help preserve indi-
vidual dignity, exercise pressure for institutional change, and set limits to
and raise the costs of oppression.1 Those whose works celebrate resistance
in all forms may have bolstered our faith in the strength of the human spirit.
But at the empirical level, much scholarship on resistance remains opaque
on the precise relationship between oppression and resistance. We are not
sure, for example, whether more oppression elicits greater resistance or vice
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versa; above all, the conditions that produce successful resistance, moreover,
remain disputed.

This relationship poses an especially intriguing problem for social scientists
because it is central to understanding the politics of reform in a liberalizing
authoritarian regime. The most insightful contemporary observer of the French
Revolution, Alexis de Tocqueville, was perhaps the first to hint at a possible
connection between declining oppression and growing resistance. In one of
his most quoted passages in The Old Regime and the French Revolution, de
Tocqueville wrote:

The social order overthrown by a revolution is almost always better than
the one immediately preceding it. Only consummate statecraft can enable
a King to save his throne when after a long spell of oppressive rule he
sets to improving the lot of his subjects. Patiently endured so long as it
seemed beyond redress, a grievance comes to appear intolerable once
the possibility of removing it crosses men’s minds. For the mere fact
that certain abuses have been remedied draws attention to the others and
they now appear more galling; people may suffer less, but their sensibility
is exacerbated.2

Tocqueville’s formulation identifies a sudden change in the sensibility of the
people as the cause for a dramatic fall in the public tolerance of the practices
of the regime that used to be accepted with resignation. What Tocqueville
called “sensibility” seems very similar to “rights consciousness” in the parlance
of social scientists. Unfortunately, although he alerted us to the paradoxical
effects of political opening by a softening autocracy, Tocqueville’s own
analysis overlooked other important issues on oppression and resistance:
why rights consciousness rises quickly in an autocratic regime undergoing
partial political opening; which specific factors contribute to this change;
how changes in rights consciousness affect the forms and tactics of resistance;
how changes in the balance of power or control of resources between the
state and society may result from regime-initiated reform to produce a more
favorable outcome in the contest between the regime and its societal 
opponents.

It is of theoretical and practical importance to raise these questions in
analyzing the changing relationship between the Chinese government and
its citizens in general, and the evolving patterns of conflict between the
ruling Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and its domestic critics in particular.
For many students of Chinese politics have observed that, despite a
considerable fall in the level of overt political repression since the late
1970s, resistance against the post-communist authoritarian regime persisted
and may even have increased. In some cases, such resistance even took
explosive and violent forms.3 The most dramatic expression of resistance
was, without doubt, the 1989 nationwide pro-democracy movement, with its
focal point in Tiananmen Square, a movement which posed the most serious
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challenge to the regime in the post-Mao era. But the 1989 movement was
a rare event (as was the violent repression unleashed by the regime in
response). Most forms of post-Mao resistance did not directly threaten the
regime. There are few signs suggesting that popular resistance has reached
such a level as to portend an imminent revolution. Nevertheless, despite the
absence of revolution, China’s limited reform has created enough public
space to permit a small but tenacious dissident movement persistently to
challenge the political legitimacy of the ruling regime.4

This chapter explores the factors that have indirectly contributed to the
endurance, growth and change in resistance by China’s pro-democracy
activists. Such resistance must be understood in the overall context of the
far-reaching institutional, socioeconomic and political changes that China
has experienced since the 1980s. While no single cause should be credited
with increasing the degree of rights consciousness of the Chinese people in
general, including the dissident community, I argue that a multiplicity of
factors has decidedly reshaped the contexts within which rights consciousness
is engendered. More importantly, the changing contextual factors have not
only influenced the emergence of new norms that give more specific meanings
to certain rights, but have also reduced the institutional and structural barriers
that previously impeded the full protection and exercise of such human
rights, enabling resisters to adopt novel means of activism and defiance. In
the first section of this study, I briefly discuss the idea of rights and the
relationship between rights and resistance in the Chinese context. Then I
trace the evolution of dissident resistance since reform began in 1979. Finally,
I analyze the socioeconomic, legal, international and political–psychological
contexts within which such resistance has been waged.

Rights and resistance

In theory, the relationship between rights and resistance appears straight-
forward: individuals or groups of individuals who feel either entitled to and/or
endowed with certain fundamental rights may be expected to put up resistance
when such rights are violated or perceived to be violated. The stronger the
feeling of entitlement and/or endowment, the stronger the resistance. The
more rights are claimed by individuals or groups, the more likely resistance
will be triggered as government action infringes on them. In reality, however,
the definition of rights, the degree of rights consciousness and the ability to
secure rights are contingent on historical, cultural and political contexts within
which such concepts are invoked. Students of Chinese politics and legal
history, for example, have long noted some of the important differences in
the meaning, nature, scope and utility of rights. According to Andrew Nathan,
rights in contemporary China are derived from citizenship/membership instead
of humanity, treated as programmatic goals instead of claims on government,
restricted by state power, and unprotected by independent judicial review.5

This restrictive conceptualization of rights creates apparent inconsistencies

Rights and resistance 33

/ AE=J= 8 A= / 9E?= / E CA 9E =JAJ 9E = = A = : 1CA 9:= 3 =II 9E 49I 8=C =E C= ?=
I 6 =J 1: /=E I9C =: =E I9C I =J D CA: E AE? 9D = 9AC 9 A E- 20,

/I=9 = I D E AE? 9D E   

/
IA?

P
C=

?=
.

CC
IA?

J
I=

J=
IM

=



in rights practices. For example, even though Chinese constitutions grant
extensive rights in theory, the state has maintained tight control over how
these rights are exercised in reality.6 The central goal of the extension of
rights to individuals, moreover, is not the protection of individuals against
the state, but the better fulfilment of duties to the state by individuals. This
state-centerd notion of rights, Nathan argues, is a product of Chinese obsession
with a weak state since the mid-nineteenth century. Consequently, the streng-
thening of the state and the restoration of political order were viewed by
Chinese rights thinkers as the more important collective goal than the protec-
tion of individual rights.7

Other scholars have detected a strong influence of utilitarianism and
collectivism on the Chinese conceptualization of rights. Chinese often conceive
of rights as interests. An important political consequence of this conception
is that political legitimacy does not derive from popular sovereignty but
from the government’s ability to serve the interests of the people. Another
consequence is the inherent bias in this conception in favor of collective
interests (rights) over individual rights (interests), especially if the two
should come into conflict.8 Thus, reciprocity becomes a central principle: an
individual may possess and enjoy certain rights only to the extent that he
or she has fulfilled certain duties to the community and the ruler.9

The conceptual differences between Chinese and Western notions of rights,
however, must not be exaggerated. Even though such differences may
influence rights practices, the extent to which rights are respected and protected
may depend more on political conditions than on concepts of rights. In
particular, the political milieu of a society may profoundly affect the degree
of rights consciousness. Since rights consciousness is never static, individuals
may assess the extent of the protection, exercise and enjoyment of rights on
the basis of various political signals they receive from the governing elite,
from the international environment, and from society in general. Therefore,
the level of rights consciousness may be low when the possibility of rights
protection and enjoyment is judged to be dim, and high when the same
possibility improves. This reasoning may explain the paradoxical relationship
between falling repression and rising resistance observed first by Tocqueville,
whose insights provide a persuasive explanation for the patterns of repression
and resistance in contemporary China.

