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Preface

Before starting the formal discussion of my research subject, I would like 
to talk about the tortuous intellectual journey that has brought me to the 
writing of this book. What has kindled my interest in China’s public sphere is 
the intellectual debate between the liberals and the new left, which started in 
the late 1990s and continued until the early 2000s. The liberals and the new 
left were two intellectual groups formed in China in the late 1990s. When 
I was a college student (2004–2008), many of my intellectual friends were 
keen on discussing some of the controversial topics in the debate, such as 
“whether authoritarianism or neoliberalism constitutes a greater obstacle to 
China’s modernization.” For me, these discussions were rather abstract and 
confusing. I had no idea what they could mean to people’s real political life. 
What had made me particularly confused were the liberals and their political 
agenda of building civil society. As early as the 1990s, the liberals began to 
advocate that China needed a civil society, that is, an independent space for 
participation, to constrain the state power and promote democratization. In 
the 2000s, some of the liberals added that a vibrant civil society could also 
solve the many problems brought by the market economic reform, such as 
inequality. I saw the liberals’ interpretation of civil society as presenting a 
political ideal. But I wondered whether and how this ideal could be realized.

Between 2011 and 2014, I did fieldwork in Beijing, Shanghai, and the Pearl 
River Delta to collect data for my doctoral dissertation. My original plan was 
to figure out the role of the liberals in the formation of critical discourses 
and the translation of the idea of civil society across academic studies and 
social movements. Immediately after I started my fieldwork, I discovered 
that China’s public sphere had a rather contentious ideological environment. 
Multiple, intersecting networks were formed, in which people debated on 
whether the political ideal advocated by the liberals was appropriate for pro-
moting democratization in China, what kind of strategies could be employed 
to apply the ideal into practice, and whether social movements still needed 
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the guidance of an abstract, comprehensive ideological thought. To catch up 
with these debates, I tried to follow as many types of activists as possible. I 
interviewed not only activists who were driven by the liberal ideology, but 
also those who started with more specific concerns.

My communication with activists from various fields led me to the con-
clusion that two widely held views at that time were flawed. The first widely 
held view was that the liberals’ advocacy of civil society had achieved great 
success in the public sphere; as more Chinese people began to proactively 
defend their own rights, an independent space for participation and checking 
the state power was in the making. As far as I had observed, in the 2000s and 
early 2010s, the liberals did occupy an advantageous position in the produc-
tion of critical public opinions; through offering legal aid and helping people 
establish NGOs, the liberals also did build some connections with various 
social movements that raised social and economic demands. However, the 
gap between the liberals, as a group of intellectual activists who advocated an 
abstract political ideal, and those social movement activists who were driven 
by more concrete concerns was huge. The allies built by the liberals were thus 
fragile and full of contentions.

Another view, which was contrastingly different from the first view yet 
also widely spread, was that the time for ideological debate had been passed 
in China—because of the increasingly complex techniques the state had 
employed for controlling social movement activism, in public discussions, 
people avoided talking about grand political ideals and mainly focused on 
short-term, economic interests. Yet what I had observed in my fieldwork was 
that many activists, especially the youth activists, still took the ideological 
debate seriously. In their daily activities, they discussed extensively the mean-
ing of different intellectual discourses proposed by the liberals and the new 
left and deliberated with each other about how these intellectual discourses 
could be related to the issues they engaged in.

I used my ethnographic data as cross-sectional data and reported some of 
my findings in my dissertation, which was submitted in 2015. During the days 
I tried to turn the dissertation into a book, the Chinese state’s attitude toward 
critical public discussions became more suppressive. About one fourth of 
my interviewees were detained. More than half of the organizations I visited 
were disbanded. As the state’s control over the production of critical news 
was intensified, the liberals and their political project of building civil society 
gradually became marginalized and stigmatized. It was not until then that I 
began to recognize that many phenomena I had observed in the field, such as 
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the contentious ideological debate, were based upon a very specific historical 
context. On the other hand, I also recognized that the quick disintegration of 
the project of building civil society corroborated some of my findings in my 
doctoral dissertation—fissures between different groups of activists in the 
social movement community had long existed.

Nevertheless, the dramatic transformation of the political environment 
in the mid-2010s put me in a depression. For a long time, I was not able to 
gather courage and strength to continue my book project. I could not con-
vince myself that it was still meaningful to write about the liberals, a group 
of people who had begun to lose influence in the public sphere. Additionally, 
my attitude toward the liberals’ project of building civil society had always 
been a critical one. I not only disagreed with the liberals on their interpreta-
tion of state-society relations, but also doubted the effectiveness of the strat-
egies they had employed to apply their political ideals onto reality. Yet in an 
increasingly suppressive environment, I began to be skeptical about my own 
political stance. I was not sure whether it was moral and ethical to present my 
story in such a critical way.

Since 2017, I began to serve as a sociology teacher at Zhejiang University. 
While largely enjoying communicating with my students in class, I sadly dis-
covered that the new generation of university students, who were just about 
ten years younger than I was, had already become strange to the situation in 
which people could openly and seriously talk about social issues and push 
the state to change its policies and laws. Many students had not even heard 
of the Sun Zhigang Incident, the historical event that had terminated the 
“custody and repatriation” law in 2003—for most intellectual activists of our 
generation, this was a milestone in the development of human rights advo-
cacy campaigns in China. Even students who were keen on the idea of social 
movements had very limited knowledge of activism and activists in the past. 
In 2018, to support the collective action organized by workers at Jasic, a plant 
for producing welding machines, student activists from all over the country 
gathered at Shenzhen, where they launched a series of demonstrations and 
publicly expressed their belief in Marxism. In a discussion of the event during 
my office hours, a student of mine who was interested in labor rights issues 
said that this was the first time youth activists in China attended labor activ-
ism. When I told her that university students’ participation in labor rights 
issues had long existed in Beijing and the Pearl River Delta since the 2000s, 
she was surprised as well as confused.

My students’ attitude made me realize that the social movement com-
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munity in China was a community that lacked collective memories. Despite 
authoritarian repression, resistance activisms of various kinds continuously 
emerged in the interstices of state control. However, because the formation 
of formal organizations was strictly limited, knowledge and experience of 
social movements could hardly be passed on between different generations 
of activists. Experiencing these new conditions, I began to see the value of 
documenting the liberals. I also began to see the value of historical stud-
ies. Although many actors in the liberal camp, notably human rights law-
yers, investigative journalists, and internet-based public intellectuals, were 
no longer able to insert influence in the public sphere, we could at least look 
into the past, understanding under what condition they had emerged, what 
achievements they had made, and how their influence had declined.

These feelings and thoughts have eventually been crystallized into the 
theme of this book—a comprehensive description of the rise and fall of the 
liberals and their project of building civil society over the past thirty years.

Students on Chinese politics used to debate whether China has a civil 
society. Some of these students argue that the concept of civil society has 
originated from the West and is not applicable to China. Others use the con-
cept to refer to a variety of organizations and networks that are outside the 
state system. For the second group of students, the relationship between civil 
society and the state is an empirical question that can be investigated. This 
book intends to sidestep the debate and see the dissemination of the idea of 
civil society as an ideational movement.

By saying that civil society in China was an ideational movement, I 
mainly want to convey three layers of meanings. First, I want to emphasize 
that an independent space for political participation had not actually existed 
in China. When the liberals advocated the idea of civil society, their public 
expressions were based upon their imagination of a desirable politics, rather 
than on reality. Second, I would like to point out that the imagination of pol-
itics can be consequential. Although the solidarity promoted by the liberals 
had been fragile, in the name of building civil society, Chinese people estab-
lished working alliances, through which they managed to expose many prob-
lems arising during the market economic reform. Third, I suggest that it was 
not the liberals who had determined the influence of the idea of civil society 
in China’s public sphere; rather, the influence of the idea had been contingent 
upon a series of complex political, social, and technological conditions that 
were out of the liberals’ control.

To demonstrate the changing influence of the project of building civil 
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society in China, I select five social movements and trace their development 
in the past three decades. These five movements were the environmental 
movement, the homeowners’ movement, the labor movement, the femi-
nist movement, and the New Rural Reconstruction Movement (which later 
evolved into the food movement). I select these five movements, because 
they had varied greatly from each other in their ideological expressions and 
their relations with the liberals. Specifically, the environmental movement 
was from the very beginning closely connected with the liberals. The home-
owners’ movement used to be regarded as the pioneer of the project of build-
ing civil society. But in the late 2000s, homeowners’ organizations in differ-
ent regions began to develop their own agenda. The labor movement and the 
feminist movement had also been regarded as part of the project of building 
civil society. But the issues these two movements addressed had largely been 
treated as of secondary importance in the 2000s. Hence both movements, 
especially the feminist movement, offered sharp criticism of the liberals since 
the late 2000s. Lastly, the New Rural Reconstruction Movement was from 
the beginning close to the new left and inimical to the liberals.

Analyses in this book mainly rely on data I have collected in five research 
projects. The first project was my dissertation. As I have mentioned above, 
between 2011 and 2014, I did fieldwork in Beijing, Shanghai, and the Pearl 
River Delta. During the fieldwork, I conducted over 150 interviews with 106 
activists. My informants included intellectual elites who had advocated the 
idea of civil society in China since the late 1990s as well as those activists 
who had joined social movements in later years and engaged in activism that 
addressed more concrete issues. The social movement activism these peo-
ple had organized involved a wide range of themes, including environmental 
protection, homeowners’ rights, labor rights, women’s rights, LGBT rights, 
HIV/AIDS prevention, poverty alleviation in rural areas, and cultural heri-
tage preservation.

The second project was a study on homeowners’ associations in Shanghai, 
which was conducted between 2006 and 2012. In this project, I interviewed 
41 homeowner activists, from whom I became familiar with homeowners’ 
associations’ daily activities, their interactions with local government agen-
cies and developers, and various conflicts happening in commercial housing 
communities. I also interviewed nine government officials whose work was 
related to the governance of homeowners’ associations.

The third was a project on the historical transformation of labor NGO 
activism. Between 2012 and 2018, I visited 38 labor NGOs in six cities—Beijing, 
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Guangzhou, Shenzhen, Foshan, Dongguan, and Zhuhai—and conducted 60 
interviews with labor activists. During my fieldwork, I attended labor NGOs’ 
meetings, participated in activists’ training programs, worked as an interpreter 
when English-speaking activists and scholars came to visit, and helped these 
organizations raise funds. Based on various sources, I also assembled an archive 
that contained information on the history of 78 labor NGOs.

The fourth project was a study on China’s food movement. In this project, 
I worked with Xu Yi, a sociologist at Sun Yat-sen University. Our goal was to 
map various kinds of alternative food networks in China. Between 2011 and 
2017, we visited 25 organizations in Beijing, Guangzhou, Shanghai, Shenzhen, 
Huizhou, and Chengdu and interviewed 50 activists. Our interviewees were 
mostly activists in consumers’ cooperatives, activists in farmers’ markets, and 
organic farmers.

The last project was a study on youth activists. In 2017 and 2018, I worked 
with a research team, which consisted of a group of social science students 
and NGO activists in Guangzhou. We investigated how youth activists had 
adapted to the changing political and social environment in China since 2013. 
In this project, we interviewed 26 youth activists, most of whom had worked 
in fields like environmental protection, labor rights, and women’s rights.

During all the above-mentioned interviews, I often liked to discuss con-
troversial issues with my interviewees. I often told them that I had talked (or 
planned to) with someone whose position was contrastingly different from 
theirs. In a few times, this irritated my interviewees and disrupted our con-
versations. But on many other occasions, this strategy brought my study to 
a deeper level. A case in point is my investigation over the “ethical dilemma” 
of human rights activism. When I was in the field in 2012 and 2013, many 
human rights activists were debating whether it was necessary to establish 
connections between “rights-defending” activism that mainly raised social 
and economic demands, and political activism that criticized China’s author-
itarian system and advocated constitutional democracy. While many activists 
supported that kind of connection, opponents pointed out that radicalizing 
“rights-defending” activism could further endanger participants of the activ-
ism and asked intellectual elites to understand the condition of socioeco-
nomically disadvantaged participants and respect these people’s feelings. 
In my fieldwork, I found that the divergence between different activists was 
huge. When I discussed this issue with the activists, they often flung out 
harsh words at others.

To explore how the “ethical dilemma” had come into being, I interviewed 
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human rights lawyers, NGO leaders, and liberal intellectuals from both 
sides. To achieve a more comprehensive understanding of the issue, I also 
followed a few “rights-defending” cases and interviewed dozens of activists 
from socioeconomically disadvantaged groups. Being immersed in infor-
mation obtained from people holding different positions, I began to see the 
subtleties of the issue. On the one hand, the concern that radicalizing “rights-
defending” activism could endanger participants was real. The situation of 
many participants did become worse, due to suppression of the state, after 
they worked with human rights lawyers and NGO activists. On some occa-
sions, these participants did blame the lawyers and activists for making use 
of the “rights-defending” activism for achieving their own political goals. But 
on the other hand, the courage and selflessness embodied in human rights 
lawyers and NGO activists had not been faked. For the sake of criticizing 
injustice in society and promoting democratization, many of these lawyers 
and activists did sacrifice a lot. Misunderstanding and mistrust had emerged 
among these two groups of people because they usually had very different 
backgrounds and their perception of the meaning of resistance and risk was 
divergent. This finding pushed me to go beyond choosing sides and reflect 
upon the liberal interpretation of civil society that dichotomized the state-
society relations and view participants of civil society as homogeneous.

