
Introduction
Reform, conflict and resistance in
contemporary China

Mark Selden and Elizabeth J. Perry

In the closing decades of the twentieth century, China defied the best
predictions of development economists and Sinologists alike in compiling a
stunning record of economic growth. This was accomplished in the face of
formidable obstacles including inefficient state enterprises, ambiguous property
rights, irrational prices, primitive transportation, outmoded banking and
securities facilities, and inefficient markets. Social and political obstacles,
including instability and demoralization born of the failures of the Great
Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution, deep political divisions, a legacy
of rural poverty and low levels of education, constituted equally formidable
challenges. Yet, whether measured in per capita GDP or Purchasing Power
Parity, exports, per capita income, induction of foreign capital, urbanization,
or technological gains, China’s sustained double-digit growth and rising per
capita income from the late-1970s into the 1990s and on into the new
millennium, was the world’s envy. As a result, China was able to join a
select group, including the East Asian Newly Industrializing Economies,
which significantly improved their position in the world economy. And it
did so at the very time when the former socialist economies of the Soviet
Union and Eastern Europe were in ruins, even continuing its advance (albeit
at a slower pace) into the twenty-first century while many other economies,
including several high-flying East Asian economies, stumbled or languished
after 1997. In the first decade of the twenty-first century, China gained acclaim
as the world’s most dynamic economy, a regional and global economic
power and magnet for investment, both through its symbiotic relationship
with the dynamic economies of East Asia and its special relationship to the
US deficit economy.

But China was also a nation characterized by deepening social rifts, whether
gauged in terms of social classes, ethnic relations, or urban–rural divisions, and
one whose rush to development took so heavy a toll on the environment as to
call into question the feasibility of continued high-speed growth. These problems
associated with China’s entry on the world economic stage were highlighted
all the more powerfully by the world recession and the puncturing of financial
bubbles that began in the USA and expanded worldwide sending growth 
rates everywhere tumbling and threatening many nations with bankruptcy.
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While economists have marveled at China’s growth achievements, less
scholarly attention has been devoted to the social and political consequences
and “externalities” of the reform agenda, including dramatic increases in
spatial and class inequality, environmental destruction, the explosive growth
of a migrant labor underclass, mounting ethnic unrest, loss of security, jobs
and benefits for tens of millions of state sector employees. Dazzled by China’s
economic growth and the nation’s emergence as a regional and global power,
scholars and journalists have until recently paid less attention to the conflicts
that reform and global incorporation have engendered, and the myriad arenas
of resistance that have been its byproduct at every stage.1

The violent ethnic clashes between Uighurs and Han Chinese in Urumqi,
capital of Xinjiang province on July 5, 2009 and subsequent days in which,
according to official figures, 192 people were killed and 1,721 injured,
therefore took many by surprise. The surprise came above all from the
expectation that the Chinese state, whose priority of rapid economic growth
is coupled with an emphasis on stability, would readily crush or preempt
nascent conflicts as it did earlier this year in preempting demonstrations on
the fiftieth anniversary of the Dalai Lama’s flight from Tibet and the twentieth
anniversary of the Tiananmen massacre. As the authors of the present study
document, not only are social conflicts deeply rooted in contemporary 
Chinese society, these conflicts are extensively, and at times confrontation-
ally and even violently, enacted throughout Chinese society: overtly and
covertly, in organized and disorganized fashion, in the streets and in the
courts. Many of these conflicts, moreover, occur at the confluence of major
social rifts: in the present case, for example, Uighur–Han ethnic conflict,
which flared in three widely separated provinces in the course of a few
weeks, was intertwined with and exacerbated by large-scale layoffs resulting
from the economic crisis of 2008–9, as well as being facilitated by access
to new modes of communication including the internet, blogs, twitter, and
cell phones that challenge the state’s monopoly on sensitive information in
moments of crisis. The issues also revolve around conflicting perceptions of
the state’s minority nationality policies including provision of such benefits
as the right to have a second or third child, the reservation of certain jobs
for minorities, and affirmative action policies in university admissions. As
in the USA, the consequences of these policies include tensions between
majority and minority, and in the US case, between citizens and non-citizens,
tensions that sometimes spill over into violence.

Likewise, one can locate the issue in global processes: the Chinese state
was quick to respond to Washington’s prioritization of a “war on terrorism”
following the attacks of September 11 2001, by declaring its own war on
Muslim separatists in Xinjiang, with Tibet among China’s most sensitive
and tense border regions. This volume assesses the roots of conflict, state
programs that seek to ameliorate and curb such conflicts, and repeated
clashes that are the product of new and exacerbated forms of social inequality,
including inequality among ethnic groups, in an epoch of high-speed growth.
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China’s economic reform and social transformation has been a multi-
faceted four decade process whose core elements include an expanded latitude
for market, mobility, modernization and internationalization together with
the phased dismantling of collective and state sectors of the economy. Viewed
from the centre, these policies sought to transform Chinese socialism in
ways that accelerate economic growth, bolster party authority, strengthen
China’s international position in the world economy, and overcome poverty.
Viewed from the perspective of diverse social forces promoting the reforms,
they afford opportunities to expand social autonomy and facilitate a range
of productive and profitable activities previously circumscribed or banned
by the party-state. From the multiple perspectives of those who are disadvan-
taged or disappointed by the reform program, however, the consequences
include preservation of party privilege and structures that work to the
advantage of urban over rural citizens while radically increasing class and
income inequalities and privileges of those with access to capital and to the
levers of state power. In sum, reforms generated both from above and from
below have brought far-reaching, even cataclysmic, changes that ripple through
the economy, society, politics and culture, changes that touch every citizen,
indeed call into question the parameters of citizenship, and extend to every
corner of the land and beyond to redefine China’s place in the capitalist
world economy.

Diverse patterns of conflict and resistance are directly attributable to the
reforms, yet they are frequently rooted in historic contests and display time-
honored beliefs and behaviors. Contention during the reform era has 
ranged from tax riots, labor strikes and inter-ethnic clashes to legal challenges,
pro-democracy demonstrations, environmental, anticorruption, ethnic, reli-
gious and gender protests, local electoral challenges, and demands for
citizenship rights by the disenfranchised. For every direct challenge to the
power, authority and reach of the state, and increasingly to that of capital as
well, there are myriad invisible acts of everyday resistance.2 These take such
forms as private acts of evasion, flight and foot dragging, which, in the
absence of manifestos or marches, may nevertheless effectively enlarge the
terrain of social rights. These acts, as well as direct legal challenge in growing
numbers of court cases, persistently press at the margins of official power
and raise the costs of state controls. They also utilize social spaces opened
up by conflicting goals of central and local officials, or between the state and
private capital. In some instances, they may reinforce the reform agenda, by
demanding freer markets, political and social rights, legal guarantees and
geographical mobility, while in others they demand state protection against
predatory officials and enterprises, often drawing on such slogans of an earlier
revolutionary epoch as “workers are the masters”. The cumulative weight of
these challenges has forced significant changes in law and social praxis in
contemporary China, developments that have been largely missed by analysts
whose vision is limited to the search for American-style democracy or who
are dazzled by economic growth rates or the dramatically changing skylines
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of Beijing and Shanghai. The most striking of these shifts have taken place
in economic, social and cultural realms, but the effects also extend to the
political sphere and the courts.

This volume introduces contemporary Chinese society in the era of reform
through examination of some of the dominant modes of resistance. Individual
chapters trace the origins of different patterns of conflict and protest to diverse
sources: old and new, foreign and domestic, socialist and capitalist, state
and family, minority and majority. The conflicts examined here pay special
attention to those framed by new relations of employment, unemployment
and social class, to changing property rights, altered patterns of citizenship
and marginality and of rights across the boundaries of urban and rural
residence, of ethnicity, belief communities, and gender. Since much of this
ferment is a product of the contemporary environment in a period of intense
social change and rapid change in access to new forms of technology and
communications, we begin with a brief consideration of the main features
of the reform.

Reform agendas and consequences

China’s post-Mao reforms began officially with the Third Plenum of the
Eleventh Party Congress in December of 1978, when the new leadership
gave its blessing to the initial stages of the decollectivization of agriculture
and the expanded scope of the market. Significant roots of reform can,
however, be traced back to the years 1970–78, not only in the US–China
diplomatic breakthrough and China’s resumption of its place in the UN
Security Council in 1970–71, but also in the rapid expansion of China’s
foreign trade, the agricultural modernization agenda signaled by the 1970
North China Agricultural Conference, and the putative end of the radical
phase of the Cultural Revolution with the 1971 death of Defence Minister
Lin Biao, Mao’s designated successor.