If the Maoist era involved massive and systematic violation and curtailment
of civil and political rights, the post-Mao reform era is a period in which
the regime has tried to remedy its past excesses and has restored some basic
rights to people. Formally, some of these rights were re-granted or reiterated
in the revised Chinese Constitution (1982) and in many other laws. Informally,
the regime has significantly expanded certain individual rights (such as most
personal freedoms) while severely restricting some of the most important
political rights (such as the freedom of political speech and association).
Despite the limited nature of the improvement in the expansion and protection
of rights, the enumeration of legal rights and promulgation of public policies
have provided Chinese citizens with important instruments of resistance
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against the government and its agents. The pioneering research by Kevin
O’Brien and Lianjiang Li reported that peasants knowledgeable about specific
government tax and procurement policies were able to protect their rights
and interests more effectively.10 Over time, out of China’s new laws and
policies have evolved implicit rules and norms that limit the scope and
degree of oppression and abuse of power. For instance, the persecution (such
as imprisonment and physical abuse) of dissidents may occur routinely, but
persecution of family members of dissidents has been sharply reduced. This
new norm enables family members of jailed dissidents to become open
advocates of their personal causes, and to gain public and international support.
Another newly established norm protects ordinary citizens who publicly
protest against government administrative failures, abuse of power by lower-
level officials, economic hardships and other shortcomings for which the
government is held responsible (such as unemployment and financial scams).
Citizens involved in these protests are not branded, as they once were, anti-
government elements. Instead, their collective acts are frequently tolerated.
They sometimes succeed in attracting official, even high-level attention and
in obtaining at least a partial resolution of the problems that triggered the
protests initially. This, together with increasing awareness of legal rights,
may explain why collective protests by ordinary citizens increased dramatically
in the late 1990s.

Dissident resistance in post-Mao China

Dissident movements in post-Mao China emerged and persevered in this
dynamic environment. Democratic resistance accompanied Deng Xiaoping’s
reform in the late 1970s. To be sure, acts of defiance against the regime
occurred during the Maoist era, such as during the Hundred Flowers Movement
in 1957 and the early days of the Cultural Revolution. Such collective,
organized and public expressions of protest carried prohibitive costs and
risks. These modes of organized protest were restricted to periods of regime-
sanctioned political campaigns or political turmoil.11 In the post-Mao era, as
the Deng regime gradually loosened its grip on public political discourse
and reduced the overall level of repression, political dissidents were
emboldened to favor more organized and public forms of protest. In some
instances, they tried to evoke new laws and procedures to legitimize their
action.12 Even though these tactics yielded mixed results and landed many
dissidents in jail or exile, political dissent has gradually evolved, gained its
own sources of support from within the fast-changing society, and become
part of China’s political landscape.

Dissident resistance: the early years

In the early years of reform, the embryonic dissident movement adopted a
more direct and confrontational approach (though far less confrontational
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than that of the Red Guard groups of 1966–67), relying heavily on underground
publications and mass demonstrations to challenge the Communist Party’s
monopoly of power. During this period (1978–89), the first sustained campaign
of dissident resistance was the Democracy Wall movement in 1978–79. The
movement which began in Beijing soon spread to more than 20 major cities
and continued for slightly more than two years. According to a veteran
participant of the Democracy Wall movement, Hu Ping, underground
publications mushroomed in these cities. At the peak of the movement, Beijing
alone had over 40 such publications, involving more than 2,000 people.13

The crackdown on the Democracy Wall movement and the imprisonment
of several of its main leaders (such as Wei Jingsheng and Xu Wenli) left
the dissident community temporarily without leaders. In the hiatus between
1981 and 1986, dissident resistance was waged mostly under the protection
of official cover. Pro-democracy activists were able to establish a presence
on college campuses and in semi-official publications. Their intellectual
influence was instrumental in fomenting the debate on political reform in
the summer of 1986, which was soon followed by the student-led pro-
democracy demonstrations that rocked several major Chinese cities at the
end of 1986 and the beginning of 1987.

The 1986–87 movement was quickly crushed by the authorities, but with
little bloodshed. Several political patrons of the liberal intelligentsia, such
as CCP General Secretary Hu Yaobang and propaganda chief Zhu Houze,
were dismissed. A handful of leading critics of the government (Fang Lizhi,
the former vice-president of the Chinese University of Science and
Technology) were blamed by the government for instigating student unrest
and stripped of their party membership. In retrospect, however, the crackdown
in early 1987 was both short-lived and limited in scope. The majority of
liberal intellectuals and dissidents were unaffected. Two years later, they
launched a third, and more costly, direct political challenge against the regime:
the Tiananmen Square movement in the spring of 1989. The bloody end to
the episode and, more importantly, the subsequent imprisonment and exile
of many leaders of the movement dealt a severe, albeit temporary, blow to
China’s dissident community. In fact, it did not recover from the Tiananmen
setback until the mid-1990s.

Dissent in the 1990s

The revival of the dissident movement in the mid-1990s may be attributed
to many factors. Most importantly, the conservative attempt to reverse China’s
economic reform failed miserably and decisively in 1992 after Deng Xiaoping
toured southern China and re-ignited economic reform. The decline of
conservative elites and the strengthening of moderate reformers in Beijing
created a more relaxed political atmosphere. Internal political considerations
and external pressures led to the release of most of the leading dissidents
(although some of the more prominent ones were forced into exile). Chinese
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society in the 1990s also became much more open and, as we shall see later,
contained an increasing number of autonomous enclaves where resistance
could be waged.