Apart from the interviews, my analyses have also heavily relied upon var-
ious archives (e.g., media reports, open letters, activists’ blogs, and activists’ 
underground publications) and existing research reports on NGO activism, 
social movements, online protests, and the production of critical news in 
China. I usually refer to data from multiple sources to cross validate my 
arguments.

This book involves public discussions on multiple sites. I write about 
the ideological debate among intellectual elites, as well as the critical news 
reports on mass media, NGO activism, and collective actions initiated by 
grassroots, socioeconomically disadvantaged activists. For readers who are 
familiar with some elements of China’s public sphere, such as NGOs, online 
protests, and public intellectuals, my description of any of the elements may 
appear to be not sufficiently “thick.” But I hope to convince my readers that 
this kind of sacrifice is necessary. What I want to present in this book is not 
the dynamics of any single form of public participation; rather, what I want 
to present is the formation of a common mentality behind different forms of 
public participation within a specific historical period and how this mentality 
has later disintegrated.
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During the days I wrote the first draft of this book, protests were rising in 
several cities in China. University students and ordinary urban residents took 
to the streets, expressing their discontent with the government’s COVID pol-
icies. Commentaries rose again that a vibrant civil society was emerging in 
China and that the younger generation was becoming more courageous to 
defend their own rights. Honestly, I cannot predict where these activisms will 
lead us to and whether they could have any long-term impact on China’s pol-
itics and culture. All I can present is a careful documentation of things that 
have happened in the past. This book is dedicated to anyone who believes in 
or questions the possibility of promoting democracy through building civil 
society, both in China and in the international community. I hope readers, 
through learning my case, know more about the potential and constraint in 
the application of this idea.
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Introduction

On April 24, 2013, sitting in a small but cozy meeting room at the Institute for 
Civil Society at Sun Yat-sen University, I had a long conversation with Jing,1 
a youth activist, on the ideological question in labor activism. This was the 
first year that China entered Xi Jinping’s presidency. In southern cities like 
Guangzhou and Shenzhen, the state’s attitude toward social movement activ-
ism was still tolerant. Since the passage of the Labor Contract Law (2007), 
labor protests demanding higher wages and better working conditions had 
been rising. Being attracted by workers’ uprisings, scholars, lawyers, jour-
nalists, and students intervened in labor issues and advocated agendas with 
different ideological concerns. The liberals applauded the workers’ practice 
of self-organization. The social democrats pushed the state to provide better 
protection of workers’ social rights. The Marxists discussed the necessity of 
creating a new working-class culture. As these interventions proceeded, con-
troversies among different groups arose. Jing happened to have connections 
with people in different camps. Tentatively, I asked about her ideological 
position and her opinion on the debate.2

Pausing for a moment, Jing offered me a tortuous answer. She started 
with her experience of becoming an activist in the environmental move-
ment. Being influenced by senior activists in the field, she recognized the 
many problems caused by the unconstrained state power and began to iden-
tify with the liberals. In those years, she scorned all leftist social thoughts 
and firmly believed that “only those who were brainwashed by the govern-
ment would believe in Marxism.” But later, as she became interested in the 
issue of rural migrant workers in China, her position gradually changed. 
First, she quickly found that workers as individuals were powerless vis-à-vis 
employers in a so-called free market. Second, she realized that major partic-
ipants in those organizations that the liberals had supported, such as NGOs, 
often had a middle-class background, while workers tended to be marginal-
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ized or even silenced. These observations led her to the conclusion that the 
liberty advocated by the liberals was “too abstract” for socioeconomically 
disadvantaged groups.

In her senior year, she attended a reading group organized by Workers’ 
Friendly Society (Gongyou zhi Jia), a Beijing-based organization promoting 
new working-class culture, and was introduced to the Marxist theory of alien-
ation. In the group, youth activists and activists from rural migrant workers’ 
communities enthusiastically discussed the possibility of building solidarity 
and resisting the neoliberal economic order. The Marxist discourse presented 
in the lively discussions was so different from that in the monotonous state 
propaganda. Jing felt excited and began to acknowledge that “there might be 
something reasonable in Marxism.”

On hearing the mention of Workers’ Friendly Society, I interrupted Jing 
and asked, “So does that mean now you are on the left?” I expected a positive 
answer. Yet she took on a puzzled look and suggested that she was not sure. 
To elaborate her understanding, she said, “Historically, many regimes claim-
ing to follow Marxism eventually turned to totalitarianism. I think China 
was one of them. I don’t know whether there is a necessary linkage between 
the two.” She asked about my opinion. I responded that this was a sophis-
ticated question to which I had no definitive answer either. Then she con-
tinued to say, “I cannot wholeheartedly support Workers’ Friendly Society’s 
ideological position, though I really like the way it mobilizes workers. For 
me, the major problem is that they [activists at Workers’ Friendly Society] 
have never articulated their attitude toward the state. If they can’t articulate 
that, chances are that one day they go so far as to defend or cooperate with 
the authoritarian regime.”

With respect to this kind of ambivalence toward ideological questions, 
Jing was not alone. In 2012 and 2013, I interviewed twenty-two youth activ-
ists attending labor activism. Many of them were flooded with different sorts 
of ideological discourses. They discussed extensively the meaning of these 
discourses and how these discourses could be related to the organization of 
workers. While very often feeling confused, they tended to refuse to be asso-
ciated with any specific ideological position.

Bearing these conversations in my mind, I was a bit more shocked than 
many common watchers when I saw university students attend the Jasic 
labor protest in 2018. I was shocked because the ambivalent attitude, which 
used to be so prevalent among youth activists, seemed to be gone overnight. 
To support workers’ collective action at Jasic, a plant producing welding 
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machines in Shenzhen, students from a couple of Marxist reading groups all 
over China came together. In the summer and autumn of 2018, they orga-
nized a series of demonstrations and public speeches, in which they proudly 
expressed their belief in Marxism. When their parents and professors came, 
coaxing them to withdraw from the agitational activities, they shouted, 
“Marxism is my religion.”3

What else surprised me in the Jasic incident was the absence of the lib-
eral discourse in the students’ activism. Not long ago, the liberal discourse 
that criticized the authoritarian state was quite influential among the youths 
who were interested in social movement activism. It was because of the pop-
ularity of the liberal discourse that many youth activists like Jing had taken 
a more cautious attitude toward various leftist discourses, such as Marx-
ism. When these youth activists employed the Marxist discourse to discuss 
issues like inequality, they usually felt the need to dialogue with the liberals 
and draw on some of the discourses the liberals commonly used, such as 
“civil society,” to legitimize their ideological position. For example, when Jing 
talked with me about her participation in the leftists’ agenda of promoting 
a new working-class culture, she emphasized that this was mainly to “help 
the disadvantaged speak so that they could also enter civil society.” But in 
the activism in 2018, the dialogue between different ideological orientations 
disappeared. The students advocated Marxism as if the linkage between the 
discourse and the issue they were concerned with, that is, migrant workers’ 
rights, was beyond dispute.

A few years later, the students’ enthusiasm in labor protests eventually 
subsided as the Chinese state intensified its supervision over political par-
ticipation in universities. Recovering from a series of emotional turbulence, I 
found two points worth being articulated. First, despite the state’s continuous 
efforts in suppressing independent political activities, social movement activ-
ism of different kinds had persisted in China during the past few decades. 
Second, while many of the people’s focuses and concerns, such as labor 
rights, had remained, the ideological structure of the activism had changed.

The Questions

Since the 1990s, due to the advancement of the market economic reform and 
the development of new communication technologies, alternative channels 
for public discussion have emerged in China. In the newly rising channels, 
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such as NGOs, the internet, and the commercially-oriented newspapers, 
people have proposed various projects that aim to criticize China’s politics 
and society. Among these projects, the one having the greatest and the most 
lasting impact is the project of building civil society. Being raised in the late 
1990s by a group of intellectual elites who were often referred to in China as 
the liberals (ziyou pai), the civil society project advocated to build an inde-
pendent space for constraining the state power, increasing political participa-
tion, and promoting China’s democratization.

I systematically examine the history of the project of building civil society 
in the past three decades and discover that what I have observed in labor 
activism represents a microcosm of the changing relationship between the 
project and social movements in China. In the early to mid-2000s, the idea of 
civil society was quite influential among various social movements. Activists 
in many movements that engaged in specific social issues, such as the envi-
ronmental movement and the AIDS movement, identified with the liberals 
and regarded their activisms as part of the project of building civil society. 
Since the late 2000s, however, the influence of the liberals gradually began to 
decline. Prominent social movements in the 2010s, such as the labor move-
ment and the feminist movement, also paid attention to the power dynamics 
between state and society. Yet apart from criticizing the state, activists in 
these movements criticized power inequalities within society as well. Instead 
of identifying with the liberals, these activists now and then openly criticized 
the liberals. As is shown in my above description of the political attitude of 
Jing and the students in the Jasic Incident, movement activists in the 2010s 
first contested the liberal interpretation of civil society, and then regarded the 
liberals’ agenda of building civil society as irrelevant.

These transformations beg the following questions: What has accounted 
for the rise and fall of the liberals in China’s public sphere? Why could the 
discourse of civil society serve as a “master frame” in the ’00s, but not in the 
’10s? How was the connection between the liberals and those social move-
ment activists maintained before the late ’00s, and why did it begin to dis-
integrate thereafter? How has an intellectual project that claims to provide 
a package plan for China’s political reform gradually lose prominence in the 
public sphere? What are the political implications of the transformations?

Several macro-level explanations can be offered here, such as the waning of 
the hegemony of liberalism in the international community, China’s rapid eco-
nomic growth, the rise of nationalist sentiment among the youths, and state’s 
systematic repression of the expressions of alternative ideological discourses. 
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While these factors have certainly played a role in this case, the macro-level 
explanations are too general and fail to capture the texture of history.

This book provides an explanation that takes into account the interaction 
between the macro and the micro (Figure 1). I argue that the liberals and their 
project of building civil society had emerged from interstitial spaces formed 
during China’s transition from socialism to a market economy. Later, as the 
power of the state and the market gradually institutionalized activities in the 
spaces, the organizational structure of the public sphere was changed. This 
transformed the way people combined political ideals and specific issues in 
public discussions and caused the eventual decline of the civil society project.

Specifically, I argue that, before the late 2000s, the liberals occupied a 
dominant position in the interstitial spaces. This situation had enabled them 
to project their imagination of politics onto people in wider society and dis-
cursively unify various resistance activisms. The prominence of the civil soci-
ety project had also pushed the Chinese state to deal with some of the most 
egregious social conflicts rising during the economic reform. Since the late 
2000s, however, the increasing intervention of the state and the transforma-
tion of the technological environment had partially institutionalized public 
discussions in the interstitial spaces. This had on the one hand destabilized 
the power of the liberals and on the other hand brought in a new genera-
tion of participants. The engagement between different types of participants 
aroused contestations and nurtured new forms of public expressions in 
which the combination of ideological frames and social issues became more 
exploratory and open-ended. As a result, the project of building civil society 
was challenged, and critical public discussions became fragmented. But the 
transformation had also incurred new forms of resistance activism whose 
public expressions were more fluid and unpredictable.

While this book is primarily about China, it intends to talk to a wider 
audience in three ways. First, this book joins the debate of the public sphere. 

Figure 1. Analytical Framework

condition
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In discussing the location of the public sphere, I employ the concept of inter-
stitial space. Interstitial space can be understood as the space where the 
exercise of power has not been fully institutionalized.4 I argue that vibrant 
public discussions leading to the formation of critical public opinions often 
emerge from such a space. Moreover, I emphasize that these discussions can 
be ephemeral, as the autonomy of activities in an interstitial space is by no 
means guaranteed. Over time, the dominant power structure in a society can 
institutionalize public discussions in an interstitial space. Conventionally, 
scholars locate the public sphere in a space that is independent of state and 
market.5 I contend that this concept is too fossilized. In contrast, the idea of 
interstitial space lends us a more flexible framework for thinking about the 
changing dynamics of the public sphere.

Second, I want to use China as a case to reflect upon the multiple, contra-
dicting consequences of the global dissemination of the idea of civil society. 
Since the 1980s, with the end of the Cold War and the rise of neoliberal-
ism in major capitalist economies, the discussion of the idea of civil society, 
both in academic and political circles, has revived.6 Controversies have long 
existed on the political consequence of the revival of the idea of civil society, 
especially in non-Western contexts. While advocates of civil society suggest 
that the growth of an independent space for participation could increase the 
accountability of government and enhance democracy, critics argue that the 
discourse of civil society simply represents the hegemony of the West.7 After 
scrutinizing the rise and fall of the idea of civil society in China in a span of 
almost thirty years, I reach a moderate conclusion. I suggest that, through 
advocating for the idea of civil society, the liberals had managed to mobilize 
resources, build allies, and thematize many social problems rising during a 
critical period in China’s economic reform; however, the liberals’ activism 
had also produced new forms of power inequalities and the solidarity formed 
between their allies had been rather fragile.