The centerpiece of early-post-Mao reform nevertheless was agricultural
decollectivization and market opening, which proceeded by fits and starts
between 1978 and 1982. Although agricultural land ownership continues to
reside primarily in the village to this day, individual households signed
contracts that afforded them effective control over the management, output
and marketing of agricultural production in exchange for payments in the
form of crops and labor to the village, and taxes in kind to the state, as
discussed in Peter Ho’s chapter. China’s thirty-year experiment in collective
farming was in essence repudiated in favor of a return to small-scale intensive
family farming, officially styled the Household Responsibility System (HRS).
With pressures from below from villagers and some cadres to expand the
scope of market, mobility and household activity, and with increasing doubts
at the center concerning the viability of collective agriculture, in just a few
years collective agriculture was dismantled in favor of diverse forms of
household contracting that restored the primacy of the family farm. In 1984,
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these contracts were validated for fifteen years; in 1993, they were extended
to thirty years; in 1998, President Jiang Zemin announced that contracts
would remain in effect for at least an additional thirty years; in 2008 attempts
to legally enshrine the widespread practice of household transfer of contracted
land in a new land law that some observers see as a step toward land concentra-
tion in the hands of a few were once again stalemated, while in 2009 a new
law spelled out guidelines for land dispute resolution that reaffirmed land
management rights, an area that has spawned some of the most contentious
rural conflicts (http://www.china.org.cn/government/central_government/
2009–06/27/content_18024164.htm).

Alongside the HRS, from the early days of post-collective reform, the
state welcomed free markets, encouraged diversification of rural enterprises
in the form of small-scale industry and handicrafts, relaxed restrictions on
rural–urban migration, and substantially boosted state procurement prices for
agricultural products in an effort to jump-start and diversify the rural economy.
In each of these instances, the state responded positively to pressures from
below for the expanded scope of household and market that had built up
throughout the era of anti-market collective agriculture. The immediate results
of this policy package, which included far more than agricultural decollec-
tivization, were a huge spurt in agricultural output, expansion of rural industry,
and the first major gains in rural income since the start of the collective era
a quarter of a century earlier. As farmers regained control of their labor
power and the state relaxed prohibitions on markets and sideline production,
rural labor and capital swiftly flowed in new channels, and villagers, notably
those in prospering coastal areas that could take advantage of burgeoning
exports, experienced new earning opportunities.3

This did not constitute a complete break with the revolutionary era, however.
Not only did land ownership continue to reside in the village, but the equalizing
legacy of the land revolution was sustained through the household contract
system, and there was also continuity in the managerial role of collectives.
While agriculture passed into the hands of households, in many communities
the former collectives continued to direct rural industry and sideline produc-
tion. The household economy had in fact never completely disappeared in
Mao’s China, as most families continued to cultivate individual plots of land
at the margins of the collective economy. Hence foundations for commodifying
elements of reform existed in embryonic form throughout the countryside,
both in former collective industry and the household economy.

Perhaps the most dynamic response to the new opportunities presented 
by reform was the growth of township and village enterprises (TVEs) that
mushroomed across the countryside. Many of the TVEs had their roots in
earlier commune and brigade industries, but in the reform era under relatively
open market conditions—including access to international markets and 
capital, and with the infusion of migrant labor—they injected unprecedented
dynamism into rural industry, notably in coastal and suburban regions. When
the communes were replaced by townships in the early 1980s, many village
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collective industries continued to thrive. Over time, many of these collectively
owned and operated enterprises converted into shareholding companies (gufen
gongsi) or private firms or joint ventures, including some with foreign
investment, while many new household or joint venture enterprises emerged
and, in the course of the 1980s, created new jobs and income.

Demand for labor mobility went hand in hand with pressures to relax the
household registration (hukou) system that had segregated citizens by rigid
categories, particularly urban and rural residence, which had forestalled
rural-to-urban migration and created a formal hierarchy of urban centers to
the detriment of villagers. Reform opened the way for scores of millions of
people to change their place of work and residence and seek new employment
opportunities. But as Fei-ling Wang points out in his chapter, as “outsiders”
in the city or in richer agricultural areas that became loci of rural industry,
migrants have faced formidable official and unofficial restrictions in their
new domicile. In the absence of legal urban registration, they remain ineligible
for many rights and benefits enjoyed by those with legal urban registration—
including the right to education for their children, pensions, health and welfare
benefits, even the legal right to rent or purchase homes—and they are
vulnerable to expulsion from cities. Despite the important contributions that
migrant workers have made to China’s economic growth, the state continues
to view them as second-class citizens, branding them a “floating population”
and remaining wary of them as a potential source of unrest. As their numbers
soared into the range of 50 to 100 million people in the 1990s, and to more
than one hundred and sixty million in the new millennium, permanent urban
residents also came to see the migrants as a source of crime and, increasingly,
as a threat to their own jobs, patterns familiar to students of migration in
Germany, France and the USA, among others.

While economic and social transformation in many parts of the countryside
was remarkably swift and far-reaching, urban industry proved resistant 
to change. Because the state, rather than lower-level collectives, owned and
operated the major urban factories, and depended heavily upon them as its
primary source of revenue, it was wary of changes that might undermine its
power economically and politically or call into question its important social
base among the urban workers who had been the major beneficiaries of the
revolution in the form of lifetime employment, pensions, health care,
subsidized housing and the perquisites of urban residence. In particular, state
leaders feared that the loss of job security and welfare benefits of workers
at state-owned enterprises (SOEs), could precipitate widespread labor unrest
and undermine the core of the national economy. By contrast, villagers had
enjoyed few state or other benefits and were tightly controlled under the
collective. From the late-1970s, pressures mounted across the countryside
to expand the scope of market and mobility and to curb the collective, while
many workers in the city viewed the reform agenda as a direct threat to their
income, security and prestige.4

The initial suspicions of Chinese labor proved prescient. Not only did
reform bring few gains to SOE or collective workers in the cities and the
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industrial sector, it meant in the first instance that industrial workers lost
status and opportunity to rising entrepreneurs, many of them villagers or
former villagers. Eventually tens of millions of state sector workers would
lose lifetime employment and its accompanying benefits. Moreover, many
would also lose such welfare benefits as pensions that they had worked a
lifetime to secure when enterprises were privatized. Many who retained their
jobs were required to sign contracts with their employers, initially for a
maximum of five years, later frequently for one year. The “iron rice bowl”
of lifetime employment was smashed to the detriment of workers. Many
more workers were hired on short-term contracts with neither security nor
benefits of any kind, and for the first time since the early-1950s, they were
competing with rural migrants ready to work at a fraction of the wages
formerly paid to state workers. By the early years of the new millennium,
the state sector had shrunk to core enterprises of the industrial economy as
numerous SOEs were converted to shareholding corporations owned by former
leading officials, often with private or foreign capital as workers faced
relentless pressures from capital to overturn the rights secured in the
revolutionary era. Older and women workers bore the brunt of dislocation
and unemployment among SOE workers, forcing many to accept menial jobs
with no benefits and no security.

The gap separating rich and poor, between and within regions as well as
across social class and ethnic lines, has grown apace under the reforms. In
contrast to industrial relocation to poorer and peripheral regions during the
Mao era, Deng Xiaoping’s reform since 1978 heavily favored coastal over
inland areas with state investment and privileged access to international capital
and markets. State and private funds poured into rapidly industrializing coastal
areas that spearheaded China’s export boom. And in contrast to earlier class
levelling, reformers promoted and exalted the new rich under Deng’s
reassuring slogan “Let some get rich first.” Indeed, by the 1990s some analysts
concluded that China in the course of a few decades had moved from the
ranks of the world’s most egalitarian societies to one of the most unequal
in its distribution of income, wealth and opportunity.5 Although Party Secretary
Jiang Zemin (1989–2002) launched a high-profile programme billed to redress
this imbalance, few resources appear to have been allocated to it and the
coastal areas continue to attract the lion’s share of foreign investment and
outstrip inland regions. Spatial and class economic and social inequalities
are frequently multiplied by distinctions of ethnicity, as Uradyn Bulag under-
lines. In a society notable for mobility and greater media access, including
on-line communications have heightened awareness of income differentials,
lavish conspicuous consumption and corrupt official practices, as the chapters
in this volume reveal, these disparities can fuel popular anger and at times
fuel resistance.