However, the renewed dissident resistance differed in important ways
both from popular resistance by ordinary people (workers, peasants and
urban residents) and from previous dissident resistance. The most common
form of resistance in contemporary China seeks redress of routine instances
of injustice for which victims hold the government and its agents responsible.
Such resistance may take several forms. Individual acts of defiance may
consist of filing petitions, staging sit-ins, lodging complaints, taking the
government to court, or refusing to comply with official rules and policies.14

While this type of individual resistance is observed daily and everywhere,
there are no good data to measure its size, variety, causes and effects, chiefly
because routine resistance seldom gets the type of media attention that is
typically accorded to collective resistance by individuals and dissident
resistance. A partial comparison between everyday resistance growing out
of personal grievances and dissident resistance seeking systemic change may
thus be made by examining only the reported instances of resistance of both
types. Official reports indicate that the number of collective protests of
significant size (officially labeled “mass incidents”) exceeded 90,000 in 2006,
over ten times more than in the mid-1990s, even though only a small
percentage of these incidents received media coverage (see Table 1.1). News
reports in the Chinese press and overseas dissident publications show that
most such incidents were triggered by specific grievances. Typical grievances
involved illegal seizure of land, forced evictions and relocations, environmental
pollution, non-payment of overdue wages, pensions and unemployment
benefits, police brutality, and other forms of “petty despotism.”15 As a rule,
ordinary resisters are likely to employ simple and direct forms of defiance.
Their weapon of choice is street demonstrations, blocking major railways
and highways, strikes, but there have also been occasional attacks on
government buildings.16 The targets of their protest are mostly local govern-
ments and state-owned enterprises. The risks of violent confrontation are
high for ordinary resisters because their tactics focus on direct protest in
public places and unavoidably come into contact with the police and security
forces dispatched by the government to deal with them.17
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Table 1.1 Rising numbers of collective protests, 1993–2006

Year 1993 1997 1999 2005 2006 

Number of collective 
protests of significant size 8,700 15,000 32,000 87,000 90,000

Source: Ministry of Public Security, Neibu canyue (Internal Reference), August 10 2001, 
p. 18; “Dianxin quntixin shijian de jing hao” (Warnings from representative mass incidents),
Liaowang September 8, 2008 <news.inhuanet.com/legal/2008–09/08>
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In comparison, dissident resistance was characterized by its peaceful nature.
An analysis of the 49 reported instances of incidents from September to
October 1998 (Table 1.2) shows that, as a sign of growing solidarity within
the dissident community, nearly 40 percent of the protest events were
precipitated by the persecution of fellow dissidents. About 25 percent of the
incidents involved the declaration of rights and positions on major political
issues. It should be noted that dissidents were also less fearful of waging
organized resistance, as shown by the fact that attempts to register their
opposition party and other groups comprised 20 percent of the protest events.
Even though most dissident protests involved a small number of participants
(fewer than 50), about one in five protests had over 50 participants. While
street demonstrations were a favored form of everyday resistance, issuing
open letters, appeals and declarations was the preferred tool of protest for
dissidents. As C.K. Lee’s chapter (Chapter 2) in this book shows, using
China’s formal legal system to sue local authorities as a form of protest has
become another useful tactic. Notably, dissidents eschewed the tactics of
street politics and none of the protests was violent. The example of Yao
Lifa, a former local legislator who had become one of China’s best-known
pro-democracy activists, is typical. After he failed to win re-election as a
local people’s congress deputy in Qianjiang county in Hubei in 2007, Yao
devoted all his energy to human rights causes. In 2008 alone, Yao took part
in about a dozen protest and petition activities, ranging from organizing
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Table 1.2 An analysis of dissident resistance in September and October 1998 (49
reported incidents)

Causes of Number of Type of Forms of Targets/ 
incidents participants participants resistance intended 

audience

Persecution Fewer than Known Open letter, Local
of fellow 50 (35) dissidents (39) appeals, government
dissidents (20) declaration and agencies

protest (37)

Rights/policy 50–100 (5) Organized Formal Central
announcement dissident application (12) government
(13) groups (6) leaders (13)

Registration Unknown (6) Family of Hunger strike Police/courts
of opposition members of (1) (10)
groups (11) dissidents (4)

Declaration of International
candidacy (3) community

and world
leaders (6)

Other (2) N/A (6)

Source: Beijing Spring, 63 (August 1998), p. 100 and other press accounts.
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competitive village elections, training independent candidates, leading
collective protest by aggrieved citizens, to assisting Western reporters in
covering village elections. Yao persisted in these peaceful dissident endeavors
despite constant harassment by the police.

This analysis suggests that Chinese dissident resistance after the early
1990s was waged non-violently in the arenas of public relations and legal
procedures. The immediate effects of dissident resistance were, however, not
obvious, mainly because dissidents remained unable to expand their social
bases of support or to mobilize workers and peasants. Even college students,
who had been among the strongest supporters of pro-democracy causes,
withdrew for the most part from politics after the crackdown of June 1989.
These adverse conditions did not appear to have discouraged the dissident
community from continuing its resistance. Indeed, towards the end of the
1990s, Chinese dissidents had acquired more creative and sophisticated 
tactics, apparently to offset the disadvantages of the relative political and
social isolation that was caused both by the regime’s repressive measures
and by a more consumerist and less politicized society. In the 1980s, Chinese
dissidents tended to discuss and promote democracy in terms that appeared
remote to the concerns of many ordinary Chinese citizens. That elitist approach
did not gain much sympathy or support from the working classes in city and
countryside though it did attract significant support from the intelligentsia
and college students.

That is perhaps why, in the 1990s, the same dissidents began to pursue a
two-pronged strategy: combining direct challenges to the regime with the
adoption of certain populist causes (such as workers’ rights, anticorruption
and environmental protection) to gain public sympathy. Therefore dissidents
continued to show their defiance directly, such as by declaring candidacy
for local electoral offices (local people’s congresses and village committees)
and by attempting to register dissident groups.18 Such efforts culminated in
the formal declaration of the formation of China’s first new open opposition
party, the China Democracy Party (CDP), in the summer of 1998. The
“provisional party charter” explicitly called for an end to the “one-party
dictatorship” of the Communist Party and advocated the promotion of justice,
human rights, market reforms, freedom of religion and autonomy for ethnic
minorities. Within four months, CDP claimed to have about 200 members
in a dozen branches around the country (Guizhou, Henan, Beijing, Tianjin,
Zhejiang, Shanghai, Liaoning, Jilin, Heilongjiang, Hubei and Shandong),
and had secured sympathetic international press in the USA and other
democratic nations.19