Third, at a more general level, this book also contributes to the discus-
sion of dynamics in an ideational movement. It has long been discovered that 
the association of ideas and issues in public discussions is contingent; thus, 
incorporating a wide variety of political and social activism into a unified 
ideological camp always involves a power struggle.8 Extant studies more often 
pay attention to how the association between an idea and specific political 
and social issues is constructed, or the “building of blocs.”9 In demonstrating 
how the idea of civil society had become influential among social movement 
activists, I too analyze the various strategies the liberals had employed in 



Introduction	 7

Revised Pages

constructing the association. However, apart from that, I also highlight the 
multiple processes through which the association built by the liberals was 
contested. I show that, while bringing uncertainties, the contestations could 
be beneficial to the maintenance of the vitality of an ideational movement. 
These analyses shed light on some of the dilemmas people encounter when 
forging a political camp that is based on an abstract idea.

The rest of the introduction chapter is arranged in the following way. First, 
I critically review the literature on China’s public sphere. Then I lay out my 
analytical framework and introduce how my study talks to various extant 
studies. In this part, I review scholarly discussions on three subjects, which 
are the theoretical relations between the public sphere and the concept of 
interstitial space, the political implication of the global dissemination of the 
idea of civil society, and the dynamics in an ideational movement. After that, I 
offer a general sketch of the rise and fall of the project of building civil society 
in China. The last section is an overview of the content of each book chapter.

Understanding the Public Sphere in China

Since the 1990s, there has risen a growing body of literature discussing 
the nature of China’s public sphere. The literature involves a wide range of 
research subjects, including the NGO activism, online discussions and pro-
tests, the production of critical news reports, and social movements.10 Early 
studies mostly focus on the conditions in which alternative public discussions 
occur. Factors like commercialization, the development of internet technol-
ogy, the intervention of transnational organizations, and the withdrawal of 
state power are highlighted.11 In recent years, the research interest in the field 
has turned to the increasing interventions of state power. Scholars analyze 
the measures the state has adopted to infiltrate, distinguish, and regulate 
public discussions.12 There are also studies reflecting upon the limitations of 
the public sphere, pointing out the various power inequalities among partic-
ipants.13 The extant literature provides rich information on the interactions 
between the state, market, and public sphere. The analysis of this book will 
also draw on some of the data the literature has presented.

However, two important aspects have been understudied. First, there 
lacks a comprehensive review of the changing structure of China’s public 
sphere in the past three decades. Most analyses in the extant literature have 
been generalized from cross-sectional data. Although, in recent years, there 
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has emerged some longitudinal studies, these studies usually focus on single 
elements in the public sphere, such as social movement organizations in a 
specific thematic field.14 In this project, I want to emphasize that what mat-
ters are not only the rise or fall of any single elements in the public sphere, 
but also how the way these elements are related to each other has changed 
over time.15

Let me use the changing position of NGOs to illustrate this point. In 
the 1990s and 2000s, when state control over NGOs was still porous, many 
NGOs, especially those in the fields of environmental protection and labor 
rights, established connections with agitational activities like protest. While 
creating more disturbances, the association between NGOs and protest 
activities had also helped to thematize social problems and translate frag-
mented discontents into articulated policy suggestions. But since the late 
2000s, as the state began to employ more meticulous strategies to regulate 
NGOs, most of these organizations turned to service provision activism. 
Based on these facts, some scholars argue that, through inventing new tech-
niques for governance, the authoritarian state in China is now able to peace-
fully coexist with a civil society that enjoys a certain degree of autonomy.16 
What these scholars ignore is the fact that, as these NGOs have become more 
cooperative with the government, their capacity to absorb resistance activism 
has also dropped. Discontents have since then been conveyed through other 
channels, such as youth activists’ event-based concern groups. This implies 
that, rather than bringing “peace” to the public sphere, the state has simply 
pushed conflicts into a new terrain. Only by reviewing the internal structure 
of the public sphere can we recognize changing dynamics like this.

Second, the literature underestimates the sophistication of ideological 
debates. There is no lack of concern in the extant literature on the ideolog-
ical expressions in China’s public sphere. Studies on the intellectual sphere 
analyze the divergence between the liberals and the new left.17 Studies on 
popular protests highlight the diverse ideological discourses people employ 
when proposing demands.18 Recent studies on online platforms like Weibo 
explore the multiple meanings of the ideological discourses in public discus-
sions.19 But what has been changed during the past three decades are not only 
the ideological discourses people use but also the way abstract ideological 
expressions are inserted into the discussion of concrete issues. For example, 
public discussions on politics in the 1990s used to be flooded with debates 
on abstract ideas, such as “whether authoritarianism or neoliberalism con-
stitutes a greater obstacle to China’s modernization.”20 Nowadays, while these 
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abstract debates still exist, they have become limited to activists’ small circles. 
When abstract ideas like neoliberalism are mentioned in wider public dis-
cussion, they are often associated with or subordinated to the articulation of 
more specific interests. Recent studies on the “grassroots intellectuals” have 
recognized this trend.21 But how this transformation has taken place is still 
unknown and needs to be historicized.

To examine these understudied aspects, I turn to new analytical 
approaches. To unpack the historical transformation of the structure of the 
public sphere, I turn to the theoretical discussion of interstitial emergence. To 
analyze the complexity of the ideological debates, I see the dissemination of 
the idea of civil society as an ideational movement and investigate the multi-
ple political processes involved in the movement.

Interstitial Space and the Public Sphere

The Idea of Interstitial Publics

The idea of the public sphere has come to the study of politics as a normative 
theory.22 It portrays an ideal situation in which the wills and opinions guid-
ing political actions are formed on the basis of rational-critical discourse.23 
Social and political theorists have long been debating in what location a pub-
lic sphere can rise.24 The Habermasian tradition, as a prominent tradition, 
points to an “independent lifeworld” that is outside bureaucratic state and 
capitalist market economy. It is argued that both the state and the market are 
“systems” whose integration is based on instrumental actions in pursuit of 
power and money; hence, it is only in a space that is independent of the two 
institutions can the social integrative power of communication get to thrive.25 
In some theoretical discussions, this independent space is also referred to as 
a civil society being comprised of citizens’ voluntary associations, networks, 
and social movements.26

While being morally compelling, the Habermasian tradition brings dif-
ficulties for empirical research. First, because both the state power and the 
market power can be pervasive, a space that is fully independent of the two 
institutions is hard to find. The applicability of the theory becomes even more 
questionable in non-Western societies, where the differentiation of major 
institutions is limited, and the boundaries of these institutions are often 
unclear. Second, the Habermasian approach tends to idealize civil society 
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actors. Empirical research has repeatedly shown that, instead of engaging in 
communicative actions and forming solidarity, actors in the so-called civil 
society or “independent lifeworld” can also initiate conflicts and create hatred 
and violence.27

This study calls attention to the concept of interstitial space. In his anal-
ysis of the history of social power, Michael Mann describes interstitial space 
as being constituted of power networks that are poorly incorporated into 
the dominant power structure of a society. He argues that it is often in an 
interstitial space that new forms of interactions are invented and coins the 
term interstitial emergence to refer to the situation in which these new inter-
actions induce a reorganization of social life.28 According to Mann, interstitial 
space almost always exists in human society, because the institutionalization 
of social life cannot be total.29

In fact, the idea of interstitial space is not alien to the studies of the public 
sphere.30 To some extent, the bourgeois public sphere investigated by Jür-
gen Habermas in his early work, The Structural Transformation of the Pub-
lic Sphere, can also be seen as an interstitial emergence. The salons, coffee 
houses, and table societies where the bourgeoisie enthusiastically engaged in 
public discussions flourished in a time when feudalism had begun to decline, 
and the power of the modern bureaucratic state had not yet been fully devel-
oped. It was in this seemingly peripheral space that those norms that would 
have substantive influence over democratic deliberations, such as inclusivity 
and equity, were nurtured. Later, as the power of the bureaucratic state pene-
trated society, the bourgeois public sphere began to decline.31

In this study, I contextualize the analysis of the interstitial space in China’s 
transition from socialism to a market economy. Since the 1980s, as the state’s 
controlling power was destabilized, interstitial spaces where there lacked 
established rules emerged out of many different locations. Some of these 
spaces were within the state, or highly embedded in the state. Notable exam-
ples include marginalized or disadvantaged state organs like the All-China 
Women’s Federation (ACWF). Some of the interstitial spaces were outside 
the state, or in places where the influence of state power was rather thin. A 
notable example was the internet space in the 1990s.

I emphasize that these interstitial spaces had not always been fragmented. 
Under certain historical circumstances, practices in different interstitial 
spaces could coalesce into new social spheres in which major participants had 
similar ideas or shared identities and behavioral patterns. A typical example 
was the formation of an NGO sphere in China. If we scrutinize the history of 
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the development of NGOs in China, we may discover that founders of these 
organizations had been rather heterogeneous. Some of the founders were 
intellectual elites working for marginalized and disadvantaged state organs 
like the ACWF. To realize goals that had been denied or ignored within the 
bureaucratic state, these intellectual elites established NGOs and built allies 
with societal actors. Some founders were grassroots actors who sought to 
establish self-help networks to solve problems in their community. A notable 
instance was rural migrant workers who established organizations to provide 
affordable legal service in workers’ communities. In early years, many of these 
organizations were not even non-profit organizations. Thanks to the inter-
vention of universities, research institutes, and international foundations, 
people with different backgrounds constituted an NGO community. While 
the specific issues these people engaged in were diverse, in the 1990s and 
early 2000s, they had more or less held an “NGO identity,” which claimed 
that NGOs, as “civil society organizations,” were closer to common people, 
and were thus more sensitive to various problems in people’s social life.

Alongside the NGO sphere, this book also highlights the “thought sphere” 
(sixiang jie) and the media sphere. The “thought sphere” is a sphere in which 
humanity and social science scholars openly discuss political and social the-
ories to express their opinions on fundamental political questions that are 
pertinent to China’s reform. The media sphere is a sphere in which journalists 
and editors advocate that news media serve as a “public institution” (gongqi) 
and criticize state’s monopoly of information. As I will show in detail in later 
chapters, while the formation of both spheres had benefited from commer-
cialization and a bourgeoning market economy, major actors in the spheres 
had also mobilized resources from within the state. I contend that it was in 
these spaces that were “in-between” state and society, rather than an “inde-
pendent lifeworld,” that critical public opinions were formed and China’s 
development pattern since the 1980s was challenged. I thus call activisms in 
these spheres as constituting interstitial publics.

Some sociological studies on the public sphere argue that robust public 
discussions having the capacity to sustain democracy must be supported by 
strong regulative and communicative institutions.32 My focus on the intersti-
tial space does not contradict with this view. First, I am not arguing that inter-
stitial publics are sufficient for promoting or sustaining democracy. On the 
contrary, I emphasize that critical public discussions emerging from inter-
stitial spaces often tend to be temporal and ephemeral. I will elaborate the 
implications of this character in the next section. Second, the employment of 
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the concept of interstitial space is to inquire into a different question, which is 
a genetic question: How is it possible that discourses and practices diverging 
from the logic of state and market, the two highly resourceful and powerful 
institutions, come into being? The idea of interstitial space implies that peo-
ple do not need to have an intact civil society with a clear boundary against 
the state and the market to initiate meaningful public discussions. Instead, 
these discussions could emerge interstitially—between the pores of state and 
market institutions or around their edges. The idea thus widens the scope for 
the search of the locations of the public sphere.

The Changing Dynamics of Interstitial Publics

Recent organizational studies on interstitial space focus on the roles of the 
interstitial space in promoting institutional change.33 These studies argue that 
actors in interstitial space usually enjoy much autonomy to establish overlap-
ping networks, draw resources from different spheres, develop hybrid intel-
lectual products, or even invent new identities and communication styles.34 
This study endorses this view. However, I still want to emphasize the other 
side of the shield: Although interstitially emergent actors sometimes do enjoy 
a certain degree of autonomy due to the lack of established rules, the auton-
omy is not institutionally guaranteed. Over time, it is possible that practices 
in an interstitial space are institutionalized by the dominant power structure 
in society and thus lose critical edge. By institutionalization, I refer to the 
development of rules, norms, or procedures that have the capacity to con-
strain social actions. This can result from the fact that dominant institutions 
like the state and corporations in the market command the power to regulate 
the space, or that practices in the space become so routinized that they no 
longer constitute challenges to any established institutions.

The institutionalization of the interstitial publics this book examines has 
happened almost immediately after the emergence of the interstitial spaces. 
I suggest that the forces of institutionalization have come from multiple 
sources. On the one hand, confronting the rise of various alternative public 
discussions, the Chinese state has sought to establish new rules. The central-
ization of state power, which has accelerated since the late 2000s, has also 
facilitated the enforcement of these rules. On the other hand, since the 2010s, 
the role played by the market has gradually changed. As I have mentioned 
above, in the 1990s and 2000s, a bourgeoning market economy and commer-
cialization played a crucial role in supporting the interstitial publics, as the 
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market provided many resources with which actors in the interstitial publics 
could deviate from those discourses and practices advocated by the state. 
However, since the 2010s, the logic of maximizing profit has begun to prevail 
in several spaces that had been penetrated by the commercial power of the 
market, such as the commercialized newspapers and the social media space. 
Resultantly, the commercial power has become more homologous with the 
power of the state. As these systemic powers have become more pervasive, 
the condition of interstitial publics has transformed.