Reform has been accompanied by a relaxation of controls over economy
and society in many, but hardly all, spheres. Indeed, just as the neo-liberal
economic agenda of the George W. Bush administration went hand in hand
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with the extension of state controls over American citizens through the
Homeland Security Act and other measures, in certain arenas the reach of
the Chinese state has been extended in the course of the reform era. For
example, since the 1970s the Chinese state, in the face of a population
explosion, imposed arguably the strictest birth-control regulations put into
effect anywhere, thus reaching directly into the nuclear family to regulate
reproduction. Given the age-old preference for many children, especially
sons whose responsibility is to assure the welfare of parents in their old age
and continue the family line, the state acted vigorously to ensure that couples
limit themselves to a single offspring. The single-child policy, rigorously
enforced in the 1980s and 1990s, and more selectively thereafter, poses severe
challenges for a society whose core cultural values are based on kinship
relations and an emphasis on the filial obligation to assure family continuity
through future generations, an act that requires a male offspring.

The single-child policy has achieved considerable success in the cities,
where most families could rely on state or collective pensions to provide 
for them in retirement and where tight housing conditions favored smaller
families. But in the countryside, where no such welfare regime existed, and
where the one-child policy coincided with the collapse of community welfare
provisions such as cooperative health care, the one-child policy posed
agonizing choices for households. The results have included fierce resistance
that took such forms as flight to give birth to a second or further child,
female infanticide and, at times, murder of cadres or family members of
cadres who had imposed forced abortions, sterilizations and heavy fines on
violators. As Tyrene White demonstrates, rural-centered resistance would
eventually force the state to relax the one-child policy to permit a second
child when the first is a girl. Other pressures led the state to accept multiple
births for minority nationalities. At the same time, Sara Friedman also shows
how population controls have produced unintended consequences by opening
up a space for young people to develop romantic relationships, sometimes
even before they reach the legal marriage age. Conflict and resistance
surrounding the state’s aggressive population control policies continue
nevertheless, notably on the part of rural households with no sons.

It is commonly asserted that, despite far-reaching economic and social
reform, China’s political system remains frozen. Many of the contributions
to this volume suggest otherwise. The changes, however, do not bring comfort
to proponents of American-style electoral democracy or to those who favor
empowerment of the disenfranchised. In part to alleviate the anxieties and
conflicts that accompanied head-spinning changes in both the economic and
social arenas, the state initiated sweeping legal reforms. A revised constitution
promulgated in 1982 was followed by codes that provide guidelines on a
host of issues ranging from labor relations and intellectual property rights
to the environment and commerce. A massive education campaign has been
launched to publicize the new regulations. Mediation and arbitration offices,
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as well as the courts, have been beefed up to handle the growing number
of disputes and protests in an effort to defuse conflicts that might otherwise
produce violent confrontation, above all striving to move the arena of conflict
from the streets to the courts. This is but one important sphere in which
political and social relations are being redefined by a combination of state
reforms and the expanded exercise of citizen rights, as chapters by Peter Ho,
Jun Jing, Ching Kwan Lee, Minxin Pei, Sara Friedman, and David Zweig
reveal from diverse angles. Do these conflicts ultimately undermine Com-
munist Party rule, or do they provide outlets for grievances including both
social protest and legal challenges?

In keeping with its professed commitment to honor legal claims, 
symbolized by China’s signing of numerous international covenants on
economic, social and cultural rights as well as on civil and political rights,
the state has announced support for religious freedom (albeit only for officially
recognized and registered groups), cultural autonomy for ethnic minorities
(that is, for the officially classified 56 nationalities which enjoy important
affirmative action privileges but are also subject to tight controls), and
limited processes of democratization such as village elections. The results,
however, are contradictory. Not all groups have experienced expanded
religious or cultural space. Nor have all groups achieved economic gains by
any means. As Uradyn E. Bulag shows, some minority nationalities facing
intense pressures for assimilation, have experienced the erosion of autonomous
rights.

The Chinese state has enlarged the scope of official tolerance for intellectual
activities in literature, the arts, scholarship and journalism. Yet the relationship
of intellectuals to the state is no less ambiguous than it was during the Mao
era, as discussed by Geremie Barmé. In practice, official guarantees are
periodically circumscribed, at times harshly, primarily out of security concerns,
but also in response to concerns over “cultural pollution”—the importing of
deleterious alien concepts and ideas that might undermine officially approved
values. Suspicion of subversive, separatist, sectarian or even “superstitious”
activities has repeatedly elicited draconian state responses. The harsh repres-
sion campaign against the quasi-Buddhist sect, Falun Gong, follows decades
of attempts to control unauthorized Christian and other religious activities
as Patricia Thornton and Richard Madsen respectively, detail. Nevertheless,
the combination of broad new legislation, changing social relations, and the
thrust and counter-thrust of resistance and repression has exerted a significant
political impact. And what are arguably the three most far-reaching changes
in politics and society are largely invisible. First, since the late-1970s, the
state has for the most part abandoned the mass mobilization campaigns that
were the hallmark of Chinese politics in the Mao era—the birth control
campaignand the crackdown on Falun Gong being two conspicuous exceptions.
Second, the state has withdrawn from direct control of large areas of the
economy in both urban and rural areas, leaving nonetheless important realms
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of state influence and control. Nevertheless, it is fair to say that it has
substantially reduced the scope of direct intervention in the lives of ordinary
people. Third, it has permitted expanded migration and mobility even while
continuing to enforce social and political distinctions inherent in the hukou
system of population control as discussed by Fei-ling Wang.

The highly touted elections for village committees illustrate both the logic
and limits of political reform. Centrally sponsored democratic elections have
apparently been carried out in about half of China’s nearly one million rural
villages. But in a context in which independent opposition parties remain
illegal and the nomination process is closely monitored by Communist
officials, such grassroots experiments exert limited, and some would say
minimal, influence on the exercise of power. Of particular importance is 
that party secretaries, not village committees, still rule the countryside. That
is, the top local official is not subject to popular election. The Communist
Party, in short, retains a monopoly over key instruments of control: propa-
ganda, personnel, the military and the police. The small officially sanctioned
minority parties cultivated by the Communist Party throughout the People’s
Republic are pledged to loyalty to the ruling party. Publications as well as
on-line resources are restricted by an elaborate system of party censorship,
while the official ideology remains Marxism-Leninism-Mao Zedong Thought
guided in practice by theories and leadership principles associated with
Deng Xiaoping and his successors, Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao. And in the
wake of the party’s crackdown on the protests of 1989 with their center at
Tiananmen, it has moved aggressively to control signs of the emergence of
political opposition, for example by banning attempts a decade later and
since to register a newly founded China Democracy Party.

Despite significant changes such as an expanded role for the National
People’s Congress, an apparent disjuncture remains between free-wheeling
economic expansion on the one hand, and the still circumscribed political
climate, on the other. Bustling stock exchanges, shimmering skyscrapers,
and au courant electronic modes of communication have not broken the grip
of the omnipresent security system. Indeed, the growing power of capital
rests on the support of the state and the security apparatus with which it is
closely intertwined. In the two decades since 1989, despite growing numbers
of strikes, protests, everyday resistance and court cases, no large-scale political
movements have significantly challenged party rule. If local protests have
grown in the course of the reform era, the state has repeatedly demonstrated
its ability to stymie attempts to generalize resistance across time and space
by isolating protest and prevention of the establishing of links beyond
individual units. In fact, the forces of repression have grown in tandem with
modernization, urbanization, internationalization, and the new prosperity for
some. The institution of the armed police (wujing) augments the public security
bureau in maintaining order, and an espionage service once reserved for
international assignments is now being deployed domestically down to the
county level.
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Conflict, cleavage and contention

It is not surprising that the current situation, in which Maoist precepts are
often neglected in practice but rarely formally negated, has seen the emergence
of a polyphony of conflict and contention—among state authorities and
between authorities at multiple levels and elements of the populace. Although
Maoism shared many features with Leninism and Stalinism, it was also
distinctive in its avowed egalitarianism and populism, and in the contentious
mobilization politics that were its hallmark not only in spearheading a people’s
war that brought it to power, but in such periods as the Hundred Flowers
Movement of 1956–57, the Great Leap Forward of 1958–60, and the Great
Proletarian Cultural Revolution (1966–76) that punctuated the Party’s years
in power. One important legacy of the era of revolution is a residual sense
of entitlement and a repertoire of protest strategies that extended to the most
remote parts of the countryside and to people of diverse social classes and
ethnicities.