The dissidents identified three political issues—corruption, patriotism and
environmental protection—as top priorities that would enable them to
galvanize public support as well as embarrass the government. Capitalizing
on popular anger at rampant official corruption, some dissidents attempted
to organize anti-corruption civic groups. In November 1998, a self-styled
anti-corruption fighter, Xiong Zhifu, announced a plan to visit several
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provinces to collect signatures on an anti-corruption petition. After the
former Politburo member Chen Xitong was secretly tried and sentenced to
16 years in jail for corruption, seven dissidents in Zhejiang wrote an open
letter to the People’s Supreme Court demanding a live TV re-trial and a
death sentence for Chen upon conviction. “Corruption watch” groups
established by dissidents sprang up in Hubei, Jiangxi and Gansu provinces.20

Sometimes dissidents packaged their protest activities as patriotic acts 
to embarrass the regime and reduce political risks. The most famous 
examples were their efforts to organize an unofficial movement to seek war
compensation from Japan, to protest against Japan’s occupation of the
Diaoyutai Islands, over which China claimed sovereignty, and to demonstrate
against the persecution of ethnic Chinese in Indonesia in 1998. In each case,
the Chinese government was forced into a political dilemma because diplo-
matic considerations dictated a softer stance, which made it look weak and
incapable of defending China’s national interests. This created a rare
opportunity for democratic resisters to score political points. While the Chinese
government remained silent on the violence against ethnic Chinese in
Indonesia in May 1998, 44 dissidents signed a letter in July demanding that
the Chinese government take a tough stand. In August 1998, several hundred
people staged demonstrations—the largest post-Tiananmen rallies—every day
for two weeks in front of the Indonesian Embassy in Beijing to protest
against Indonesia’s treatment of ethnic Chinese. A written protest, signed
by 240 people, was delivered to the Indonesian Embassy. It turned out that
a quarter of the signers were relatives of the victims of the Tiananmen
Square crackdown.21 Embarrassing the government was an obvious objective.
A hidden agenda of the dissidents was to use these unofficial patriotic events
to develop an organizational base. This effort began with Bao Ge of Shanghai,
who formed the “All-China Alliance for Seeking Civil Damages from Japan,”
with several activists in Hubei, Fujian and Nanjing, in 1988. Its branch
organizations sought, unsuccessfully, to register as civic organizations in
Shanghai, Hubei and Nanjing. During the annual National People’s Congress
session in March 1993, Bao issued an open letter calling for a national
referendum on the issue of seeking civilian war damages from Japan.
Recounting this experience several years later, Bao said,

On this issue (seeking war damages from Japan), we could hold public
lectures at universities, conduct debates and invite international law
specialists to answer legal questions. Eventually we would ask various
places to send special petition groups to Beijing to ask the National
People’s Congress (NPC) to hold a national referendum on this important
issue. This perhaps could have become an opportunity to rekindle China’s
democracy movement.22

In short, dissidents sought to capture the nationalist mantle by showing the
government’s failure to protect Chinese interests internationally. Dissidents
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were also quick to champion the cause of environmental protection. After
disastrous floods ravaged central China in August 1998, 309 prominent
intellectuals and dissidents signed a letter openly blaming the government’s
policy for the floods. They called on the government to protect the environment
along the Yangzi River, to publish accurate figures on the disaster (such as
casualties and economic losses) and to punish the officials responsible for
the disaster.23 Fifteen dissidents donated 1,000 yuan to the flood victims. In
these and other ways, the movement expanded its concerns from the original
focus on democratic rights.

The contexts of resistance

That Chinese pro-democracy activists were able to adopt various means of
resistance owed significantly to the dramatic changes in the socioeconomic,
legal and international context. Despite the tight control the regime maintained
over the political sphere, market-oriented reforms and relaxation of restrictions
on personal freedom provided dissidents modest but valuable resources to
sustain their efforts of political resistance. Financially, some dissidents
received support from overseas exiles and domestic private businessmen,
allowing them to purchase much-needed equipment such as fax machines
and personal computers. (The Chinese police claimed that the money for the
Shanghai branch of the China Democracy Party—$1,000—was sent from
Fu Shenqi, an exiled dissident based in New York City.) Guo Ruoji, a
professor of philosophy in Nanjing who filed China’s first lawsuit against
the Communist Party, wrote his legal documents on an IBM computer which
a private vendor sold him at a discount as a gesture of solidarity); the money
paid for the computer was a $600 payment for an article Guo wrote for the
Taiwan-based China Times Publishing Company.24 Some dissidents operated
commercial businesses to support themselves. Qin Yongmin, a Wuhan
dissident, ran a small street stand. Peng Ming, who founded the China
Development Union, was a successful private entrepreneur. Lin Hai, who
was sentenced to two years in prison after he was convicted of illegally
collecting and sending more than 30,000 email addresses in China to a New
York-based dissident internet publication, owned his own software company
in Shanghai.

Access to modern communications also enabled China’s dissidents to
maintain contact with each other and their overseas supporters. In 2000,
China had about 144 million fixed telephone lines or about 11 per 100
people; in urban areas, there were about 30 telephone lines per 100 people.
The number of cell phones in use rose to 84 million in 2000. Access to the
internet also increased dramatically. In 1995, only about 7,000 users had
internet connections. By 2008, the number of internet users in China reached
298 million, surpassing the European Union (297 million) and the US (220
million).25 The increasing access to new information technologies has enabled
the dissident community to become more effective in communicating its
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messages and persevering in its resistance, even in face of government
repression.26 Many dissidents had cell phones, personal computers, fax
machines and even internet connections. Qin Yongmin, a former skilled
laborer who spent eight years in prison for dissident activities in the early
1980s, published a fax newsletter called China Human Rights Observer
(the country’s first human rights newsletter) at home. Before he was arrested
on charges of “subverting state security” and sentenced to twelve years in
jail at the end of 1998, Qin was able to put out 362 issues.27 Peng Ming
claimed that he transmitted email notices to hundreds of people within China
every day. Chinese dissidents frequently faxed their messages and political
manifestos to overseas Chinese groups to gain exposure in the inter-
national media. For example, when a group of veteran dissidents, families
of Tiananmen Square victims and former CCP officials issued two manifestos
(“Declaration on Civil Rights and Freedom” and “Declaration on Civil
Rights and Social Justice”) at the end of September 1998, they first faxed
the documents to Chinese dissident groups in New York for translation into
English and then posted them on the internet.28