In elaborating the institutionalization process of China’s interstitial pub-
lics, I highlight the following three points. First, I propose that we recognize 
that institutionalization is a lasting process. The development of rules and 
procedures—even if it is promoted by powerful institutions like the state—
takes time.35 In other words, there would usually be a time interval between 
the interstitial emergence of some activities and the situation in which these 
activities are finally institutionalized. I suggest that this seemingly transitory 
period constitutes a period of uncertainty. Chances are that the practices and 
discourses formulated during the period simply vanish with the institution-
alization. But it can also be that these practices and discourses become so 
widespread that they produce long-term impact over the interaction between 
the interstitial space and the dominant power structure. As I will elaborate, 
such a phenomenon has repeatedly occurred in China’s interstitial publics 
since the 2000s.

Second, I suggest that the institutionalization of interstitial space tends to 
be uneven when different actors are involved. In my case, due to its depen-
dence on the state, the “thought” sphere began to be institutionalized as early 
as the first half of the 2000s. As the professional regulations on the publica-
tion of academic works and the promotion of scholars became increasingly 
well-defined, humanity and social science scholars became less incentivized 
to communicate with the public on sophisticated, abstract political ideals. 
But during that period, the media sphere and the NGO sphere were still 
expanding. An implication of this character is that the internal structure of 
an interstitial public could be changed during its institutionalization.

Third, I contend that, when the institutionalization is carried out in a 
top-down fashion, without sufficient negotiation with interstitially emergent 
actors, unintended consequences are likely to occur. A common unintended 
consequence is that interstitially emergent actors begin to skirt around the 
intervention of external powerful institutions and search for new interstitial 
space. As these actors move to other social domains, they may merge with 
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new networks and initiate new forms of action. This proposition is of particu-
lar importance for us to understand the new trend of the development of the 
interstitial publics in China after the mid-2010s.

Because institutionalization is a lasting, uneven process that may incur 
unintended consequences, the transformation of interstitial publics is often 
non-linear, containing contradicting tendencies. This implies that it is hard to 
use a single index to describe the attributes of an interstitial public. Instead 
of saying that an interstitial public has become more “radical,” “conserva-
tive,” “proactive,” or “inactive,” I unpack the structure of public discussions 
throughout my historical analysis.

Studying Civil Society as an Ideational Movement

The Civil Society Debate in Non-Western Context

Since the 1980s, the rise of neoliberalism in major economies and the fall of 
communism in central and eastern Europe arouse passion among scholars for 
“rediscovering” civil society. In discussing the possibility of democracy and 
political change, some scholars use the concept of civil society to signify the 
realm of market economy and private interests, while others view civil soci-
ety rather as the activity of social forces distinct from both state and market.36 
In general terms, civil society has been regarded as a good thing. It is argued 
that a strong civil society is able to constrain the over expansion of authori-
tarian state power and protect the integrity of private life.37 The associational 
practices in civil society can also school citizens in the skills for communi-
cation and nurture a public culture that encourages mutual understanding;38 
moreover, civil society increases, alongside formal institutions, channels for 
political participation and thus “deepens” democracy.39 The influence of the 
discussion has gone beyond the academic community. Since the end of the 
Cold War, civil society has become the language of political dissidents, social 
movement activists, and international foundations.40 Many governments and 
corporations have also used the concept to express their agenda.41 Numerous 
resources have been invested in civil society institutions like NGOs and vol-
untary associations.

Nevertheless, the frequent employment of the concept of civil society 
incurs wide criticism. Scholars have been particularly critical of the applica-
bility of the concept in non-Western societies. For example, anthropologist 
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James Ferguson contends that the civil society thesis and the state/society 
dichotomy inherent to the thesis are Eurocentric. According to Ferguson, the 
civil society thesis ignores that power in Africa has long been exercised by 
entities other than the state, such as colonialists’ private corporations; it also 
tends to be blind to the fact that the so-called civil society in Africa, which is 
comprised of internationally funded NGOs, is often anti-democratic.42

Similar debates have also happened among students of China. Since the 
1980s, being influenced by the global revival of the idea of civil society, his-
torians, political scientists, and sociologists began to employ the concept to 
explain history and politics in China. Some of these scholars see the eruption 
of the Tiananmen Protest in 1989 as a sign of a rising civil society and argue 
that the incipient civil society has been brought forth by the market eco-
nomic reform.43 Some draw on historical studies on commercial cities in the 
Qing Dynasty and argue that civil society emerged in China as early as the 
19th century.44 Criticism, on the other hand, points out that these views are 
empirically not grounded. Social movement scholar Zhao Dingxin contends 
that civil society organizations played marginal roles in the mobilization of 
the student movement in 1989; the rapid mobilization of the movement had 
rather to do with the particular ecology of the urban space in Beijing, which 
was in fact a legacy of China’s socialist practices.45 East Asian historian Fred-
eric Wakeman suggests that most capitalist organizations and institutions in 
commercial cities in the Qing Dynasty, which have been regarded as evidence 
of the existence of civil society in premodern China, enjoyed very limited 
autonomy from the state.46

I have mixed concerns over these debates. On the one hand, I am sympa-
thetic to the criticism of the applicability of the concept of civil society. Since 
the 1990s, the Chinese liberals claimed that they were trying to build a civil 
society. But as I will elaborate in detail in this book, neither the liberals nor 
the organizations they had established were fully independent of the state. 
The contrary is true, many of them were to different degrees embedded in the 
state. Therefore, instead of presuming that these organizations are indepen-
dent forces that can promote democratization, we need to be attentive to the 
changing context and investigate their condition on the ground. From this 
perspective, I agree with the advocacy of African studies scholar Mahmood 
Mamdani, who is also a critic of the civil society thesis, that we need to study 
the “really existing civil society.”47

Yet on the other hand, I also want to emphasize that the talk of ideas, 
even when they are not well grounded in reality, can be consequential. This is 
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because it is not just what history and reality actually are that may influence 
political change; how we think about history and reality, and how we think 
about our capacity to promote changes, also matter. In this aspect, the influ-
ence of the discussion of civil society in China provides an illustrative example. 
Because the liberals firmly believed that civil society was crucial for political 
reform and that an incipient civil society was already in the making in China, 
they established NGOs to engage in social issues, encouraged the production 
of critical news, and built allies with leaders in various grassroots protests. 
The imagination of politics eventually created new facts—although the orga-
nizations and networks formed in the liberals’ activism had not evolved into 
any grand resistance movement like the Solidarity Movement in Poland, they 
had nonetheless, in a critical period in China’s economic reform, thematized 
many social problems in the public sphere and profoundly changed the cul-
ture of public discussion.

Based on these concerns, I suggest that we see the dissemination of the 
idea of civil society in non-Western context as an ideational movement. By 
ideational movement, I refer to a movement that seeks to project a certain 
imagination of reality onto people in wider society, despite the existence of 
an interpretation of the reality supported by some forms of dominant power 
structure. In this book, instead of joining the debate on whether China has a 
civil society, I regard the Chinese liberals’ practices of advocating civil society 
as a solid fact. Of course, I will still examine how the liberals talk about Chi-
na’s civil society and whether their description of various social movement 
activism has diverged from the “really existing civil society.” But I will spare 
more efforts in explaining how the idea of civil society, as a concept that has 
mainly originated from Western society, has become associated with many 
political facts and concerns in China and how this association has galvanized 
people into action.

Multiple Processes Involved in an Ideational Movement

It has long been discovered that the association of ideological discourse and 
social issues in public expression is not axiomatic. Rather, the association 
process often tends to be temporal and contextual.48 The post-structuralist 
approach for studying political culture emphasizes that incorporating social 
activism that addresses a variety of issues and concerns into a unified ideo-
logical camp involves a power struggle.49 My analysis of civil society as an 
ideational movement in China builds on and extends these discussions. Spe-
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cifically, in documenting the liberals’ expressions and various debates they 
had aroused in the public, I highlight three points.

First, I highlight that the intension of the concept of civil society signifi-
cantly changed when it traveled across the boundary between academic stud-
ies and social movements. As I will elaborate, to make the concept appear 
to be more compelling, throughout the 1990s and the 2000s, the liberals 
adjusted their presentation of the civil society thesis by altering in their public 
expression the major participants of civil society, the organizational basis of 
civil society, and the goal of civil society activism. Nevertheless, the strategy 
of altering the intension of an idea still had its limits. To incorporate more 
issues into their political agenda, the liberals had also promoted many simpli-
fied or reductionist interpretations of sophisticated social facts. For example, 
to illustrate that the idea of civil society was indeed relevant to China’s politi-
cal transition, in the early and mid-2000s, the liberals argued that the various 
resistance activisms organized by different social groups at that time, such as 
peasants, workers, and homeowners, were all evidence of the existence of a 
vibrant civil society. While these activisms had emerged out of rather differ-
ent conditions and proposed diverse demands, the liberals tended to ignore 
the variations and unitarily interpret the activisms as a rising countermove-
ment seeking to constrain the authoritarian state.

Second, I argue that the liberals’ efforts in associating the idea of civil 
society and China’s political reality had constantly encountered challengers. 
The authoritarian state was a major challenger. But it was not the only chal-
lenger. Many non-state actors had also attended the contestations over the 
civil society thesis. In this book, I analyze contentions between the liberals 
and three groups of actors—the new left, socioeconomically disadvantaged 
activists in human rights activism, and activists in movements that claimed 
to represent subaltern interests. I show that, at different stages, these three 
groups of actors had debated with the liberals about the intension of the con-
cept of civil society and the applicability of the concept in the discussion on 
specific issues. They had also pointed out the problems brought by the liber-
als’ simplified readings of many social facts.

Third, I contend that the consequence of the contestations over the idea 
of civil society is open-ended. Challengers’ questions over the meaning of the 
idea of civil society and the applicability of the idea in the Chinese context 
could undermine the constructed association between the idea and reality 
and thus ruin the liberals’ efforts in launching an ideational movement. As 
I will show in this book, this happened during the various debates centering 
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on civil society. But I also want to emphasize that, on some occasions, the 
contestations aroused by challengers could also have a positive impact. This 
is what had happened in public debates on labor rights and feminist rights in 
the late 2000s and early 2010s—by bringing more facts or more perspectives 
for understanding these facts back to public discussion, the contestations had 
urged some of the liberals to reflect upon their position and make their polit-
ical project more inclusive. From my point of view, the contestations played a 
crucial role in sustaining the vitality of the project of building civil society in 
a time when the power of the state had already become pervasive in critical 
and alternative public discussions.

The Rise and Fall of Civil Society as an Ideational Movement

To unpack the processes in which the project of building civil society was 
formed, enlarged, concretized, and later disintegrated, I divide the histori-
cal transformation of China’s public sphere in the past three decades into 
four stages (see Table 1). Each stage features distinctive interstitial publics 
emerging out of distinctive social, political, and technological environments. 
Accordingly, major participants in public discussions and the way they are 
organized are also changing, which leads to the transformation of the dynam-
ics of the civil society debate. The first two stages are the periods in which 
the liberals and their project of building civil society interstitially emerged, 
whereas the latter two stages are the periods in which the project incremen-
tally declined and disintegrated. The content and the form of public discus-
sions in each stage will be examined in detail in the following chapters. In this 
chapter, I will only provide a general sketch of the whole historical process.

The Interstitial Emergence of the Civil Society Project

As the country moved away from a planned economy in the 1980s, the Chi-
nese state began to withdraw its power from society. In urban regions, inde-
pendent academic publishing, reading groups, salons, and public lectures 
flourished. In these newly rising venues, humanity and social science scholars 
working in state sponsored universities and research institutes reflected upon 
the Cultural Revolution, discussed the possibility of a humanitarian Marx-
ism, and openly criticized government’s policies. Their activisms promoted 
the formation of a “thought sphere,” in which intellectual elites engaged in 
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public debates on political and social theories to express their concerns about 
China’s reform. Being influenced by the modernization theory, many scholars 
believed that, whereas the West, featuring market economy, democratic pol-
itics, and the protection of individual liberty, represented a more “advanced” 
society, China, lacking these things, was “backward;” the only way for China 
to achieve prosperity and return to the international community was, there-
fore, to embrace the West. These scholars advocated their idea through 
translating Western theoretical works and making documentary films. These 
activisms were later referred to as the New Enlightenment Movement (Xin 
Qimeng Yundong). It served as the progenitor of the 1989 student movement.

Although the student movement was suppressed, the relatively open 
political environment had largely remained in the 1990s. Because of the influ-
ence of the neoliberal ideology and the pressure from the international com-
munity, the Chinese state loosened its control over society again after Deng 
Xiaoping’s Southern Tour (1992). With the interstitial emergence of dozens of 
magazines dedicated to theoretical and ideological debates, activities in the 
“thought sphere” returned around the mid-1990s. As the intellectual debates 
on China’s reform were deepened, the New Enlightenment Movement was 
disintegrated into two opposing camps—the liberals and the new left. The 
liberals largely inherited the spirit of the New Enlightenment Movement and 
insisted that the authoritarian state was the root of all problems in Chinese 
society. On the other side, the new left held a more critical attitude toward 
the New Enlightenment Movement and highlighted social conflicts caused 
by the capitalist market and neoliberal globalization. With the rise of these 
debates, public life gradually revived from the shadow of the failure of the stu-
dent movement. I hence call the first stage (1992–2002) the stage of revival.