Of course, popular protest long predated the initiatives associated with
Mao Zedong and the Chinese Communist Party. Chinese history boasts a
record of resistance and rebellion second to none. Whether we survey Imperial,
Republican or Communist periods, we find ample evidence of defiance and
dissent shading into rebellion and revolution. An intriguing question, therefore,
concerns the degree to which recent contentious events build (consciously
or unconsciously) on earlier precedents. To what extent do the wellsprings
of conflict and resistance in contemporary China draw on patterns and practices
honed in bygone days? To what extent have they changed in response to
the imperatives of the reform era?

One important basis of comparison concerns the social composition of the
participants. While historians in the People’s Republic during the Mao years
celebrated the class nature of popular protest in China going back to the
earliest recorded uprisings (third century BC), analyses of Imperial-era protests
by Western and some Chinese scholars have demonstrated the significance
of lineages, villages and religious communities in structuring patterns of
resistance. A debate has unfolded over whether new forms of community
began to emerge in the late-Imperial and early-Republican periods (and have
re-emerged in the post-Mao era), and whether they can best be understood
as part of a nascent civil society or public sphere. Some stress a growing
sense of citizenship among ordinary Chinese, particularly urbanites, as early
as the final years of the Qing dynasty. Others argue that, under the influence
of Western imperialism and domestic capitalism, a proto-class consciousness
developed that helped to fuel the Communist revolution and may be
reappearing with growing class polarization of the reform era.6

In the post-1949 period, Mao insisted that class must continue to command
center stage. Not only were land reform and nationalization of industry
rooted in the logic of eliminating class exploitation and laying the foundations
for a new democratic and then a socialist society, but Mao justified his Great
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Proletarian Cultural Revolution on the basis of the continued imperative of
class struggle to assure that the gains of revolution would not be reversed
by a new red bourgeoisie in the ranks of party officials. The Cultural Revolu-
tion, however, was a class struggle of Mao’s own distinctive formulation,
one necessary to topple “those in authority taking the capitalist road”, that
is, the enemies of Mao and of socialism as he construed it. With the class
transformations of land reform, collectivization and nationalization of industry,
class distinctions, if they existed, were rooted not in property-based inequalities
but in the realm of ideology and political power.

In exploring the roots of cleavages and conflicts in the reform era, the
authors of this volume break with stereotypical categories drawn from pre-
land-reform society and from an era preceding the nationalization of industry
to analyse anew the bases and structures of inequality, and efforts to challenge
them, within the People’s Republic. They find that not only class, but also
gender, ethnicity, generation, religion and regional location (hukou) constitute
powerful sources of conflict and spurs to resistance in the reform era. And
that each of these took new and modified forms as the era of revolution gave
way to the reform era of capitalist transformation, or what China’s leaders
euphemistically describe as socialism with Chinese characteristics. These
axes of contention intersect in ever-changing and volatile ways. For example,
as Ching Kwan Lee points out, large-scale layoffs of workers in state-owned
enterprises in the 1990s were disproportionately directed against older women,
while Fei-ling Wang underscores the discriminatory treatment of rural migrants
to the city. Patricia Thornton notes the high rates of Falun Gong membership
among elderly and laid-off workers, and Uradyn Bulag draws attention to
the loss of Mongol autonomy within the reform framework. Sara Friedman
shows how young people in the 1990s defined ideals of progressive marriages
in terms that resonated closely with earlier state-sponsored models of liberated
socialist gender and family relations. The chapters reveal how multiple
intertwined factors shape social tensions and patterns of resistance.

This is not to suggest that the bases for conflict have been entirely reconfig-
ured in the contemporary era. As Jun Jing, Peter Ho and David Zweig show,
longstanding village and lineage loyalties continue to shape insurgent identities
in rural China as social movements draw on themes and images sanctified
by tradition even as they engage the consequences of reform. Patricia
Thornton, Richard Madsen, and Jun Jing demonstrate that popular religion
and folk ideologies play pivotal roles in this process, with the beliefs and
rituals surrounding local temples, churches, deities, spiritual masters, ancestral
halls, and festivals often providing inspiration for collective mobilization.
This may be the case even when the precipitant of protest, for example the
relocation of two million villagers occasioned by the massive Three Gorges
Dam project, is imbricated within a modernizing agenda associated with
construction of the world’s largest dam. Traditional forms of contention are
being revitalized in a new sociopolitical context framed not only by domestic
reform but also by incorporation in global networks of capital, giving rise
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to radically transformed public spaces and urban architectures that are the
product in part of new economic bases and international relationships.

The recourse to claims rooted in history can take many forms. In the
conflict between the interests of Mongol pastoralists and Han Chinese farmers,
and more recently, industrial workers, as Uradyn Bulag illustrates, the clash
over land usage has been central for more than a century. To buttress their
competing positions, competing ethnic groups with clashing economic agendas
have staked claims to indigenous status in the area that is now Inner Mongolia.
Countering Han Chinese claims to represent a modern ‘civilizing mission’,
Mongols have turned to their own linguistic, cultural and historical traditions
as wellsprings of resistance. Yet this longstanding dispute, which resonates
with conflicts in other autonomous regions with large minority popula-
tions has undergone substantial change in recent times as Chinese industries 
cast a covetous eye towards the natural resources hidden beneath the steppes
and Mongols find themselves marginalized in the face of proliferating indus-
tries in their autonomous region. The widening economic gap between coastal
cities and the interior provinces further inflames resentment that includes,
but is not limited to, minority peoples or ethnic groups with distinctive
languages and cultures. The issues take on particular urgency for the Chinese
state since ethnic minorities occupy many of China’s most geopolitically
sensitive and natural resource-rich border areas, because Mongols, Uighurs
and Hui, the latter both Muslims, occupy border areas adjacent to ethnic kin
across national borders. In short, ethnic and religious conflict may be exacer-
bated in China as elsewhere by resource nationalism. In oil- and natural
gas-rich Xinjiang, for example, many Uighurs experience the state as siphoning
off the wealth that is legitimately theirs while industrial and mining jobs go
to settlers from other parts of China. In the case of Tibet, international forces
pose questions of autonomy, human rights, even independence.

Significant strains in contemporary popular protest can be traced back to
Imperial- and Republican-era precedents. There are, however, compelling
models much closer at hand. As Peter Ho shows, many of the land disputes
that have recently erupted in rural China can be traced in large part to the
structures and conventions of the collective era. Village communities, lineage
groups and households now challenge earlier state and collective appropriation
of their lands and in some instances the size or quality of the land distributed
for cultivation. Given the stark policy and value contrasts between the eras
of revolution and reform, the former has come to stand as a convenient foil
for many of the discontents of the latter, and protests often draw on social
justice themes and approaches honed during land reform, collectivization
and the Cultural Revolution.

Thus, workers and women who find themselves disadvantaged by the
industrial reforms are quick to remind authorities (with considerable irony)
of Maoist slogans and promises: “The working-class must lead in everything!”
and “Women hold up half the sky!”. On occasion, as Ching Kwan Lee and
David Zweig describe, workers even adopt Cultural Revolution style struggle
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tactics to press demands against brutal or corrupt factory managers or cadres
who cheat villagers out of land rights. And people of all classes, in bemoaning
the rampant corruption of the present era, often recall nostalgically the high
ethical standards and plain living of an earlier generation of revolutionaries.

The combination of seemingly ancient styles of protest with Maoist
principles and practices can result in poignant and explosive expressions of
discontent.7 Take a case which occurred in the early-1990s in several provinces
in Southwest China. A group known as the “Heavenly Soldiers Fraternal
Army” (Tianbing dizijun) recruited thousands of followers from more than
100 villages. The group’s leader, declaring himself a reincarnation of the
Jade Emperor (a Daoist deity), practised shamanistic rituals of spirit possession
and exorcism. His disciples pledged to fight for a new, divine regime free
from social classes, authorities, grades and ranks, and the like. If the popular
religious elements have a seemingly venerable pedigree, the commitment to
rid China of all forms of inequality equally draws on Cultural Revolution
themes.

In another intriguing resistance movement, a 29-year-old peasant leader
claimed to be Mao Zedong’s son who had come to lead a rural uprising.
The would-be Mao penned treatises on the “thirty great relationships” (Mao
Zedong had limited himself to ten) and assumed the titles of party chairman,
military commission chair, state chairman, political consultative conference
chair and premier, again surpassing Mao in the range of his official titles.
He also sent letters to various government offices praising the radical ideas
of the Gang of Four, attacking Deng Xiaoping’s market socialism, and
calling for armed rebellion, student boycotts and workers’ strikes.