The spread of the internet inside China gave dissidents a new and more
flexible forum. In April 2000, a group of Shandong-based dissidents set up
a website, <http://www.winwenming.net>, and was able to keep it running
for three months before the police shut it down. In Sichuan, a computer
scientist by the name of Huang Qi founded his “tianwanxunren” website on
June 4 1999, using it to carry letters from ordinary citizens and exposés of
corruption. He managed to keep his site in operation for a year before he was
arrested by the authorities.29 In 2001, a Beijing software engineer, Yang Zhili,
established a website, <http://www.lib.126.com>, to post articles on political
reform and democracy (he was soon detained by the police and his website
closed).30 Overseas dissident groups have also used the internet to reach
China’s millions of netizens. Dacankao (VIP Reference), an internet magazine
published by a New York overseas Chinese group, claimed to be able to send
its online publication to 120,000 Chinese email addresses every ten days.31

The potency of technologically enhanced resistance is most vividly
illustrated by the case of Falun Gong, the spiritual movement initially promoted
by the Chinese state before being declared an evil cult and banned by 
Beijing in July 1999 (see Chapter 9 by Patricia Thornton). Even though the
organizational network of Falun Gong was effectively destroyed after the
regime launched a massive crackdown, cells of adherents of the movement
were able to continue to communicate with each other through the use of
cell phones and the internet. This enabled them to mount occasional protests
in Tiananmen Square to demonstrate their defiance against the government.
Most important, the internet provided Falun Gong a global stage. Websites
set up and maintained abroad became the rallying point for the movement
in cyberspace. These sites post the messages from Falun Gong’s leader, Li
Hongzhi, and other information about the movement that can be accessed
inside China despite the government’s efforts to block these sites. In late
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June 2002, Falun Gong managed to pull off a surprising technological stunt.
Its followers used a powerful transmitter to jam the television signals broadcast
by the government-owned Sinosat-1 for a full week and inserted their own
video images of meditating Falun Gong followers for the millions of viewers
in China to watch. This forced the government to shut down the entire satellite
television network.32

The international context

One of the favorable contextual factors contributing to the increasing level
of dissident resistance has been China’s growing economic and political
integration into the international community. The post-Mao ruling elite pursued
an “open-door” policy primarily to gain access to Western and overseas
Chinese investment, markets and technology; its expansion of political ties
with international organizations and major Western governments also served
to increase the status and respectability of the regime as it sought to establish
itself as a responsible power. While the economic and political gains of the
“open-door” policy were considerable, the regime has also paid a hidden
price: its domestic behavior has been subjected to international scrutiny and
criticisms. While Beijing’s leaders often reacted furiously to such outside
pressures, China’s growing economic and political ties with the international
community indirectly, and sometimes directly, constrained its leaders’
domestic policies and created new opportunities for dissident resistance.

There are numerous examples of how access to external material and
moral support strengthened the dissident community. (However, only a few
high-profile dissidents enjoy significant overseas financial support while the
vast majority of ordinary resisters receive no such support.) Overseas dissident
groups routinely send money to China-based dissidents, who frequently contact
the foreign media and their overseas supporters to mobilize international
pressures. For some leading dissidents, Western pressures have become an
integral part of their resistance. In an essay published in December 1998,
Xu Wenli wrote, “Now, through the help and pressure of the international
community, the CCP has recognized that human rights is a very serious
problem, which has at times caused China to ‘lose face’ and damaged its
international image.”33 Xu believed that Western coverage of the human
rights conditions in China

forced the Communist Party to gain a bit of understanding of the issue
of human rights . . . in particular, I believe that during Jiang Zemin’s
numerous visits abroad, he must have deeply felt the international
criticisms and condemnation of the Chinese government on this issue 
. . . he perhaps has made some commitments to Western leaders. Now
it appears that there is some progress, for example, the CCP has pledged
to sign the two international covenants on human rights . . . we should
take advantage of the opportunities the CCP is forced to give us.34
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Inside China, well-known dissidents thus frequently timed their protest
activities to coincide with important visits by major Western leaders to put
the government in an embarrassing situation. Zhejiang-based Wang Youcai,
a veteran of the 1989 Tiananmen Square movement, chose to announce the
founding of the China Democracy Party the day before the arrival of President
Bill Clinton at the end of June 1998. When the United Nations Human
Rights Commissioner, Mary Robinson, paid her landmark visit to China in
September 1998, leading dissidents openly challenged the government by
requesting meetings with Robinson and attempting to present her with petitions
for releasing jailed dissidents. Dissidents made similar attempts during the
visits by British Prime Minister Tony Blair and French Prime Minister
Lionel Jospin in October 1998.

Perhaps the most daring challenge to the Chinese Communist Party since
the Tiananmen crackdown occurred on December 10, 2008. Marking the
sixtieth anniversary of the United Nations Declaration of Universal Human
Rights, 303 Chinese scholars, lawyers, and journalists put their names to a
joint statement on human rights and democracy, provocatively titled “08
Charter.” The organizers of the “08 Charter” seemed to have timed their
action perfectly. They took advantage of the Chinese government’s increas-
ingly strong desire for international respect after it successfully staged the
Beijing Olympics in the summer of 2008. In addition, with the Chinese
economy slowing down rapidly due to the global economic crisis of 2008–9,
the leaders of the Charter 08 movement calculated that the Chinese government
would be constrained from taking harsh action. To some extent, the dissidents
succeeded. The number of signatories grew dramatically, mainly thanks to
the ease with which individuals can sign the petition via the internet. In the
meantime, the Communist Party leadership reacted with relative restraint.
Other than arresting veteran dissident Liu Xiaobao, who was apparently the
leader of the movement, the party refrained from crushing the movement
with brute force or mass arrest.

In addition, China has signed a large number of international treaties and
joined many international organizations since the late 1970s. Most signifi-
cantly, Beijing signed two critical human rights covenants under Western
pressure—the international covenant on social, economic and cultural rights
(in 1997) and the international covenant on civil and political rights (in
1998). According to the stipulations of the covenants, China would be required
to report to the UN on its fulfilment of the covenant obligations within two
years of their ratification by the Chinese National People’s Congress. These,
and other formal obligations under these treaties, may limit Chinese leaders’
ability to impose repressive measures on pro-democracy activists and provide
the latter with greater political legitimacy in their struggle. This potential
has certainly not been lost on China’s dissident community. A founder of
the CDP, Wang Youcai, has claimed, perhaps a bit naively,

Since the government has signed the international covenant on economic,
social, and cultural rights and pledged to sign the international covenant
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on civil and political rights, a large space has emerged for organizing
an opposition party openly and through legal means.35