It was during this stage that the idea of civil society was introduced. Being 
influenced by the writings of dissident intellectuals in eastern Europe, social 
science scholars began to talk about the possibility of building a civil society 
in China. In their early discussions, civil society was described as a space 
consisting of market economy and citizens’ autonomous associations. It was 
emphasized that such a space could constrain the arbitrary state power and 
empower citizens to participate in politics. The advocates of civil society in 
the ’90s shared with the intellectuals in the ’80s a dichotomous thinking of 
politics and history. Yet the dichotomy proposed in the ’90s was new. Whereas 
major antitheses accentuated in the ’80s were between the conservatives and 
the reformers, China and the West, and the planned economy and the market 
economy, in the ’90s, the emphasis went to the antithesis between state and 
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society. During the debate between the liberals and the new left, the idea of 
civil society was gradually associated with the liberals and became the liber-
als’ political project. In the 1990s, many activists who had experienced the 
student movement embraced the idea of civil society, because they believed 
that the idea provided an alternative framework for thinking about the pos-
sibility of a peaceful transition to democracy. Nevertheless, the influence of 
the idea at this stage was still limited. Except for a couple of intellectual elites, 
very few people talked about it in wider society.

Changes took place in the early 2000s. Since the beginning of the Hu-
Wen regime (2003), the Chinese state began to emphasize that its devel-
opment goal had shifted to building a “harmonious society” (hexie shehui), 
rather than simply boosting economic growth. This generated a political 
atmosphere that was more tolerant of the discussion of social problems. 
Meanwhile, the economic reform since the 1990s, which heavily relied upon 
international trade and business, created an urban middle class in coastal 
regions. As the beneficiaries of the reform, these middle-class residents were 
less interested in a radical political agenda like regime change. Yet these peo-
ple usually held a rather progressivist attitude toward social reform issues. 
Thanks to the development of the internet, they became the new participants 
in public discussions.

During this stage, the “thought” sphere featuring abstract ideological 
discussions declined due to state intervention and the institutionalization of 
academic studies. But the rapid development of the internet technology, the 
intervention of international foundations, the burgeoning market economy, 
and discrepancies between different state sectors brought in new interstitial 
spaces. Around the early 2000s, activities in these spaces coalesced into two 
new spheres for alternative public discussion. These two new spheres were 
the media sphere, in which journalists and editors produced critical news 
reports and criticized the state’s monopoly of information, and the NGO 
sphere, in which activists of different kinds established independent organi-
zations to expand the space for participation. With the structural transforma-
tion of the interstitial publics, the condition of the ideological debate between 
the liberals and the new left also changed. Whereas the new left turned to 
the international academic community and found an audience abroad, the 
liberals turned to the media sphere and the NGO sphere and found allies 
among activist journalists, media-based public intellectuals, NGO activists, 
and human rights lawyers. While actors in the new liberal camp were rather 
heterogeneous with respect to their ideological stance, what had brought 
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these actors together was exactly the idea of civil society, or an imagination 
of politics that rested upon the antithesis between state and society. In the 
early to mid-2000s, these actors built multiple, intersecting networks.

The expansion of the project of building civil society had largely to do 
with the popularization of the discourse of weiquan, which literally meant 
defending rights. The discourse of weiquan was originally a state discourse, 
being employed to highlight the state’s efforts in making laws to protect 
citizens’ rights. Yet the liberals and their allies turned the discourse upside 
down and used it to criticize the state. In China, the 2000s was a period in 
which contentious collective actions were rampant. Locally based protests 
and demonstrations spontaneously emerged, expressing concerns on issues 
like environmental pollution, the corruption of local government officials, 
and the problems in land appropriation and the privatization of state-owned 
enterprises. In the interstitial publics, the liberals and their allies argued that 
all these diverse activisms belonged to one single movement, which was the 
Weiquan Movement. They also suggested that the movement signified a ris-
ing civil society trying to constrain the authoritarian state. To render their 
interpretation of the Weiquan Movement more plausible, the liberals adjusted 
their discussion of civil society. In this process, many questions people used 
to debate in the “thought sphere” in the 1990s, such as the institutional foun-
dation of civil society and its major participants, were largely obfuscated. 
Because the liberals, to a large extent, discursively unified various resistance 
activisms, I call this stage (2003–2007) the stage of counter hegemony.

The burgeoning Weiquan Movement successfully exposed many social 
problems arising during the economic reform and pushed the state to deal 
with some of the most egregious conflicts in society. However, the liberals’ 
dichotomous thinking of state society relations had also caused a series of 
problems. First, because the state was simply regarded as a threat to liberty 
and human rights, the liberals mainly considered the possibility to constrain 
the state power. This framework systematically excluded many rights issues 
in which the state needed to play positive roles, such as the construction 
of social safety networks. Second, the liberals’ understanding of civil society 
also tended to ignore concrete institutions. Many advocacy campaigns they 
launched thus lacked detailed policy suggestions. This severely harmed the 
sustainability of many resistance activisms. Lastly, the dichotomous think-
ing also ignored differences within civil society. This created new forms of 
power inequality between intellectual elites and socioeconomically disadvan-
taged participants in social movements. Based on these facts, I contend that 
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the Weiquan Movement, as a counter-hegemonic movement, was hastily 
formed. The problems inherent to the movement foreshadowed the future 
decline of the project of building civil society.

The Contradicting Disintegration of the Civil Society Project

The first factor that had triggered the transformation of the interstitial pub-
lics in the second half of the Hu-Wen regime was the development of the 
communication technology. With the rapid development of the internet 
infrastructure and the social media technology, getting online became much 
cheaper and easier in the late 2000s. On newly emerging social media like 
Weibo, which came into being in 2009, many people who previously had 
no channels for participation began to voice their concerns. Some of them 
openly criticized the liberals for their oversimplified understandings of poli-
tics and history. The popularization of social media severely impacted the tra-
ditional paper media, where most activist journalists were based. Since 2012, 
the circulation and advertisement income of several prominent newspapers 
began to plummet.

During this stage, the Chinese state’s capacity to regulate public discus-
sions also increased. After the Sichuan Earthquake (2008), the state sought to 
incorporate NGOs. The threshold for registration was lowered. Funds were 
offered to those more cooperative organizations through “purchasing ser-
vice” programs. After the rise of the Arab Spring (2010), censorship in the 
news media was strengthened. The state also detained a couple of human 
rights lawyers who had relatively radical agendas like regime change. Several 
NGOs that had been involved in agitational activities were also disbanded. 
It was during this stage that civil society became a politically sensitive term.

The transformations in the technological and political environment 
generated subtle and intricate influences on the structure of the interstitial 
publics. On the one hand, as prominent NGOs, human rights lawyers, and 
activist journalists were suppressed, the domination of the liberals was largely 
destabilized. On the other hand, the expansion of the space for public com-
munication and the increase of resources had brought in new actors. In the 
second half of the Hu-Wen regime, some socioeconomically less advantaged 
actors, such as rural migrant workers and university students, successfully 
formulated influential organizations and networks. Unlike many liberals, 
these actors’ participation was often driven by very specific concerns. Nev-
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ertheless, the state’s intervention in the interstitial publics was still porous 
and fragmented in this stage. This left space for the liberals to adapt to the 
changes. By adjusting their discourses and practices, some liberals were able 
to maintain their networks in the interstitial publics. China’s public sphere 
thus entered a stage in which old and new actors coexisted and frequently 
encountered each other.

In such a circumstance, several organizations and networks represent-
ing disadvantaged groups, such as peasants, workers, and women, began to 
contest the liberals’ interpretation of civil society. It was not until this stage 
that some of the new leftists’ criticism was reified. In public discussions on 
issues like food safety, rural migrant workers’ social rights, and China’s family 
planning policies, activists representing the subaltern groups debated with 
the liberals on questions like whether the discourse of class should be empha-
sized when talking about civil society, whether the rising market economy 
in China had promoted or inhibited the development of civil society, and 
whether the state could play any positive roles in protecting the rights of the 
disadvantaged. Many of the activists eventually reached the conclusion that 
the civil society project proposed by the liberals was parochial. The contes-
tations between old and new actors brought in alternative critical discourses 
as well as new perspectives for thinking about social problems. But the popu-
larization of the alternative discourses had also incurred divisiveness, both in 
the interstitial publics as a whole and within some social movements. I hence 
call this stage (2008–2013) the stage of internal contestation.

During the last few years of the Hu-Wen regime, the frictions between 
China and the West became more frequent as China achieved greater eco-
nomic influence in the international community. Domestically, nationalist 
sentiments arose, both among state leaders and ordinary people. The state’s 
propaganda turned to the discourse that the idea of civil society was a West-
ern ideology, whose dissemination in society could undermine China’s polit-
ical stability. After the Umbrella Movement in Hong Kong (2014), the state’s 
intervention in the interstitial publics became more coherent and unified. 
Censorship of news reports was further strengthened. Many NGOs that had 
been tolerated or even got registered in the previous stage were disbanded 
after the passage of the philanthropy law and the law on regulating over-
seas NGOs. Meanwhile, the market power had also become more perva-
sive. Corporation-led foundations became a major donor for NGOs. These 
foundations, together with the government sectors running “purchasing 
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service” programs, introduced the mechanism of market competition to the 
NGO sphere. For the sake of survival, newly emerging NGOs usually pack-
aged themselves as cooperative, professional organizations that were able to 
provide solutions to social problems, rather than agitational organizations 
actively engaging in social conflicts. Experiencing these transformations, the 
liberals’ networks, as well as some of the networks representing disadvan-
taged groups, began to disaggregate.

However, in a situation in which the economic growth had slowed down, 
the authoritarian state was far from capable of resolving all social conflicts. 
Nor was it able to eliminate the formation of critical public opinions in a soci-
ety where much of the population had already gained a considerable amount 
of autonomy in the market economic reform. Therefore, although the orga-
nizations and networks that had articulated an agenda were suppressed, the 
public expression of discontent had not ceased. On the internet, collective 
criticisms over issues like labor rights and women’s rights now and then 
occurred. During these processes, new actors once again emerged. Illustra-
tively embodying the ethos of the stage were the youth activists. Through 
formulating voluntary networks, intervening in hotspot events, and estab-
lishing social media on the internet, the youth activists sustained the space 
for alternative voices. In contrast to their predecessors, the youth activists did 
not show much interest in establishing formal organizations. Seeing NGOs 
as too conservative and insensitive to injustice, the youth activists usually 
only formed loosely organized, event-based concern groups. With the rise of 
these new actors, the interstitial publics became more decentered.

I call this new stage (2014–2019) the stage of fragmentation, because the 
formation of critical public opinions had been deprived of any relatively sta-
ble organizing structure. Lacking any long-term agenda, the employment 
of ideological discourses in social movement activism became highly fluid 
and contingent upon immediate situations. For example, by criticizing the 
state’s failure in protecting women’s rights, online feminist activism some-
times held a seemingly liberal stance. But on many other occasions, partic-
ipants of the activism might also draw on Marxist or nationalist discourses. 
In newly emerging public discussions, the liberals as a group were margin-
alized or even stigmatized. Instead of trying to incorporate various kinds of 
social movement activism, as they had done in the 2000s, they became more 
defensive and inclined to fall back upon their own community. As most par-
ticipants of public discussions no longer felt necessary to debate with the 
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liberals on the idea of civil society, the project of building civil society was 
disintegrated and the spirit of the New Enlightenment Movement, which had 
not been eradicated by the failure of the 1989 student movement, eventually 
faded away.

The Organization of the Book

My writings on the historical transformation of China’s public sphere fol-
low a chronological order. The six empirical chapters are divided into two 
parts. Whereas the first three chapters discuss the interstitial emergence of 
the project of building civil society, the latter three discuss the project’s con-
tradicting institutionalization. Chapter one covers the revival stage (1992–
2002). It describes how public life had gradually revived from the shadow of 
the repression of the 1989 student movement and how the idea of civil soci-
ety had been introduced. Chapter two and chapter three cover the stage of 
counter hegemony (2003–2007). Chapter two discusses the expansion of the 
liberals’ networks during the first few years of the Hu-Wen regime. Chapter 
three demonstrates how the liberals had projected their imagination of pol-
itics onto people in wider society and discusses the multiple, contradicting 
consequences of the Weiquan Movement.

Chapter four and chapter five cover the stage of internal contestation 
(2008–2013). Chapter four discusses the emergence of new actors and the 
structural transformation of the interstitial publics during the second half of 
the Hu-Wen regime. Chapter five documents the contestations between the 
liberals and three social movements representing subaltern interests, namely 
the New Rural Reconstruction Movement, the labor activism, and the fem-
inist activism. It compares the three movements in terms of their relations 
formed with the liberals during the contestations. Chapter six covers the 
stage of fragmentation (2014–2019). It describes the marginalization of the 
liberals and the rise of new forms of activism.