Even in what would appear to be the most “traditional” of peasant uprisings,
many of the slogans have a distinctly “modern” ring to them. Take the case
of a rebellion that got underway in the mid-1980s along the Yunnan–Guizhou
border after its leader claimed—in the manner of Hong Xiuquan, commander
of the Taiping Rebellion, the great millenarian uprising that rocked China
in the mid-nineteenth century—that he had dreamed of an old man with a
white beard who lent him a sacred sword. The contemporary insurgents
slaughtered a chicken and swore a blood oath in the ancient manner of Chinese
rebels, but alongside the age-old slogan of “Steal from the rich to aid the
poor,” they emblazoned their battle banners with contemporary mottoes:
“Support the left and oppose the right!” and “Down with birth control!”

The syncretism of these recent movements is surely due in part to the
quasi-religious dimensions assumed by the cult of Mao during the Cultural
Revolution. Political rituals of that era, such as recitation of the Little Red
Book of Mao Quotations and performance of loyalty dances, helped to blur
the distinction between older forms of worship and new Communist practices.
Moreover, collective loyalties fostered in that period can serve today as
bases for resistance to higher-level state demands.

A theme that runs through many of the chapters in this volume is the
pivotal—and often contradictory—role played by local authorities in relation
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to popular resistance. We find party officials articulating and defending the
interests of retirees (Zweig), religious believers (Madsen and Thornton) and
land ownership rights (Ho and Zweig) in their locality; union officials siding
with disgruntled workers (Lee); birth control officials colluding with
prospective parents (White); young women claiming the right to continue to
live with their natal families for years after marriage (Friedman); Mongol
officials defending indigenous rights against the claims of Han Chinese
migrants (Bulag); local officials leading villagers in demanding compensation
from polluting enterprises (Jing), and so on. In short, while local officials
frequently crack down on popular resistance, in numerous cases their
leadership is instrumental in shaping, legitimating and articulating the demands
of social movements, and in some instances in networking with state officials
on behalf of local interests, or even providing the leadership for social
movements. It was, of course, precisely such leadership bifurcations that
made possible the persistence and violence of the Cultural Revolution, and
that lent strength to earlier rebel and revolutionary movements. Breaches in
the loyalties of grassroots authorities are of enormous concern to the central
government. Indeed, fears on the part of central leaders about renegade local
officials help to explain Beijing’s adoption of such policies as legal reform,
anticorruption drives and village elections, which provide legitimate state-
sanctioned channels to vent and adjudicate grievances. Yet, as the qigong
craze that nurtured Falun Gong clearly shows (Thornton), even central
authorities may play a key role in encouraging beliefs and practices that are
later deemed subversive.

The dramatic recrudescence of organized crime, often with police complicity
and corruption, is another symptom of the contradictions and contentions
that are products of reform. Active in both urban and rural areas on a scale
unknown in the early decades of the People’s Republic, criminal gangs oversee
drug smuggling, trafficking of people, gambling and prostitution rings,
extortion, robbery and more. The upsurge in such activities is attributable
to several factors attendant upon the reforms: increased population mobility,
high levels of surplus labor and unemployment, growing income disparities,
access to previously unavailable economic resources, and declining civic
values. Independent financial bases for criminals render government efforts
at repression increasingly difficult—especially when corrupt officials are
able to cash in handsomely. This too is part of our story since anger and
diverse forms of resistance are also a product of complicity, crime and
official corruption.

Reform and the future of Chinese communism

Does the rich and multifaceted history of contemporary resistance augur the
demise of China’s Communist Party or the passage toward more progressive
outcomes under a twenty-first-century party? It is difficult to know whether
“liberal” initiatives, from economic reform to judicial reform to village
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elections, are serving to shore up, or to further erode, central government
and party control. What is certain is that they are transforming the nature
and terrain of state–society relations, leading some analysts to see the
emergence of a ‘soft authoritarianism’ and even to speak of the advance of
democratizing processes within the Chinese polity. Despite the fact that the
Communist Party retains de facto veto and de jure power over the enforcement
of laws and electoral results, reform measures have opened new space for
expressing local interests and checking arbitrary abuses.

Particularly telling is the retreat of the state from direct control over many
aspects of life and labor. The day-to-day economic activities of one billion
villagers are no longer micromanaged by collective and commune officials,
as people turn their energies to farming, industrial or sideline activities,
undertake to organize family or joint enterprises or migrate far from home.
Yet, as Sara Friedman shows, state influence may also be felt, both directly
and indirectly, in domains of intimate life, such as decisions about whether
to marry a foreigner or to leave an unhappy marriage when population
control policies might hinder one’s chances of remarrying.

As Minxin Pei, Ching Kwan Lee, and David Zweig explain, legal reforms
have set limits on state prerogatives at the same time that they have encouraged
greater expectations about, and provided an institutional framework for, the
protection of rights among the populace at large. The growing numbers of
lawsuits filed against government and party officials since the 1990s are
symptomatic of this emergent sense of entitlement. Moreover, the significant
number of strikes and other clashes notwithstanding, labor and many other
disputes are most commonly settled in newly established arbitration com-
mittees rather than in the streets. But laws, of course, are at least as useful
to state authorities as to dissidents. The state security law, for example,
sanctions the arbitrary arrest of anyone suspected of subversive motives, and
efforts to create independent labor unions confront a legal structure that 
grants official unions, whose primary loyalties to date have been to the state
or to capital and not to their members, a monopoly on representation.

Grassroots elections are also a two-edged sword for the state. State 
leaders hope that such procedures will help curb the corrupt excesses of 
local tyrants and thereby dampen the fires of rebellion in the countryside.
Yet giving villagers an enlarged sense of their own political efficacy, and
providing a public forum for open discussion of civic affairs, can also act to
stimulate local resistance to higher-level dictates. Voters at a 1999 local
election monitored by the Carter Center, for example, vociferously protested
a nomination process that they considered to have been rigged by party
authorities.

While official elections have been closely watched internationally and
above all in the US, the more important village activities from the perspective
of sustained impact on their communities, are probably those sparked by the
numerous new associations, ranging from religious and sectarian groups
(Madsen, Thornton) to credit societies and cultural associations, which operate
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quite independently of the state. In the cities as well, as Geremie Barmé
suggests, intellectuals who were preoccupied with issues of democratic
transition and state authority in the late-1980s subsequently turned their
attention to cultural discussions that seem quite removed from direct political
confrontation or winning the vote. Yet such debates may also work to undercut
party hegemony, as in the emergence of “new left” forces both within and
independent of the party that criticize the devastating social consequences
for the disadvantaged of the reform agenda and press the state to provide
health and welfare benefits for the needy or to expand the rights of migrant
workers and families.

Internationalization

One of the most striking aspects of the reform era is the depth and multiplicity
of China’s engagement with the world. Whereas Cultural Revolution 
China was a relatively autarkic society, both internally and internationally,
today China’s links to the rest of the globe are extraordinarily dense while
intrasocietal movement and communications have accelerated. Foreign
television programmes from Japan, Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, the US and
Europe dominate the airwaves in even remote reaches of the countryside
and American fast-food franchises dot the urban landscape. International
capital defines leading sectors of economy and finance, and fuels China’s
explosive export-oriented industrialization and trade growth. Global fashions
in everything from European, Japanese and American designer jeans to
perfume to appliances make their presence felt in town and countryside
alike. And pop music reverberates to the beat of Hong Kong, Taiwan, Japanese,
Korean and American musicians.

The implications of internationalization, reform, and new technologies are
far-reaching and contradictory. Access to the global market has placed fax
machines, personal computers, internet access and above all cell phones and
i-phones within the reach of millions of people in city and countryside,
including intellectuals and activists, facilitating autonomous communication
as well as contacts with foreign scholars, potential spouses, human rights
organizations and the international media. It has also, however, simultaneously
equipped the military and public security agencies with state-of-the-art
electronic and communications technology including sophisticated surveillance
technology. Thornton shows the significance of internet technology to the
growth of Falun Gong and other ‘cybersects’. The new technology makes
possible a growth in the information available to outsiders concerning Chinese
domestic affairs while facilitating the full range of social, including dissident,
communications. The expanded role of the international community in
publicizing Chinese human rights abuses has been one outcome. But this
does not begin to exhaust the implications. As Geremie Barmé indicates, the
debates among domestic intellectuals and critics have been profoundly shaped
by their exposure to international discourse, much of it via the internet and
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cell phone. And Sara Friedman shows how expanded contact with outsiders
has also led to growing interest in marrying across national borders.