The battlefield of resistance has been effectively extended to the international
diplomatic and legal arena. Dissident groups and families of imprisoned
dissidents have learned to use the international media and political
establishment to seek support. After Xu Wenli’s imprisonment in late 1998,
his wife traveled to the USA to work for his release. His daughter, a student
at an American college, published an article in the Op-Ed page of the New
York Times to highlight the Chinese government’s persecution of her father.
In some cases, international pressures forced the Chinese government to
release individuals wrongfully imprisoned. For example, Song Yongyi, Gao
Zhan and Li Shaomin, three Chinese-American scholars accused of espionage
by Beijing, regained their freedom (in 1999 and 2001) after the international
community, including many scholars on China, launched a well-coordinated
rescue campaign. In recent years, overseas dissident groups and, since 1999,
the foreign branches of the banned Falun Gong movement, have been able
to organize sizeable protest rallies to “greet” visits by senior Chinese
government officials. On several occasions, their presence was so large and
embarrassing that visiting Chinese dignitaries such as President Jiang Zemin,
NPC Chairman Li Peng and then Vice-President Hu Jintao were forced to
use side entrances to get into their hotels. In April 2006, a Falun Gong
practitioner sneaked into the South Lawn of the White House and loudly
denounced the Chinese Communist Party during President George W. Bush’s
official ceremony welcoming President Hu Jintao’s visit. An interesting
trend is to use foreign legal instruments to harass visiting Chinese officials.
Two senior provincial officials, the party secretary of Sichuan province and
the deputy director of public security in Hubei province, were sued in 2001
while traveling in the USA.36

The changing legal context

A notable trend in the pro-democracy movement in the 1990s was the
dissidents’ increasing use of China’s evolving legal system in asserting
rights and putting the government and the ruling party on the defensive. This
shift in the tactics of resistance was made in response to changes brought
about by the post-Mao legal reform that gradually expanded individual
rights, limited the repressive power of the state, and provided ordinary citizens
with a limited set of legal tools to challenge the government. The institutional
changes embodied in China’s legal reforms were part of a complex process
of political evolution in the Deng era. The CCP-controlled party-state consisted
of groups and elements of diverse ideological persuasion. Indeed several
open-minded reformers, such as Hu Yaobang and Zhao Ziyang, rose to the
highest level of the power hierarchy inside the regime and used their office
to promote a more tolerant political atmosphere. Several important institutional
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developments, such as the gradual strengthening of the National People’s
Congress and the initiation of village elections, occurred in this fluid political
environment.

The growing influence of the NPC has accelerated the pace of reform in
the legal system.37 Official data show that the NPC issued 255 laws and 84
other pieces of legislation between 1979 and 2000.38 Of these laws, the most
important were the administrative litigation law, the civil procedure law, the
revised criminal procedure law and the new criminal code that came into
effect in 1998. Litigation—commercial, civil and administrative (suits filed
against the government)—exploded as well, indicative of the growing
importance of the legal system in resolving various conflicts (see Tables 1.3
and 1.4). China’s professional legal community, which was almost non-
existent at the end of the 1970s, grew rapidly in the same period. The
number of licensed lawyers reached 117,260 at the end of 2000.39 Before a
genuine democratic opening, China’s emerging legal system may not become
a full-fledged channel for resolving fundamental political conflicts between
the CCP and its opposition. But the very existence of this channel and the
increasing utility and importance of the courts in the lives of ordinary people
should, in the long run, enhance the legal system’s relative institutional
autonomy and transform it into a political arena where democratic resistance
is waged publicly and under certain legal protection.
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Table 1.3 Growth of litigation in China, 1978–2000 (cases accepted by the courts
of first instance)

Year Commercial Civil Administrative 

1978 – 285,000 –
1984 85,700 – –
1987 367,156 1,213,219 5,240
1997 1,483,356 3,277,572 90,557
2005 4,303,744* 92,192

Sources: Zhongguo falu nianjian, various years.
Note: * Including civil cases.

Table 1.4 Civil defamation lawsuits filed

Year Number of lawsuits 
accepted by the courts 
of first instance 

1993 3,138
1998 5,040
2001 7,182
2004 5,195

Source: Zhongguo falu nianjian, various years.
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To a limited extent, this has already occurred. In William Alford’s view,
China’s legal reform forged a “double-edged sword.” He observed that

the regime has not only through its law provided a legal, moral, and
political vocabulary with which those who wish to take it to task might
articulate their concerns, but also has proffered these individuals a singular
platform from which their concerns might be broadcast. In seeking to
deploy formal legality for highly instrumental purposes, the regime has
unwittingly handed its opponents a keenly honed instrument through
which to seek to accomplish their own, very different ends.40

Indeed, as political entrepreneurs quick to detect the potential advantages
embedded in the formal provisions of these laws, some Chinese dissidents
took the lead in invoking the new laws, especially the administrative litigation
law, to test the limits of the regime’s tolerance of dissent. The first and most
publicized lawsuit filed by a leading dissident scholar, Guo Ruoji, was a
case in point. Guo, a professor of philosophy at Nanjing University, was
stripped of his professorship and banned from traveling abroad by the
Communist Party committee of his university in 1991. He promptly sued
the Communist Party committee. His case attracted intense interest mainly
because it was the first time the new administrative litigation law was explicitly
used to challenge the power of the ruling party (although, technically, acts
of the CCP were immune from administrative litigation). Both the Nanjing
Intermediate Court and the Jiangsu Provincial Supreme People’s Court ruled
against Guo, but the professor believed that he had scored a moral victory.
Writing about the experience later, Guo said, “I knew that my lawsuit could
not win in court, but it would certainly win morally. My suit was not filed
to be read by the judges; it was meant for the people”.41

Several other dissidents filed similar lawsuits against the government and
the CCP. In 1993, a professor at the People’s University in Beijing, Yuan
Hongbing, sued the university’s CCP committee for banning a book he had
edited, The Tide of History, which attacked leftist orthodox views. In 1998,
a Wuhan-based dissident, Li Weiping, used the administrative litigation law
to sue the head of the city’s public security bureau for the illegal seizure of
his passport. In the same year, a Beijing-based dissident, Peng Ming, filed
an administrative litigation suit against the Beijing Municipal Civil Affairs
Bureau for shutting down an affiliate of his private think-tank (the China
Development Union) and confiscating its office equipment. Bao Ge, a former
medical student in Shanghai who was sent to a re-education camp for
organizing an unofficial movement to seek war compensation from Japan,
claimed to have filed more than 20 suits against the government while in
camp and against the agency in charge of the camp after his release. “Each
time I filed a suit, I made sure the press knew.”42 Although none of the
dissidents won their suits against the government, the very act of filing these
suits achieved important political and symbolic victories. As Alford has
perceptively noted,
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The mere act of filing a complaint enables litigants to juxtapose publicly
the gap between the state’s professed ideals and lived reality with a rare
drama, clarity, and moral force—whether their goal be to attack particular
individuals and institutions without appearing vengeful or to raise more
systemic questions about legitimacy. Litigation further poses a profound
dilemma for the authorities by requiring, in effect, that the state either
provide the litigant a day in court to make his case or appear to be acting
in hypocritical disregard of processes that it has labored hard to publicize.43