In the concluding chapter, I summarize my empirical findings and dis-
cuss the implications of the book. With respect to the studies on the public 
sphere, I suggest that the concept of interstitial space provides a more flexible 
tool for exploring how alternative and critical public opinions could emerge. 
With respect to the future of the project of building civil society, I point out 
that, as the state power vastly expands in the COVID pandemic, the liberal 
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interpretation of civil society is still relevant to critical public discussions in 
China today—if not more relevant. Nevertheless, the liberals nowadays must 
recognize that their criticism over politics is only one of the many criticisms 
available in the public sphere and that they must communicate with actors 
in other resistance activisms from scratch to forge new alliances. Finally, I 
talk about the implication of my study for understanding dynamics in an ide-
ational movement. I contend that launching an idea-based solidarity move-
ment involves unavoidable paradox; to transcend the paradox and construct 
an emancipatory political project at a more substantive level, such a move-
ment needs to be open to various public debates that question and challenge 
any stabilized association between idea and interest.
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Chapter 1

The Gradual Revival of Public Life, 1992–2002

With the death of Mao Zedong in 1976, discontent with China’s socialist 
practices and the communist rule began to rise. In the late 1970s, drawing on 
Marxist concepts like alienation, ideologists and officials working within the 
communist party criticized the dehumanizing political practices during the 
Cultural Revolution and advocated to build a more humanitarian socialism.1 
Writers published realistic novels that portrayed the sufferings of intellectu-
als during the rule of the Gang of Four.2 At the popular level, people posted 
“big character posters” (dazi bao) on a brick wall on Xidan Street in Beijing 
and demanded democracy.3

During the 1980s, as the market economic reform was deepened, fissures 
between high-level state leaders began to emerge. To legitimize their political 
stance, many state leaders chose to ally with actors outside the state. With a 
series of political reforms that aimed to separate the communist party from 
administrative authorities, leaders in many state-run institutes, such as uni-
versities, newspapers, and publishing companies, obtained a considerable 
degree of autonomy. The incipient market economy in urban regions also 
provided people with alternative resources. These conditions facilitated the 
rise of various cultural and intellectual activisms. In newly emerging chan-
nels, such as salons and independent publishing, scholars, journalists, poets, 
and novelists exposed social problems, criticized China’s traditional culture, 
and advocated for further political and economic reform.4 These activisms 
were later referred to as the New Enlightenment Movement. They eventually 
led to the rise of the 1989 Student Movement. However, with the state’s mili-
tary crackdown, the student movement ended up in catastrophe. Within the 
first few years after the failure of the movement, all the cultural and intellec-
tual activisms rising in the ’80s went into abeyance.

This chapter documents how, after the tragic ending of the student move-
ment, public life in China revived in the 1990s. My documentation has two 
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major themes. First, I want to discuss how the idea of civil society had been 
introduced to Chinese audiences in the 1990s. To describe this process, I 
introduce a specific sphere that played a crucial role in promoting critical 
public discussions in China’s history—the “thought sphere.” The “thought 
sphere” was a sphere in which intellectuals of different kinds openly discussed 
theoretical and ideological questions to express their criticism over China’s 
reform. I suggest that, while emerging in the 1980s, the “thought sphere” had 
been able to survive the suppressive environment after the student movement 
and thrive in the 1990s. Second, I want to explain how the idea of civil society 
had been closely associated with the liberals. Around the turn of the century, 
there rose two opposing intellectual camps in China’s “thought sphere,” which 
were the liberals and the new left. I contend that, the association between the 
liberals and the idea of civil society was not inevitable. Rather, it was through 
a series of debates between the two camps that building civil society gradually 
became the liberals’ political project.

The content of this chapter is arranged in the following way. In the first 
section, I discuss the social and political background after 1992. Then I intro-
duce the condition of the “thought sphere” in the 1990s. Because the “thought 
sphere” had been formed during the 1980s, I have to go backward a little bit in 
this section and introduce some forms of intellectual activism that took place 
in the ’80s. Then in discussing the “thought sphere” in the ’90s, I emphasize 
the emergence of various independent journals run by scholars. I also review 
the intellectual debate happening at the turn of the century that had divided 
China’s “thought sphere” into two opposing camps—the liberals and the new 
left. Next, I offer a detailed analysis of how the idea of civil society was intro-
duced. After that, I discuss how, during a series of intellectual debates, the 
idea gradually became associated with the liberals. Before the concluding 
section, I briefly discuss the circulation of the idea of civil society among 
NGO activists in China in the 1990s.

The Social and Political Background after 1992

As the student movement ended in catastrophe on June 4, 1989, intellectuals 
who had been proactive in the 1980s went into a panic. These intellectuals, 
together with many ordinary Chinese people, feared that the failure of the 
student movement would bring China back to Mao’s time. Within the first 
few months after the military crackdown at the Tiananmen Square, intellec-
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tual friends in Beijing did not even visit each other. Most of the intellectual 
activisms in the 1980s thus went into abeyance.

The public doubts were not dispelled until 1992, when China’s retired 
paramount leader, Deng Xiaoping, took a southern tour and reaffirmed that 
the market economic reform would continue. After 1992, the privatization 
of the economy began to accelerate. During the term of Jiang Zemin (1993–
2003) and Zhu Rongji (1998–2003), tariffs and trade barriers were reduced, 
state monopolies in many industries were removed, the banking system 
was reformed, and much of the social welfare system established during the 
socialist era was dismantled. These policies yielded robust economic growth 
and the prosperity of urban coastal regions. In big cities, consumerist cul-
ture became prominent. With the development of the entertainment indus-
try, more people began to turn to films and popular music to learn Western 
culture. In response to these transformations, many intellectuals in China 
redirected their energy and enthusiasm to commercial or business activities.5

In contrast to the economic reform, the political reform was halted. To 
legitimize the economic reform, Deng Xiaoping said, “I don’t care if the cat 
is black or white so long as it catches rat.”6 While this pragmatic attitude had 
saved the reform from the lengthy ideological debate on whether a market 
economy was essentially capitalist, it had nonetheless also suppressed the 
space for public discussions on some fundamental political issues of the 
regime. In the 1990s, political activism like the organization of the Democ-
racy Party of China was suppressed.7 To control social movement activism, 
the Chinese state also began to adopt more refined strategies. Criticism on 
specific social problems was tolerated. More repressive measures like detain-
ment were employed only when critics challenged the leadership of the com-
munist party.8 On the other hand, as the state power became decentralized 
in the reform, most social movement activisms that proposed concrete social 
and economic demands began to target local state agencies.9 As a result, it 
became increasingly difficult for intellectuals to build high public profiles and 
initiate social movement with national influence.

However, despite the stagnation of the political reform, in the 1990s, the 
Chinese state’s control over the press, news reports, and the citizens’ asso-
ciational life was still rather porous, compared with the situation today. Sev-
eral factors had played a role here. The first factor was the pressure from 
the international community.10 In the early 1990s, while China was eager to 
participate in global trade to boost its economy, the reputation of its govern-
ment in the international community had dropped to the lowest point due 
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to the crackdown on the student movement. To redeem its reputation, the 
state released quite a few political dissidents. To show its openness toward 
political and cultural activism, Beijing even held the 4th World Women Con-
ference, in which thousands of feminist movement activists from all over the 
world were invited.11

Second, during the Jiang-Zhu regime, the Chinese state was influenced 
by the neoliberal idea that excessive government intervention was problem-
atic. Some government departments, such as the Ministry of Civil Affairs, 
even proactively advocated that it was good to have “small government and 
big society” (xiao zhengfu da shehui).12 Although it was mainly government 
intervention in the market that the neoliberal idea opposed, the idea had 
nonetheless legitimized the growth of some non-market forces, such as char-
ity organizations and community organizations.13 Practically, because of the 
welfare spending cut, some government departments, especially those at the 
local level, did begin to look to non-governmental forces for delivering ser-
vices to the people. I will elaborate this point in chapter two, when I discuss 
the formation of the NGO sphere.

Finally, with respect to the understanding of China’s reform, divergen-
cies still widely existed among different state sectors. Under the pressure of 
the uprising of the student movement, state leaders in China largely reached 
consensus on some principal issues, such as the necessity to defend the rule 
of the communist party.14 However, when it came to some more detailed 
concerns, such as “how privatization of state-owned enterprises should pro-
ceed,” or even “what kind of role the state-sponsored institutes should per-
form in protecting rights,” state actors in different sectors usually had rather 
diverse thinking. This left opportunities for actors outside the state system. 
Together, these factors created the condition in which various forms of pub-
lic life could revive.

The Revival of the “Thought Sphere” in the 1990s

The Origin of a “Thought Sphere”

In the 1990s, cultural and political activism promoting the formation of crit-
ical public opinions were many and various. Many studies on this era have 
analyzed activities like the production of critical news.15 I will talk about these 
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activities in the following chapters. But in this chapter, I leave these activ-
ities aside and focus on intellectual activism in the “thought sphere.” This 
is because the “thought sphere” was rather important to civil society as an 
ideational movement in China—it was where the idea of civil society was 
introduced to a Chinese audience.

The term “thought sphere” has come from students of intellectual history 
in China, such as Xu Jilin and Wang Hui.16 These students have sometimes 
also called the sphere a “public thought sphere” (gonggong sixiang jie). I adopt 
their terms, instead of using some more general terms like the public intel-
lectual sphere, because I believe that the terms better capture the essence 
of the specific intellectual activism in China before 2000. In Chinese, the 
word “thought” (sixiang) is often used to denote abstract, comprehensive, 
and sophisticated thinking, or the product of such thinking. In many con-
texts, it is also regarded as the antithesis of specialized and technical knowl-
edge. In the “thought sphere,” participants talked about social, political, or 
even philosophical theories to express critical opinions. Many of their dis-
cussions appeared to be scholarly debates at first sight, as they were flooded 
with abstract concepts and jargon. But these discussions did face the public 
and involve strong real-world concerns.

The formation of China’s “thought sphere” dates to the 1980s.17 Major 
participants of the “thought sphere” were various kinds of intellectuals, or 
more precisely, scholars, writers, editors, and journalists working at state-run 
institutes. As the political atmosphere became relatively open after the end of 
the Cultural Revolution, these intellectuals began to introduce theories from 
the West and criticized China’s politics and culture. In the ’80s, these intel-
lectuals made public interventions mainly through translating and openly 
discussing Western scholarly works, organizing public lectures and salons, 
and issuing documentary films. The activisms of the “thought sphere” were a 
major constituent of the New Enlightenment Movement.

Back in the ’80s, the intellectuals’ understanding of China’s problems and 
the solutions they proposed were both holistic. It was widely believed that, 
whereas the West, featuring market economy, democratic politics, and the 
protection of individual liberty, represented a more “advanced” society, China, 
lacking these things, was “backward.”18 These intellectuals also attributed 
China’s failure in modernization to its traditional culture and advocated that 
the only way for China to return to the international community and achieve 
prosperity was to embrace the West.19 Many debates on Western theories 
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had been subordinated to this mentality. The discussion of Jean-Paul Sar-
tre and Friedrich Nietzsche was a case in point. Sartre and Nietzsche were 
the two most frequently cited Western philosophers in China in the ’80s. In 
introducing their theories, the intellectuals in the “thought sphere” had often 
described them as advocates of individualism and opponents of autocracy. 
They emphasized that Sartre’s and Nietzsche’s theories embodied the spirit of 
Western modernity, while these two figures’ criticism over Western societies 
were simply ignored.20

Many studies on the intellectual activism in the 1980s criticized intel-
lectuals’ superficial understandings of both Western theories and China’s 
political reality.21 It was argued that these superficial understandings had 
to do with the Chinese state’s long-term ideological control. In Chinese 
universities, since 1952, disciplines that were highly relevant to the under-
standing of politics and society, such as political science and sociology, were 
labeled “pseudo-sciences” of the bourgeoisie and abolished by the state. In 
other social science disciplines like economics, scholars were only allowed to 
study and teach Marxist theories.22 Although the state’s ideological control 
had been destabilized in the 1980s, the whole intellectual community at that 
time was ill-equipped for analyzing both the West and China’s social and 
economic problems.

Nevertheless, for most audiences of public discussion in China at that 
time, the articulation of the intellectuals in the “thought sphere” was inspir-
ing. Before the 1980s, Chinese society had been cut off from the West and 
suffered intellectual starvation for decades. As the opening-up started, Chi-
nese people were enthusiastic about any cultural and intellectual products 
that could familiarize them with things happening in the West. Therefore, 
the activism of the “thought sphere” achieved wide, national influence, espe-
cially among the youth. The success of the Toward the Future (Zouxiang 
Weilai) series served as an illustrative example here. The Toward the Future 
series was produced by a group of scholars who then served at the Chinese 
Academy of Sciences. Before it was banned by the government in 1989, the 
series in all published 76 books. Most of these books were translations of 
social science works from the West. Between 1984 and 1988, the series sold 
more than eighteen million copies. Its readers included even high school stu-
dents and workers in factories.23 At the height of their splendor, intellectuals 
in the “thought sphere” regarded themselves as the “enlighteners” (qimeng-
zhe). Influential figures among them, such as Jin Guantao, Fang Lizhi, and Li 
Zehou, were entitled the “mentors of the youth” (qingnian daoshi).24
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The Transformation and Continuity of the “Thought Sphere” in the 1990s

Because of the failure of the student movement, most intellectuals became 
more low profile in making public interventions during the first few years 
after 1989. Nobody dared to call himself or herself an “enlightener.” A com-
mon practice in the 1990s was to run academic journals. Before the 1990s, 
there were very few professional academic journals in China, especially in 
humanities and social sciences. Major outlets for scholars’ articles were com-
prehensive journals, newspapers, and magazines, which were usually under 
direct control of the state’s propagandist departments. The practice of peer 
review barely existed. Through establishing professional academic journals 
run by scholars, the intellectuals hoped that they could carve out a space for 
independent voice.

The rise of the scholar-run journals was a typical interstitial emergence. 
While a bourgeoning publishing market in the 1990s and the intervention 
of international foundations had provided these journals with financial 
resources,25 many of these journals had also been to different degrees embed-
ded in the state. With respect to their origins, these journals can roughly be 
categorized into four groups. The first group were journals published outside 
China’s censorship system. Typical examples in this group were The Twenty-
first Century (Ershiyi Shiji), the China Social Sciences Quarterly (Zhongguo 
Shehui Kexue Jikan), and the China Book Review (Zhongguo Shuping). All 
three were produced in Hong Kong.