As foreigners assume a higher profile in China—whether as suppliers of
capital and technology and purveyors of cultural and consumer styles, as
human rights advocates, missionaries, email correspondents, or simply as
tourists—they inevitably alter the balance of power in a rapidly changing
and urbanizing society. Foreigners as well as Chinese sightseers streaming
to religious centres, can trigger conflict within the state between public security
officials concerned about maintaining social order and a cultural apparatus
intent on promoting local traditions for economic as well as aesthetic reasons.
The SARS epidemic of 2002–3 highlighted one type of challenge inherent
in globalization. It also triggered local protests by residents unhappy about
the government’s handling of the crisis. The hosting of the 2008 Beijing
Olympics gave rise to other issues as China played host to the world while
seeking to address such challenges as Tibetan protest and to place its own
stamp on China’s global image through the display of Chinese culture in
the opening ceremonies and the power of Chinese athleticism all conveyed
via the global media.

Contradictions of reform

In short, the reforms have stimulated contradictory currents that elicit a
mélange of old and new responses. Strict birth control policies gave rise
initially to tragic, yet historically familiar, practices of female infanticide
and abandonment as desperate villagers sought to ensure that their one child
would be a boy. However, as White shows, these tactics have been largely
supplanted by new strategies such as sex-selective abortion, enabled by
state-of-the-art ultrasound technology. Similarly, the protest against a
dangerously polluting fertilizer factory, detailed by Jing, erupted only after
a government medical team educated villagers about the link between water
pollution and birth defects. Sympathetic township officials not only sanctioned
the worship of fertility goddesses to combat the pollutants, they also allowed
village cadres to mobilize demonstrations forcing the fertilizer factory to
solve the problems resulting from its wanton discharge of toxic waste and
compensate the community for damages.

Relaxation of the household registration system, complementing the reform
of agriculture and industry, has greatly complicated state control. Since the
1980s, migrant workers have provided the labor for many of the most
productive, export-oriented and income-producing industries. The option 
of flight from local authorities makes it much easier to evade the family
planning policy (White). Exposure to urban lifestyles and values also raises
the marital expectations of young migrant women, but without providing
them with opportunities to realize those desires in the face of urban
discrimination (Friedman). Migrant workers constitute a new source of labor
unrest, notably in Special Economic Zones, like Shenzhen, where their
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numbers have skyrocketed. And the continued growth in the number of
migrant workers at a time of rising urban unemployment brings into direct
conflict the interests of urban and rural workers who once occupied different
niches on the employment ladder, with migrants assuming jobs disdained
by urban residents but also competing directly for jobs with laid-off urban
workers (Wang and Lee).

Resistance, revolution and China’s future

Along with urbanization, commodification, rising per capita incomes and
remarkable affluence for some, China’s reforms and their attendant economic
growth have brought deepening social inequalities resulting in anxiety and
anguish to many. What does this situation augur for the future of state–society
relations? Is Chinese society a ticking time bomb, about to detonate the
Communist state? Have the wide-ranging patterns of resistance and pressures
for change from below generated a fundamental transformation in popular
consciousness or in the state–society relationship? Or are the manifestations
of discontent so small and scattered as to pose little threat to the survival
of the political system?

Social science theories provide few signposts that allow us to specify with
confidence the conditions under which social conflict may become politically
destabilizing and even regime threatening. Individual personalities and
historical contingencies—factors that remain stubbornly immune to the best
predictive efforts of social scientists—play a decisive role in translating
popular unrest into political challenge or political and social transformation.

As this volume shows, there is plenty of dissatisfaction in contemporary
China, some of it attributable to grievances built up during the earlier Mao
era, but much of it is traceable directly or indirectly to the effects of reform
policies. The very economic successes of these policies have encouraged
“rising expectations” that could (à la Crane Brinton) not only spark protest
but might ultimately prove revolutionary.8 Moreover, the growing gap between
greater and lesser beneficiaries of the reforms has clearly fostered among
the less fortunate a sense of “relative deprivation” (à la Ted Robert Gurr)9

that generates not only individual frustration but may also, at times, lead to
collective violence. If the economy were to suffer a sudden slowdown or
even a reversal after the steep gains of recent decades, as the world economic
pandemic of 2008–9 strongly suggests, it would then resemble James Davies’
“J-Curve”10—a situation said to be replete with revolutionary potential. Above
all, China’s high-speed growth has produced deepening class polarization
and class antagonisms, the very outcomes that Karl Marx pinpointed as the
prerequisites for resistance and revolution.

The chapters in this volume present evidence of all of these patterns at
work. They offer numerous examples of diverse forms of everyday resistance
as well as strikes, protests, riots and other types of organized and unorganized
protest. Does this mean that China stands poised at the brink of revolution,
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auguring the overthrow of the Chinese Communist Party and a passage
either into system disintegration and civil war or reunification under another
political banner? The problem with the diverse theories sketched briefly above
is that, while suggestive for analyzing the psychological and material roots
of protest, resistance, rebellion and revolution, none specifies the threshold
point at which popular aspirations and grievances gain sufficient momentum
to become politically threatening. Thus, however useful the theories may be
in offering ex post facto explanations, and in drawing attention to areas of
conflict and potential resistance, they offer little predictive value.

Approaches that focus on the state, more than the societal, side of the
revolutionary equation (Charles Tilly, Theda Skocpol, Jack Goldstone, James
Scott, Richard Tucker, Mark Lupher)11 direct our attention to critical issues
of state capacity to administer and to repress in the attempt to order and
control nature and humanity. Revolutionary outcomes are contingent not
only on social discontent, but also on the ability to mobilize people and
resources effectively to exploit state weakness and ineptitude. They hinge
equally, however, on state capacity to counter such challenges. Here we
move beyond the psychological to the political arena, but still without a clear
vision—until we attain the vantage point of twenty-twenty hindsight—of the
actual dividing line between state capacity and incapacity.

What is striking is the fact that for all the popular anguish and the variety
and depth of contemporary protest, to date no significant organizational focus,
whether enshrined in a political party or social movement, has emerged at
the regional, national or even local level effectively to issue a sustained
challenge to Communist Party leadership. The Chinese state has demonstrated
residual strengths. In contrast, for example, to the Soviet-imposed regimes
of much of Eastern Europe, China’s Communist Party led a popular resistance
against Japanese invasion en route to the founding of the People’s Republic,
a history that enables it to lay claim to the nationalist mantle in confronting
its critics and opponents. The contrast to East European regimes which owed
their power to the Soviet Union could hardly be more clear. And in contrast
to the Communist-led regimes that collapsed or were overthrown in Eastern
Europe in the late-1980s and 1990s, or in Afghanistan in 1988, China’s
Communist Party can claim credit for several decades of rapid economic
growth and widely, if unequally distributed, income gains. The result has
been growing international power and prestige as China assumes a wider
role as a regional and even a global power, as in proposing the ASEAN +
3 concept linking China, Japan and Korea to the Southeast Asian organization.
This heightened international profile, in turn, strengthens the state’s hand in
dealing with certain types of protests. In the wake of the terrorist attacks on
the World Trade Center and the Pentagon on September 11, 2001, for example,
China gained US approval in its war against secessionist elements in Xinjiang,
now labelled as Islamic “terrorists.” And the initially hostile Bush administra-
tion would not only actively court China’s support for its “war on terrorism”
and its attempts to isolate Iran, but would foster economic and financial ties
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with China that pivoted on a massive surplus of Chinese exports to the USA
complemented by Chinese purchases of US treasuries. This allowed the
USA to sustain large trade and budget deficits.

Equally important has been the Communist Party’s ability to absorb some
of the most powerful complaints of its critics without yielding its grip on
state power. The state accommodated demands for expanding the market
and the private sector as well as enlarging the scope of the legal system,
sponsoring village elections, and permitting non-governmental organizations
to function. Nevertheless, far from quelling social protest, these achievements
associated with the reform agenda have arguably stimulated it.