In using the legal system to resist the domination of the state, the Chinese
dissident community merely borrowed a time-tested and proven political
tactic widely adopted by resisters in other countries. “Legal institutions are
important sites for public performances of resistance by individuals and
groups. Telling one’s story in court, particularly a story of oppression, can
be an important act of resistance”.44 As an institution of the state, the court
is often identified as an instrument of domination. But under certain conditions
the court can sometimes be converted into a forum where acts of resistance
may be performed at relatively low cost. Scholars of popular resistance have
reported that people who are otherwise politically marginal go to court
regularly to resist domination, they skilfully manipulate legal rhetoric in
courts and in a variety of other sites of oppositional practice, although
governments wield tremendous power to encode and enforce law, a crucial
part of the power of law is its very contestability . . . resisting state domination
. . . often entails seeking inclusion in legal institutions . . . people regularly
appropriate the terms, constructs, and procedures of law in formulating
opposition.45

To be sure, Chinese dissidents have filed only a handful of lawsuits against
the government and these suits had no direct impact on the protection of the
rights of dissidents. But the knowledge and experience gained in making
use of China’s own laws against its rulers seem to have prompted a shift of
emphasis—away from direct acts of protest to the skilful exploitation of
existing political procedures and processes. Veteran dissident Xu Wenli has
openly articulated such a change in tactics. “We’re using the law now, and
they (the government) have never dealt with that before on such a scale”.46

Xu sees great potential in exploiting existing institutional advantages under
the current system:

Our actions should not be covert, but should be open and in conformity
with the Chinese constitution. The tactics of so-called “street politics”
or demonstrations should be minimized or be used with great caution 
. . . we must gradually shift from a “street politics” approach to parliamen-
tarianism. We must begin now to enter the process of instituting an
electoral process and to strive for the participation of democracy activists
in that process.47
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The emergence of rights defenders

Since the late-1990s, a group of pro-democracy activists, mostly legal
professionals, have become the most visible defenders of human rights in
China. Because of their legal training, they have skilfully exploited the 
Chinese laws and regulations which, at least nominally, provide many
protections of individual and property rights. To a large extent, these so-
called “rights defenders” (weiquan renshi) came to the Chinese political scene
at the right time. Because of rising inequality, poor social services provided
by the government, illegal seizures of private property, and arbitrary treatment
of ordinary citizens by local authorities, social tensions were rising and
ordinary citizens grew progressively bold in defying local government officials.
The rights defenders took advantage of the rising discontent among the under-
privileged groups and responded with a new strategy of resistance. Instead
of championing the abstract causes of freedom, democracy, the rule of law,
and human rights, China’s rights defenders focused on specific instances of
abuse of power, violations of citizens’ constitutional and property rights by
Chinese officials, public health and environmental protection.

For example, the labor rights lawyer Zhou Litai set up his practice in
Shenzhen in 1996 and provided free legal service to migrant laborers who
suffered work-related injuries in seeking compensation. He succeeded in
obtaining favorable court judgments for many workers and became a thorn
in the side of the Shenzhen government, which shut down his law office in
2002. Afterwards Zhou returned to his hometown Chongqing and continued
his labor rights practice. In 2005, Zhou managed to reopen his office in
Shenzhen. Zheng Enchong, a Shanghai lawyer, became a champion of residents
who were forcibly relocated by local officials. From 1994 to 2003, Zheng
sued Shanghai’s local governments on behalf of citizens whose houses were
seized with insufficient compensation in more than 500 cases. After he was
arrested on trumped-up charges of “leaking state secrets” in August 2003,
Zheng was stripped of his lawyer’s licence and imprisoned for three years.
However, after he was released in 2006, Zheng continued to provide free
legal consultation to citizens in their fight to protect their homes and rights.

Another rights defender, Chen Guangcheng, a blind peasant in Shandong
who taught himself law, stood out both for his courage and suffering. Chen
gained public recognition when he first led local peasants in protesting against
illegal taxes and discrimination against the disabled. In 2006 Chen exposed
local officials who used brutal methods to enforce China’s one-child policy.
He skilfully used the Western media to rally international support. However,
with Beijing’s tacit endorsement, the local authorities arrested Chen and
sentenced him to a four-year term. During Chen’s trial, several rights
defenders, such as the Beijing-based lawyer Xu Ziyong, went to Shandong
to provide legal defense.

Although China’s rights defenders operated in a difficult and dangerous
environment and several of them, such as Hu Jia, an AIDS activist, and Gao
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Zhisheng, a Beijing-based lawyer, were imprisoned for their political activities,
they have scored a few major victories. Wan Yanhai and Hu Jia, two of
China’s most well-known AIDS activists, succeeded in uncovering Chinese
government failings in the treatment of AIDS patients and directing the
international spotlight on Beijing. In July 2005, several leading rights defenders
lent their support to the villagers of Taishi in Fanyu District of Guangzhou
who had ousted their village chief according to the official law on village
elections. For a brief moment, with the assistance of the rights defenders,
the villagers elected their own village committee in a fully legal and democratic
election. Although a government crackdown disbanded the newly elected
committee and reinstalled the ousted village chief, this incident, which was
widely publicized by the international media, severely embarrassed the
Chinese government. Without doubt, the most significant and substantive
victory scored by the rights defenders was the abolition of the infamous
State Council regulation that allowed local authorities to detain indefinitely
vagrants who could not provide proper identification. After a college graduate,
Sun Zigang, was detained as a vagrant and beaten to death in March 2003
in Guangzhou, three Beijing legal professionals, Xu Ziyong, Teng Biao, and
Yu Jiang, petitioned the Standing Committee of the National People’s
Congress to review the constitutionality of this regulation. Responding to
public outrage over the beating death of Sun in the middle of a dangerous
epidemic (severe acute respiratory syndrome, SARS) which the Chinese
government initially tried to cover up, Beijing was forced to abolish the
regulation immediately (see discussion of the case in Chapter 3 by Fei-ling
Wang).