The second group of journals were those that were produced by organs 
within the political system of the state. Typical examples were the Orient 
(Dongfang) and Strategy and Management (Zhanlue yu Guanli). These two 
journals were produced by the China Association of Oriental Cultural Stud-
ies and the China Institute of Strategy and Management, respectively. Both 
organizations were founded by high-level state leaders in the 1980s.26 The 
state organs involved in the production of the journals were usually associ-
ated with the political factions in the communist party that advocated further 
reform. Yet they tended to grant the editorial board a large degree of auton-
omy in the selection of topic and editing. Because of their high embedded-
ness in the state, these journals usually had publishing licenses. On some 
occasions, journals in this group received financial support from interna-
tional donors. For example, the Orient had received financial support from 
the Henry Fok Ying-tung Foundation in Hong Kong.27

The third group of journals were produced by scholars whose connection 
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with the state was relatively loose. Because of these scholars’ low embedded-
ness in the state, it was difficult for them to obtain the publishing license. 
They hence employed a strategy called “publishing journals as books” (yishu 
daikan). This strategy had worked well in the 1990s, because at that time the 
censorship of books was much more lenient than that of journals.28 Instances 
in this category included the Scholars (Xueren) and Res Publica (Gonggong 
Luncong). Both were published at state-endorsed publishing companies. 
Some of the journals in this group had also received financial support from 
international donors. For example, the Scholars had received funds from a 
Japanese organization called the Foundation for International Friendship and 
Academic Studies.29

Lastly, there were “old” magazines being transformed by “new” editors. 
Typical examples were the Reading (Dushu) and the Skyline (Tianya). Both 
journals were established in the late 1970s, focusing on literary criticism. 
Under the editorship of Wang Hui and Han Shaogong, respectively, both had 
been converted into journals for debating political theories in the mid-1990s.

On these academic journals, intellectuals reflected upon the activism in 
the 1980s. In the first few years after 1989, scholars like Wang Hui and Chen 
Pingyuan began to criticize the New Enlightenment Movement. They sug-
gested that the interpretation of both Chinese tradition and Western theories 
by the “enlighteners” was oversimplified.30 The critics also pointed out that, 
because the “enlighteners” had often been too hasty to make use of academic 
studies to substantiate their political views, their arguments tended to be 
“frivolous,” “empty,” and “of poor quality.”31 Based on these criticisms, some 
intellectuals began to advocate “academia for academia’s sake.” Around the 
mid-1990s, a campaign for promoting the “professional standards” (xueshu 
guifan) of academic study in China was launched. Humanity and social sci-
ence scholars began to discuss issues like how to properly cite other people’s 
work and whether the introduction of a peer review system would promote 
the quality of academic study.32

Nevertheless, it would be wrong to assume that the intellectual activism 
in the 1990s had been cut off from that in the 1980s and that intellectuals in 
China had thereupon become professional academics focusing on special-
ized research subjects. The contrary was true—continuities widely existed 
between the ’90s and ’80s. First, many founders and editors of the abovemen-
tioned journals had been involved in the cultural and intellectual activism in 
the 1980s. For example, the founders of The Twenty-first Century, Jin Guantao 
and Liu Qingfeng, were also the chief editors of the Toward the Future book 



The Gradual Revival of Public Life, 1992–2002	 39

Revised Pages

series. Deng Zhenglai, the founder of the China Social Sciences Quarterly and 
the China Book Review, had participated in editing The Twentieth Century 
Library (Ershi Shiji Wenku), a book series produced by “Culture: China and 
the World,” a prominent intellectual group in the 1980s. Zhong Peizhang, the 
chief editor of the Orient, had played important roles in connecting the edi-
tors of Toward the Future and some reformist state leaders before 1989.33 One 
of the executive editors of the Orient, Liang Xiaoyan, was also an executive 
editor of Toward the Future.

Second, the boundary between the academic journals and the wider pub-
lic was still rather ambiguous. As I will elaborate in the following sections, 
while most authors of the journals were scholars holding positions in state-
sponsored universities and research institutes, there were still some authors 
who were independent scholars and some of these independent scholars 
even played leading roles in organizing various intellectual debates. The 
major audience of these journals had not been limited to professional schol-
ars either. For example, in the 1990s, many high school students who were 
interested in politics were keen readers of the Reading and the Skyline.34 Con-
sidering these factors, it is not difficult to understand that, around the mid-
1990s, when many social problems caused by the economic reform emerged, 
these academic journals were quickly involved in various political debates.

The Disintegration of the New Enlightenment Movement

As I have mentioned above, under the influence of the modernization theory, 
intellectuals in the “thought sphere” in the 1980s believed that China should 
embrace culture and political institutions of the West. In the 1990s, the Chi-
nese intellectuals’ communication with the international academic commu-
nity increased. Scholars who had received training in Western countries or 
had lived abroad began to join the intellectual debate. Compared to their 
predecessors, these scholars tended to have more complex understandings 
of the so-called Western society. Moreover, with the deepening of the eco-
nomic reform, new social problems, such as unemployment brought by the 
privatization of state-owned enterprises, began to emerge around the mid-
1990s. Suspicions over the teleological narrative of the modernization theory 
thus arose. Through a couple of debates, intellectuals as participants of the 
“thought sphere” were divided into two camps, the liberals and the new left 
(for a summary of representative figures and political views of the two camps, 
see Table 2).35
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Putting sophisticated political views into boxes risks oversimplification. 
This is also true for a summary of the political views of the liberals and the 
new left in China. But the bifurcation between the two camps was real and 
deep, as intellectuals in the two camps had completely different diagnoses 
of fundamental problems facing China at the turn of the millennium. The 
new leftist scholars contended that, as Chinese society became increasingly 
embedded in neoliberal globalization, the capitalist market economy had 
become a new source for producing alienation, injustice, and power inequal-
ity.36 The liberals, on the other hand, disagreed with the new left on its judge-
ment that a capitalist market economy had already taken root in Chinese 
society. In their opinion, the problem facing China in the 1990s was not quite 
different from that in the 1980s, which was the state monopoly of market and 
society.37 With respect to the issue of injustice and inequality, some liberals 

Table 2. The Debate between the Liberals and the New Left

 The Liberals The New Left

Representative figures Zhang Shuguang, Fan Gang, Li 
Shenzhi, Zhu Xueqin, Xu Youyu, 
Liu Junning, Xu Jilin, Ji Weidong, 
Qin Hui

Wang Shaoguang, Cui Zhiyuan, Gan 
Yang, Wang Hui, Han Yuhai, Chen 
Yangu, Kuang Xinnian, Wang Binbin

Views on the fundamen-
tal problems

Authoritarian state and its monop-
oly of market and society

China’s participation in neoliberal 
globalization and capitalist market 
economy

Views on the  
economic reform

Privatization and the market econ-
omy are the foundation for liberty; 
state monopoly should be further 
reduced

Privatization and the market econ-
omy exploit the disadvantaged; state 
capacity should be strengthened to 
reduce inequality

Views on the goal for a 
political reform

Constitutional democracy that 
protects people’s civil and political 
rights; rule of law

A strong nation-state that can protect 
people’s social rights in neoliberal glo-
balization; popular democracy

Views on China’s social-
ist past

China’s socialist practices were a 
total failure

China’s socialist practices built the 
foundation for the later economic 
take-off

Views on modernity and 
modernization

Modernity is singular; the western 
approach of modernization is 
universal

Modernity has plural forms; the 
western approach of modernization 
contains contradictions and can be 
transcended

Theoretical origins Classical liberalism, social liberalism Marxism, Maoism, post-colonialism
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pointed to the existence of oligopoly in privatization. They argued that it was 
the absence of bottom-up participation that had led to the maldistribution of 
wealth during privatization; because what had prevented people from par-
ticipation was obviously the bureaucratic state, the greatest source for pro-
ducing power inequality in China was still the state, rather than the market.38

Based on the different diagnoses of fundamental problems, the two 
camps elucidated contrasting opinions on China’s transition from social-
ism to a market economy. The liberals saw China’s socialist practices as a 
total failure. They criticized the planned economy as inefficient and political 
movements like the Cultural Revolution as terrifying and dehumanizing.39 
They were generally positive with the state’s decision to implement a market 
economic reform, but nonetheless regarded the liberalization and privatiza-
tion of the economy as being incomplete.40 With regards to the goal for a 
political reform, they advocated the adoption of constitutional democracy 
and rule of law to counterbalance the overarching state power.41 The new 
left, on the other hand, had a more complex feeling with China’s socialist 
past. Some of them argued that it was during the socialist era that China laid 
a solid foundation for industrialization, without which the later economic 
takeoff was unlikely to happen.42 Some praised socialism for delivering basic 
education and medical care programs in rural areas and lamented the decline 
of these programs during the market economic reform.43 Accordingly, the 
new left advocated the strengthening of state capacity to reduce inequality 
and protect citizens’ social rights.44 With regards to the goal for a political 
reform, new leftist scholars saw constitutional democracy and rule of law as 
serving the bourgeois interest.45 Drawing on some of Mao’s political thinking, 
they advocated a popular democracy (da minzhu) that granted people sub-
stantive opportunities for participation.46

Behind these controversies were scholars’ contrasting attitude toward the 
New Enlightenment Movement in the 1980s, or more precisely, their diverse 
understanding of the concepts of modernity and modernization. Whereas 
the new leftist scholars were suspicious of the agenda proposed by the 
“enlighteners,” the liberals believed that the spirit of the New Enlightenment 
Movement was still valuable. Being influenced by various kinds of critical 
and post-modernist theories, the new left was highly critical of the Western 
approach of modernization. They associated the modernization process in 
the West with colonialist expansion and the exploitation of many disadvan-
taged groups and argued that the Western approach should be transcended.47 
Moreover, many of them hoped China would find an alternative approach.48 
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The liberals acknowledged the many contradictions inherent to the modern-
ization process in the West. Nevertheless, they emphasized that, through 
the expansion of democracy and citizenship rights, many dehumanizing 
practices that used to be prevalent in Western societies had been mitigated; 
this illustrated that modernity in the West contained the possibility of self-
correction.49 Hence, the liberals suggested that China should not rashly deny 
the many Western institutions that had already been proved to be effective 
in advancing humanity, such as constitutional democracy and rule of law.50

The feud between the liberals and the new left lasted for several years. In 
the late 1990s, it extended to some commercially-oriented publications and 
achieved profound influence in the wider public. While many audiences of 
the debate might not be able to fully understand the details of all the theo-
ries the intellectuals had discussed, they became interested in the different 
labels of political and ideological stance. Please notice that, because of the 
practice of socialism in history, the coordinate of ideological stances in China 
were, overall, more “leftist” than that in many Western countries, such as 
the United States of America. In the United States, someone who supports 
the increase in welfare spending—even if he or she recognizes the value of 
market economy and identifies with the protection of private property—is 
likely to be labeled as being on the left. But in the ideological debate in China’s 
“thought sphere” in the 1990s, such a person was more likely to be catego-
rized as a liberal. Back then, those who supported classical liberalism and 
those who supported social liberalism were both categorized as the liberals, 
which was believed to be on the right.51

By bringing in more perspectives and information for thinking about Chi-
na’s reform, the debate between the liberals and the new left pluralized the 
public sphere. But looking back, we may discover that many of the discus-
sions, such as the debate on whether the state or the market was the funda-
mental factor for producing inequality and alienation, lacked sophistication. 
Current research on late development countries has repeatedly informed us 
that the state/market debate is not an either-or issue, as in practice the state 
power and the market power often interplay.52 Therefore, what truly mat-
ters here are how the two forms of power interplay and how the interaction 
between the two forms of power has led to diverse outcomes in different con-
texts. However, like their counterparts in the 1980s, intellectuals in the debate 
in the 1990s talked about the state and the market as if they were unitary 
institutions having holistic influence over social life. The ideological debate 
seldom went into empirical details.53 This vividly illustrated that the “thought 
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sphere” in the 1990s, though being flooded with new issues and theories, still 
bore the imprint of the 1980s.