Recently, analysts have advanced a triad of concepts to account for the
emergence of powerful social movements: political opportunity structure,
mobilizational networks and collective action “framing” (or cultural/symbolic
interpretation).12 This “political process approach” has sensitized scholars to
a wider array of relevant factors in generating social movements, ranging
from the political climate and social connections to symbolic constructions.
Like earlier theories, it offers scant likelihood of forecasting the outcomes
of social protest. It does, however, draw attention, in assessing the salience
of social movements, to the need to examine not only the nature and levels
of discontent in society or the strength, resources and flexibility of the state,
but also the concrete opportunities, organizations and outlook of would-be
protesters.

The chapters of this volume provide insight into all of these dimensions.
In terms of opportunities, we learn for example about ways in which ordinary
people have taken advantage of new openings afforded by the legal reforms
to press previously untenable claims against officials and to draw the attention
of the media and the central authorities. In terms of organization, we discover
the continuing importance of lineage, village, ethnicity and neighborhood in
structuring a range of activities from environmental protests to tax riots,
ethnic protests and demands for recognition of land rights, the honoring of
pension agreements nullified by the privatization of industry and relocation
compensation. In terms of outlook, we find that popular religion and historical
myths, Maoist ideology and international discourse, sometimes intertwined
in unexpected combinations, all play significant roles in inspiring and
sustaining resistance, and in creating spaces autonomous from, and at times
directly challenging, state power and discursive formulations.

At present, these diverse strains of resistance take the form of single-issue
conflicts over jobs (Lee), land (Ho, Zweig), reproduction and marriage
(Friedman, White), the environment (Jing), ethnic self-determination and
equality (Bulag), religion (Madsen, Thornton), residence and citizenship
(Wang), ideas (Barmé) and other matters of concern to a specific subset 
of the population. This diversity of interests and goals is one reason why
resistance and other social movements are for the most part small, local and
isolated from one another, lacking interconnective ideological and organiza-
tional bonds. The fragmentation of the Chinese economy and society, with 
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the decollectivization of agriculture and the privatization of industry, and
with millions of people constantly on the move, has brought greater social
segmentation as well. As the living and working conditions of various groups
of Chinese citizens become more heterogeneous, their relations to—and
dissatisfactions with—the demands of state, capital and market diverge
accordingly. Consequently, the laments of laid-off workers do not readily
resonate with the outcries of overtaxed farmers or the complaints of critical
intellectuals, or the protests of minority nationalities or women. Facing very
different dilemmas, these diverse groups among today’s protesters frame their
grievances and demands in distinctive terms that do not easily transcend the
barriers of class, region, gender, religion, ethnicity, residence, or educational
level. Still less has resistance taken the form of a significant political party
or social movement that transcends a single locality, addresses multiple 
issues or offers a comprehensive ideological or organizational challenge to
Communist Party rule.

New Social Movement theory (as developed by Alberto Melucci, Alain
Touraine and others) celebrates the cultural creativity and tactical virtuosity
born of such diversity.13 The post-modern condition, they tell us, is inherently
fragmented. Even globalization, indeed precisely China’s increasing incorpora-
tion in global economic, political and cultural processes, breeds localization
in the sense that awareness of impinging global forces turns attention to the
need to protect and cherish the local and regional against alien forces. At
the same time, however, the annals of Chinese history stand as a reminder
of the power of social cooperation. Alliances among previously disparate
categories of intellectuals, farmers, workers, women, youths, minorities and
so forth have served as the building blocks for influential protests, some of
which forced policy changes while others eventually toppled the reigning
order, from imperial rebellions through the revolution of 1911 to the
Communist revolution of 1949.

To be sure, such mergers and alliances may harbor the seeds of hegemony
in which “liberation” from the ancient regime can mean an even more
repressive and preemptive fate at the hands of the victors. A party that rides
to power on waves of mass mobilization, while claiming to represent the
will of the people, may rule in the interests of a limited few. Nor is
revolutionary victory any guarantee that a nation locked in the grip of
poverty will improve its position within the hierarchical order of inequality
of the world economy, still less that it will shake that international order to
its roots. Nevertheless, diverse alliances are the sine qua non of politically
consequential social movements. And the paucity of such connective webs
in the case of recent Chinese protests bespeaks a fundamental weakness in
their capacity to challenge state power beyond the realm of the single issues
and local grievances that remain their strength.

Of course, the absence of ecumenical movements in contemporary China
is hardly accidental. As astute students of their own history, Chinese leaders
are perfectly aware of the dangers inherent in cross-class, cross-nationality
and cross-regional associations. Since the founding of the People’s Republic,
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attempts to forge such bonds have been dealt with swiftly and severely. The
crackdown against Falun Gong that began in the summer of 1999 follows
in the tradition of suppression efforts that include the suppression of sectarian
movements in the early-1950s, the Anti-Rightist Campaign of 1957, the
crushing of Cultural Revolution rebels in 1968, the closing of Democracy
Wall in 1979 and the June Fourth Massacre of 1989, among others. In all
of these instances, repression was a response to state fears that protest could
give rise to inter-class and interregional connections, and in the case of
Falun Gong, to international connections as well. The harsh suppression of
the Chinese Democratic Party in 1998 subsequently also exemplifies the fate
of direct challenges to Communist Party rule, particularly those with significant
international connections.

This is not to say that state–society relations have remained frozen
throughout the duration of the Communist era. Far from it. The revolution
itself generated fundamental social changes, destroying the power and
authority of landlord, merchant and industrial propertied classes, undermining
the status and influence of intellectuals, raising the status of the industrial
working class while curbing its political autonomy and elevating the new
cadre class, dividing city from countryside, and reorganizing agriculture 
on collective foundations as well as industry on state foundations. The
socioeconomic transformations of the reform era have been equally powerful.
Despite the survival of the single-party system, the situation today differs
markedly from that which prevailed during the Mao era.

Of particular importance in transforming the landscape of protest in recent
years have been the combination of rapid urbanization, largescale migration,
and the continued state-maintained divisions between city and countryside
on the one hand, and the destabilizing consequences of steps taken since the
late-1990s to dismantle all but the very core of state industry, resulting in
large-scale urban unemployment and instability and pitting urban and rural
workers against one another in the job market for the first time. At the same
time, deep grievances have centered on the privatization of enterprises, with
cadres frequently gaining control of enterprises and depriving workers not
only of their jobs but frequently of a lifetime of accumulated benefits, and
real estate scams that made large fortunes and frequently forced residents
from their homes for relocation far from the central city.

These changes are reflected in the realm of popular protest. A 1998 press
account, for example, was headlined “Emboldened Chinese take their
complaints to the streets:”

About 200 demonstrators blocked traffic in the central Chinese city of
Changsha this week protesting over not getting paid in the past six months
by a local, formerly state-owned company. The police showed up to
help unsnarl traffic, but not to intervene in the demonstrations.

Last week 200 angry investors who lost their savings in a government-
linked futures trading scheme marched to Tiananmen Square and
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demanded their money back. Police formed a line between them and
the square, but allowed them to pass peacefully.

. . . From striking cab drivers to disgruntled farmers, more and more
people are taking their economic frustrations to the streets of China 
. . . Instead of beating and arresting protesters as they might have some
years ago, officials seem more willing these days to accommodate,
negotiate or simply pay them off. As long as demonstrators don’t make
personal attacks against top leaders or demand political change, they are
often free to vent their anger.14

As the chapters in this volume make clear, demonstrations are but one weapon
in a vast arsenal of resistance and protest techniques that include legal
challenges and silent pressures on the sociopolitical system in defence of
enlarged claims by diverse groups. In recent years, incidents of worker protest
have been legion, and in some instances the state has permitted and legitimated
protest directed towards local officials and private capital even as it seeks
to create non-confrontational channels for resolving conflicts.

Although popular unrest in China—in the twenty-first century as in the
third century BC—could result in regime change or even rebellion or
revolution, it could also be managed by adept state leaders in such a way
as to underpin, rather than undermine, their rule. Jiang Zemin’s ability to
ride the waves and coopt or silence myriad protests in the course of his
decade-plus tenure as General Secretary of the Chinese Communist Party
reflects in large part his adroit handling of social protest and, more important
perhaps, the strength of the social base of beneficiaries of the reform including
major elites: the educated, the business class, party members, party, govern-
ment and military officials, and the many who have experienced significant
income gains, particularly residents of coastal areas.