Rights consciousness and resistance

Democratic resistance in China may be understood as part of a broad trend
of increasing rights consciousness among many walks of life. There is evidence
that suggests that rights consciousness has gradually risen in the post-Mao
era. One of the manifestations of the rise is the increase in the number of
lawsuits filed against violations of property rights and personal rights (such
as libel, defamation and unauthorized use of personal portraits). As Table
1.4 shows, the number of defamation civil lawsuits doubled from 1993 to
2001. Many ordinary citizens have filed collective and individual lawsuits
under the administrative litigation law against government agencies for
collecting illegal taxes and seizing their private property. In 2005, more than
92,000 administrative cases were accepted for adjudication by courts of first
instance in China (see Table 1.3).

More systematically gathered data, mainly public opinion survey results,
similarly show rising rights consciousness. In an extensive survey (financed
by the Ford Foundation), Chinese legal scholars interviewed 5,461 individuals
in six provinces in 1993 and published some of their findings in a landmark
book titled Zou xiang quanli de shidai: Zhongguo gongmin quanli fazhan
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yanjiu (Marching Toward the Era of Rights: A Study of the Development
of Citizens’ Rights in China).49 This study, the first of its kind undertaken
in China, has several limitations, chief of which is its inability to correlate
socioeconomic attributes with rights consciousness. Nevertheless, the study
provides valuable insight into the current state of rights consciousness. One
important finding of the study is that, indeed, popular Chinese conceptions
of the source of rights are substantially different from those in the West. As
Table 1.5 shows, far more respondents stated that some of the most basic
rights are granted by the state rather than given at birth.

Nevertheless, there is evidence suggesting that rights consciousness,
especially in the areas of property rights, personal rights, due process and
legal rights, may have risen to relatively high levels. For example, nearly
80 percent of the respondents in the survey agreed with the statement “Private
property is sacred and must not be violated” (‘Siyou caichan shensheng buke
qinfan’).50 Two-thirds of the respondents also opposed the suggestion that
“The government may confiscate private property under any circumstances
in the national interest.”51 About the same proportion of respondents also
rejected the view that “In a lawsuit involving an individual and a collective,
the judgement should favor the collective.”52 Chinese citizens also seemed
to be ever more aware of their rights to due process. When asked whether
a law enforcement agency could continue to detain a person for public security
violations even if it was unable to prove his or her guilt or innocence, nearly
47 percent of the respondents opposed such action while only 27 percent of
the 5,456 respondents supported it.53

Rising levels of rights consciousness are accompanied by increasing popular
awareness of legal recourse. Contrary to the traditional perception that 
Chinese culture frowns upon confrontational litigation and prefers media-
tion, Chinese legal researchers reported that more than half of the rural
respondents and 70 percent of the urban respondents felt they neither gained
nor lost face going to court to resolve conflicts with someone they knew.54

More importantly, a very large proportion of ordinary citizens selected the
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Table 1.5 Conception of sources of basic rights*

Type of rights Granted by the state Given at birth 
and government

Security of life 32.38 8.15
Security of livelihood 36.95 1.34
Elect and dismiss officials 34.82 1.08
Work for wealth 23.38 7.45
Receive primary education 40.92 6.70
No mistreatment of the imprisoned 49.99 2.95

Source: Xia Yong (ed.), Zou xiang quanli de shidai: Zhongguo gongmin quanli fazhan yanjiu
(Marching Toward the Era of Rights: A Study of the Development of Citizens’ Rights in
China) (Beijing: Chinese University of Politics and Law Publishing Co., 1995), p. 16.
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legal system as a channel to seek recourse to official injustice. When asked
what they would do if they were attacked and injured by the police or local
bullies, more than 60 percent of the respondents stated that they would take
their cases to judicial authorities and demand punishment. Only 5 to 7
percent of the respondents would acquiesce. About 43 percent would take
the same action if they were attacked by their bosses or supervisors.55

Conclusion

The preliminary evidence presented in this chapter offers some support for
Tocqueville’s hypothesis that falling repression produces greater resistance
mainly as a result of rising rights consciousness among the oppressed. In
China’s case, a small but resilient dissident resistance movement has been
sustained since the late 1970s because of many important changes in the
political, economic, social and international context within which the
movement operates. These changes sometimes provided dissidents with direct
means of resistance (such as access to material, legal and moral support).
At other times, the impact of these contextual changes was less direct but
no less real, and they created a more favorable political milieu for resistance.
Operating within such a milieu, dissidents were likely to gain greater
confidence, enjoy more influence and increase the effectiveness of their acts.
Of course, as in most cases of resistance waged by relatively small groups,
their acts of defiance such as making public declarations, petitioning the
government, protesting against personal persecution and attempting to register
opposition groups have failed to have an immediate and measurable effect.
Rarely have they succeeded in visibly weakening the regime or directly
changing public opinion or government policy. Over time, however, sustained
dissident resistance, even in its most routine forms, may slowly sap an
authoritarian regime’s legitimacy, authority and prestige. At the most basic
level, such acts reveal most vividly and publicly the vulnerability of the
political authority of the regime. They demonstrate that even a government
with a considerable repressive capacity may be brought to answer some of
the most basic questions about its political legitimacy and governance record:
why did it violate its own laws in imprisoning its critics; why did it stop
unofficial groups from registering; why did it fail to protect the national
interest; why did it fail to protect the environment; why did its own officials
commit crimes of corruption?

In short, dissident resistance performs some of the most essential functions
of political opposition in political systems where legal opposition does not
exist. In the long term, dissident resistance may have important and more
direct political consequences. It will likely produce demonstration effects
encouraging ordinary resisters to imitate the tactics of dissidents in asserting
their rights. Persistent dissident efforts may loosen up parts of the political
system (the most likely point of entry is the legal system and the grassroots
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electoral process) and create more favorable political conditions for ordinary
resisters. Dissident resistance may lead to the emergence of a freer media
which will become a voice for ordinary resisters. Despite the government’s
ban on formal opposition parties such as the China Democracy Party, one
should not dismiss the possibility that dissidents may eventually be able to
forge direct links with ordinary resisters to develop a stronger and broader
social base. Rising levels of social frustration and state–society tensions in
China today should provide dissidents with more opportunities for reaching
out to groups that have been victimized and neglected by the autocratic
political process. Recent press reports indicate that some Chinese dissidents
have begun to seek such ties.56 If the history of dissident resistance over the
last thirty years is to be used as a basis for judging its future potential,
China’s incipient opposition is likely to become more resilient, sophisticated
and adept in challenging the regime as the conditions for democratic resistance
further improve.
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