Jiang’s divide-and-rule approach to social unrest was already apparent
before he took over the reins of central power. In the winter of 1986–87,
when he was still mayor of Shanghai, a wave of student protests swept
across the city. The fuse for these demonstrations was a rock concert by 
the American group Jan and Dean, which had recently performed before a
packed and appreciative crowd at the Shanghai Stadium. During their con-
cert, the rock group invited members of the audience—most of whom were
college students—to dance in the aisles and on the stage. When several
students responded to this invitation with more enthusiasm than the Shanghai
police could stomach, they were hauled outdoors and beaten. Fellow students,
and then workers, poured into the streets to protest police brutality. The
mayor ordered barricades erected at People’s Square to prevent workers
from entering the ranks of the student protesters. Jiang Zemin then went in
person to the university of the students who had been roughed up by the
police to deliver an apology on behalf of the city government. He told an
all-campus assembly that the police had mistaken the students for workers,
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which was why they had reacted so harshly! Perhaps more shocking in this
“workers’ state” was the fact that the professors and students in attendance
apparently found nothing inappropriate in the mayor’s explanation. Nor have
students and intellectuals, secure within the hukou population registration
system, sought to challenge the structured inequality that has worked to the
detriment of the rural population.

Jiang Zemin’s strategy of divide and rule drew the attention of Deng
Xiaoping. And after being tapped for central leadership during the 1989
protests, Jiang put this strategy to effective use in dealing with a wide range
of potential challenges. The state has dealt extremely harshly with movements
(e.g. Falun Gong and the China Democracy Party) that boast a socially and
regionally diverse membership, or threaten to develop one. By contrast, it
has shown considerable leniency toward conflicts—such as strikes by workers
at a single factory or tax riots or environmental protests by farmers in a
single village—that are more homogeneous in membership and locale. Indeed,
the government has even endorsed and encouraged some single-issue protests
(e.g. the student demonstrations against the US bombing of China’s Belgrade
embassy in the spring of 1999, and 2005 protests against Japanese school
textbooks that denied Japanese wartime atrocities in China).

Under the reforms, as the state assumes less responsibility for running the
economy, it has become more willing to tolerate economic and social criticism
and worker protest—so long as these remain localized, centered in marginal
groups such as workers, minority nationalities, and farmers, and do not
challenge party legitimacy. Demonstrations over back wages, lost investments,
the deprivation of retirement benefits, environmental and anti-corruption
protests and so forth have frequently been tolerated by the state, and in
certain circumstances even encouraged. Only when such protests spill over
state-sanctioned boundaries, as in the spring of 2002, when more than a
dozen factories in Liaoyang in China’s Northeast industrial rust belt went
out on strike simultaneously, and in Uighur–Han Chinese clashes in Urumqi
in 2008, are they certain to draw swift and strong state suppression. Public
outbursts serve as important signals to a government seeking to navigate the
shoals of sharply conflicting and potentially destablilizing class and group
interests in a period of explosive social change.

The establishment in the Jiang Zemin era and since of hundreds of thousands
of arbitration committees to resolve labor disputes is an important sign of
the state’s attempt to regularize channels of economic conflict in the face of
a firestorm of labor discontent among the former core of the working class,
state sector employees. Advocates of reform in the All-China Federation of
Trade Unions, the Ministry of Civil Affairs and other official agencies have
argued that demonstrations, arbitrations and village elections not only provide
a safety-valve for disgruntled citizens, but also serve as correctives to mis-
guided policies and corrupt lower-level administration. Nonetheless, the
Communist Party’s virtual monopoly on power and the weak institutional
foundations for citizens’ rights to assemble and organize produce a situation
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in which the state periodically expands and contracts the terrain of protest
and resistance.

Effective as these state strategies have been in controlling and limiting
social protest, the question remains whether, in the absence of fundamental
initiatives that address the nation’s most pressing political, economic and
social grievances, the party will be able to continue to isolate and divide
various groups of protesters and maintain one party rule.

Jiang Zemin’s successors, Hu Jintao and Wen Jiabao, have addressed
these questions vigorously since assuming power in 2002. On the one hand,
they have continued to contain protest by means of cooptation and control
measures that encourage legal recourse to conflict while tolerating limited
protests. Indeed, the number of officially recorded protests rose to high
levels during the Hu-Wen era—from approximately 10,000 “mass incidents”
in 1994, in the words of the Ministry of Public Security, to 74,000 in 2004
before declining to approximately 60,000 in 2005 and 2006.15 Most striking,
however, is the leadership response to protests and to popular anger over
incidents of corruption, excessive unauthorized taxation, scandals such as
the poisoning of the water in Lake Taihu and various tainted food scandals,
to mass fury over the state’s handling of such major disasters as the Sichuan
earthquake of 2008, and to systemic issues centered on fundamental welfare
issues. Most important are signs that significant steps are being taken to
reduce burdens on the poor and reverse earlier market-driven neoliberal
measures of the 1980s and especially of the 1990s that struck down many
core measures of the Chinese welfare state by passing basic health and welfare
legislation that holds out the promise of providing basic security guarantees,
if at subsistence levels, for the entire population.

Under Hu Jintao and Wen Jiabao the state has moved to eliminate most
taxes on farmers and has taken important steps to curb the excesses of the
market-driven rising income inequality by initiating programs that promise
to provide basic guarantees of health care and pensions for all citizens, that
is to restore and strengthen some of the welfare measures of the revolutionary
era that were swept away by subsequent market-driven reforms. Yet the
problems are vast and the proposed solutions confront massive problems of
effective implementation

Wang Shaoguang has argued, with only slight exaggeration, that “from
1978 to the mid-1990s, China had only economic policies and no social
policies. Starting from around the turn of the century, social policies began
to re-emerge.” Wang cites the following wide-ranging measures as pivotal
to the new social agenda: 16

1999 Go-West programme to spur investment in the poorer Western
region.

2002 Urban minimum income guarantee program.
2003 Rural fee and tax reform; re-establishing the rural cooperative

medical system (CMS).
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2004 Lowering agricultural taxes; introduction of three types of rural
subsidies.

2006 Abolishing all agricultural taxes; introduction of comprehensive
rural subsidies; public housing for the urban poor.

2007 Free compulsory education in all rural areas; basic health insurance
for all urban residents; rural minimum income guarantee program;
pensions for migrant workers.

2008 Free compulsory education for all; CMS for all the rural population.

Many of these measures such as the cooperative medical system and health
insurance, the provision of public housing and free compulsory education
recall initiatives of the revolutionary era, but they are currently set within
the parameters of the market economy and thus bear many of the hallmarks
of the welfare state. The new policies have been accompanied by substantial
fiscal transfers from the national to regional and local governments. Whether
the new programs prove viable, and indeed whether they can be extended,
or whether resources will be siphoned off for other purposes, will profoundly
impact the patterns of social conflict and resistance that we have examined.

Still greater challenges in the coming decades will come from two directions
each of which could derail the developmental surge that has enabled China
to re-emerge as a major power and which underlies the party’s credibility.
These are, first, the challenges associated with a developmental model that
has taken so high a toll on China’s environment, poisoning air, water and
land in a race for wealth and growth in the mega-construction state as typi-
fied by the world’s largest dam construction project and the massive investment
in private automobiles. And second and most immediate, by the world
economic and financial pandemic touched off by the US meltdown of 2008
with waves that quickly extended throughout the world economy. For the
first time in a quarter century, the galloping growth of the Chinese economy
has slowed significantly and the challenge of providing employment at a
time of declining exports poses severe challenges.

The past two centuries of Chinese history, not least the six decades of the
People’s Republic, have been a period of extraordinary contention. These
years have witnessed the growth of diverse organized and unorganized
challenges to state power, ranging from democratic, communist and anarchist
movements to labor, peasant and nationality protests, and from religiously
inspired uprisings to individual and private acts of everyday resistance. For
their part, successive states have sought to maintain power by means of
strategies ranging from fierce repression to cooptation and institutional adapta-
tion. Periods of repression have often alternated with periods of relaxation,
a pattern that has continued through the reform era.

China’s reform leadership has presided over a time of rapid and far-reaching
economic growth and equally profound social change. The pluralization of
channels to wealth and power has given rise to new social formations and
new political channels both independent of and interacting with the Communist
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Party. Diverse social movements have responded to the imperatives of the
day with new claims on the state and on private capital, some of which
directly challenge Communist Party rule. Like earlier regimes, China’s reform
leaders oscillate between the extremes of political repression and a willingness
to tolerate local protest and social movements that do not directly challenge
their own claims to power. But as they grope their way across the river of
reform, the stones underfoot appear slippery indeed.
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