The Introduction of the Idea of Civil Society

The Initial Discussion of the Idea of Civil Society

The discussion of the idea of civil society was initiated in the early 1990s.54 
The critical figure who had initiated the discussion was the late social science 
scholar, Deng Zhenglai. Deng was born in Shanghai in 1956 and moved to 
Sichuan with his parents in the 1960s during the Third Front Movement.55 
In the 1970s, he worked as an apprentice in a medical apparatus plant. It was 
after the Cultural Revolution that he went back to school and obtained his 
degrees, first a BA degree in English literature, and then an MA degree in 
international law. From Deng’s career path as a scholar, we can see that the 
intellectual community in China in the 1990s was still relatively open and 
lacked established rules. In 1985, after graduating from China Foreign Affairs 
University, Deng made the decision to work as an independent scholar. He 
then earned a living by translating Western scholarly works. As I have men-
tioned in a previous section, Deng had been actively involved in the cultural 
and intellectual activism in the 1980s; after the 1989 Student Movement, he 
founded two journals, the China Social Sciences Quarterly and the China 
Book Review. Throughout the 1990s, although Deng had not been employed 
by any universities and research institutes, he had remained to be one of 
the scholars who had the highest citation rate in law and political science.56 
When he died in 2013, commentaries suggested that he was “the organizer of 
many important scholarly debates” in China.57

In 1992, Deng and his coauthor, Jing Yuejin, who was then a political sci-
entist working at the Renmin University of China, published an article called 
“Constructing China’s Civil Society” (Jiangou Zhongguo de Shimin Shehui) 
in the opening issue of the China Social Sciences Quarterly. The article asso-
ciated the idea of civil society with modernization.58 In the beginning of the 
article, Deng and Jing described the modernization process in China since 
the Opium War (1840) as having been repeatedly disrupted by two forms of 
“extreme condition.” According to Deng and Jing, a legitimation crisis often 
occurred in China when a political reform was introduced, causing anomie, 
social disorder, or even the disintegration of the nation. To cope with the 
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disorder and the legitimation crisis, the political structure then turned to 
traditional culture and military power, which resulted in the formation of a 
highly centralized, totalitarian state. The two authors hence argued that the 
most critical task in China’s modernization was to construct a “beneficial” 
(liangxing) interactive relation between state and society.59

After setting up the problem, the idea of civil society was proposed as 
the solution. Deng and Jing defined civil society as an “independent,” “self-
organizing” space that was based on “contractual relations” among citizens. 
With respect to the balance of state-society relations, civil society had a two-
way function. On the one hand, by practicing self-organization, civil society 
could defend citizens from the overexpansion of the state. On the other hand, 
because civil society was “apolitical” (fei zhengzhihua), it could also provide 
citizens with some basic order when a political reform aroused turbulence in 
the state.60

Deng and Jing shared with the intellectuals in the 1980s the concern 
about China’s modernization. In this sense, the initiators of the discussion of 
civil society were children of the 1980s. However, the discussion also greatly 
diverged from many prominent social thoughts in the ’80s. Although even-
tually evolving into a populist movement, cultural and intellectual activism 
in the ’80s usually bore a layer of elitism. Intellectuals in the New Enlighten-
ment Movement tended to see common people as being conservative and 
ignorant—that was why they had called themselves the “enlighteners.” In 1989, 
right before the uprising of the Tiananmen protest, some of the “enlighten-
ers” were still caught up by the discussion of “new authoritarianism,” which 
advocated the return of a strong authoritarian state having the capacity to 
promote privatization and the economic reform.61 In contrast, Deng and 
Jing’s discussion of civil society gave much attention to the non-state, bot-
tom-up, “grassroots,” and “plebeian” forces, such as the peasants who had 
proactively promoted the land de-collectivization in Anhui Province and the 
spontaneously emerging small business owners in Zhejiang Province.62 In my 
opinion, this conversion was critical to the vitality of the idea of civil society 
in the following two decades.

Back to the article published in 1992, the two authors’ description of the 
process of building civil society in China was still quite broad-brush. It was 
argued that the process mainly had two steps.63 The first step was the devel-
opment of a market economy, which could eventually carve out an indepen-
dent space in the private, or the economic sphere. In the second step, the 
independent space extended to the public sphere, providing citizens with 
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channels for participating in politics and influencing state policies. Deng and 
Jing had not explained what kind of independent space could be carved out 
with the development of a market economy. Nor had they explained how it 
was possible to move from step one to step two. But the ideas in the article 
were fresh enough to arouse controversies.

The Controversies over the Idea of Civil Society

The first round of debate on civil society centered on whether it was possible 
to build a civil society in China. Critics argued that civil society was a West-
ern concept, and that China lacked the tradition of self-organization.64 In 
response, to illustrate that the penetration of state power in society had never 
been total, defenders of the concept published scholarly works that explored 
the survival of autonomous public life in China’s history.65 The second round 
of debate regarded civil society as a normative ideal. The focus of the debate 
was whether such an ideal was desirable for Chinese society. This round of 
debate was more intense. After this round of debate, the idea of civil society 
began to be associated with the liberals.

How the association between the liberals and the idea of civil society had 
been formed is worth being discussed here. A common narrative, which had 
been widely circulated among the liberals, was that new leftist scholars were 
agents of the authoritarian state—the new leftists did not support civil soci-
ety, because they wanted to defend the authoritarian regime. In my opinion, 
this was not a solid explanation. First, both camps had many scholars work-
ing in state-run institutes. As I will elaborate in detail in the next chapter, the 
relations between the liberals and the state were also complex. Second, while 
it was true that several new leftist scholars later turned to statism, this hap-
pened in the late 2000s.66 In the 1990s, many of them were still highly critical 
of the state’s neoliberal policies. In the following paragraphs, I intend to offer 
a more balanced review of the debating process.

The first intellectual group enthusiastically applauding the idea of civil 
society in China were scholars who advocated further liberalization and pri-
vatization of the economy. Representative figures included Zhang Shuguang, 
Liu Junning and Wang Dingding. These scholars, most of whom were econ-
omists, equated civil society with the market, or more precisely, a sphere in 
which egoistic individuals engaged in entrepreneurial activities.67 The theo-
retical foundation for their support of the idea of civil society was classical 
liberalism, which argued that market economies were a spontaneous order 
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and that individuals acting in their own self-interests could unintendedly 
bring about public good and greater social benefits. On the left side, scholars 
retorted. Drawing on the theories of Polanyi and Marx, new leftist schol-
ars like Wang Hui and Wang Shaoguang argued that the so-called sponta-
neously emerging market was formed by state interventions68 and that the 
self-organization space supported by market economies only benefited the 
bourgeoisie.69

In the late 1990s, the liberals who leaned toward social liberalism, nota-
bly Xu Jilin, joined the debate. Xu and a few other scholars introduced civil 
society theories proposed by post-Marxist scholars, notably Jürgen Haber-
mas, Jean L. Cohen, and Andrew Arato.70 Unlike the economists, Xu Jilin 
emphasized that civil society could not be reduced to the economic sphere in 
which people engaged in profit-seeking activities; instead, it should be seen 
as a third realm being outside the state and the market, consisting of citizens’ 
voluntary associations, social movements, and other institutions for public 
communication.71 Had the new left taken these new interpretations seriously, 
the idea of civil society might have become a common ground for the two 
camps. But in fact, these new interpretations received almost no response. 
This was certainly not because new leftist scholars were unfamiliar with the 
theories discussed by the social liberals. The contrary was true. New leftist 
scholars like Wang Hui and Chen Yangu had also paid much attention to 
Habermas and his theory of the public sphere. However, in their discussion of 
Habermas, emphasis went to Habermas’s criticism on how capitalist market 
economy had colonized people’s public life, while Habermas’s commentary 
on civil society of the public sphere was largely ignored.72

In my opinion, the major divergency between the social liberals and the 
new left lay in their interpretation of the various newly emerging channels for 
public communication in the 1990s. The channels included some of the TV 
programs that exposed social problems and internationally assisted NGOs. 
The social liberals were generally positive toward these new channels, since 
they believed that these channels had expanded the space for articulating 
alternative public opinions. The new leftist scholars, on the other hand, held 
a more critical attitude. For example, when talking about the TV programs 
that exposed social problems (e.g., corruption at the local level), Wang Hui 
emphasized that these programs had not emerged out of a space that was 
independent of the state; rather, they had been initiated by political forces 
within the state; the state had tolerated, or even encouraged, these programs, 
because they were in accord with the political interest of the state.73 With 
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respect to the NGO activism, Wang Hui suggested that NGOs were not inde-
pendent either, because they were usually financially supported by interna-
tional foundations.74 Wang Shaoguang, on the other hand, highlighted that 
these new channels had not provided citizens with equal opportunities for 
participation.75

If we scrutinize the criticisms offered by the new left, we may discover that 
some of their arguments were actually well grounded. At the empirical level, 
many of the new leftist criticisms had not been quite different from those 
sociological studies on civil society in the English-speaking academic com-
munity that argued that the really existing civil society organizations often 
lack independence, reproduce inequalities, and cannot withstand neoliberal-
ism.76 But still, the approach for criticism adopted by the new leftist scholars 
had diverged from that of many empirical studies in the English-speaking 
academic community. On most occasions, sociologists’ criticism over civil 
society is a kind of immanent critique.77 By immanent critique, I refer to a 
way of criticism that sees the normative ideal inherent to certain concepts as 
intrinsically valuable. To be more specific, many sociological studies on civil 
society have taken the normative ideals inherent to the idea of civil society, 
such as solidarity, self-organization, and voluntariness, as intrinsically valu-
able. The content of the immanent critique is to point out how practices in 
the really existing civil society have diverged from the ideals. The underlying 
assumption of this kind of critique is that civil society activism is contingent 
and not unchangeable—through criticism and reflection, people can correct 
mistakes and build institutions and organizations that could one day push us 
closer to the ideal.

New leftist scholars’ criticisms of civil society, on the other hand, were 
a kind of “unmasking” critique. By “unmasking” critique, I refer to a way of 
criticism that reduces the presentation of normative ideals to the manipu-
lation of power and interest. In this case, the new left saw the idea of civil 
society as an ideology, whose formation and circulation in society should be 
reduced to the manipulation of the capitalist power. Hence, the content of 
their criticism was to point out how the manipulation had happened. For 
example, in his comment on those NGOs that provided legal aid service to 
rural migrant workers, Wang Hui said that these organizations had only paid 
attention to individual rights; because these organizations were not able to 
promote working class solidarity, workers’ “subjectivity” (zhutixing) was still 
absent. According to Wang Hui, this illustrated that NGOs were “in the last 
instance” “neoliberal.”78 Wang Shaoguang went one step further. In an article 
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that discussed the idea of civil society, he blatantly argued that “civil society is 
nothing but a myth fabricated by neoliberalism.”79 It was new leftist scholars’ 
particular way of criticism that had determined that they could only fully 
negate the concept, rather than transform civil society activism from within.

However, in the end, the new leftist scholars were not able to articulate 
how people’s “subjectivity” could be saved in an environment that, in their 
opinions, were penetrated by the neoliberal logic. In the article that criticized 
civil society as the “myth” of neoliberalism, Wang Shaoguang proposed that, 
Chinese people should build a “people’s society” (renmin shehui), which was 
supposed to be more inclusive and equal.80 But he had not explained how a 
“people’s society” could be organized. With respect to the institutional basis 
of the “people’s society,” he mentioned institutions of China’s authoritarian 
socialist system, such as the people’s congress and the “mass organizations,” 
without recognizing a simple fact—it was just because these institutions had 
often failed to provide citizens with channels for participation that people 
began to search for alternative channels. Commenting on new leftists’ dis-
taste of the idea of civil society, the social liberal scholar, Xu Jilin, argued that 
the new left had repudiated the idea of civil society, because they had turned 
to statism.81 In my opinion, the reverse argument also works—because the 
new leftist scholars could not see hope in the incipient social movement 
activisms that were weak, flawed, but concrete, they eventually turned to a 
grander and more abstract political power, which was the authoritarian state.

All in all, in the early 2000s, at the end of the debate between the liberals 
and the new left, both camps agreed that civil society was a political project 
exclusively “owned” by the liberals.82 It was not until the late 2000s that the 
association between the liberals and the idea of civil society was destabilized.

Civil Society as an Incipient Ideational Movement

From the above descriptions, readers may get the impression that the discus-
sion of civil society in China in the 1990s was mainly theoretical and abstract. 
While this impression was largely true, I would like to emphasize that, even 
in the ’90s, the influence of the idea of civil society went beyond the scholarly 
debate. Outside the “thought sphere,” the idea had been well received among 
many activists who had been involved in the 1989 Student Movement.

For those who had experienced the protest at the Tiananmen Square, a 
question haunting them in the first few years after 1989 was, why had the 
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movement, being attended by students who sincerely loved the country and 
hoped to bring democracy and prosperity to the country, ended up in blood-
shed and violence? The idea of civil society offered them a soothing answer. 
After reading Deng and Jing’s article that emphasized civil society’s function 
in promoting “beneficial” state-society relations, many of these activists came 
to such a conclusion—the student movement had failed to bring democracy 
to China, because civil society was underdeveloped in the country in the 
1980s. When talking about their experience in the 1980s, many of my inter-
viewees mentioned that the student movement had been poorly organized. 
They also suggested that, had the movement been supported by strong orga-
nizations that knew how to unite people and negotiate with the state, the 
tragic ending might well have been avoided.83

The idea of civil society that activists liked had also been reinforced by 
a popular opinion at that time that attributed the democratic transition in 
eastern Europe to the existence of civil society.84 For Chinese people who had 
experienced the 1989 Student Movement, the meaning of the transition of 
eastern Europe was not only that some countries that used to be under the 
communist rule became democracies, but also that the democratic transi-
tion in these countries was peaceful.85 In the 1990s, the political writings of 
some dissident intellectuals in eastern Europe, notably Václav Havel, were 
translated into Chinese.86 Havel, together with Adam Michnik, became the 
role models for those activists who still wanted to promote democratization 
in China. In private, these activists talked about the Solidarity Movement in 
Poland and the Velvet Revolution in Czechoslovakia and discussed how sim-
ilar things could happen in China.

More importantly, the idea of civil society pointed to new directions for 
social action. When I did fieldwork in Guangzhou in 2013, I interviewed an 
activist who had participated in the student movement. The activist told me 
that, after seeing so much blood and sacrifice, he had been trapped in misery 
and desperation for a long time after 1989. During that period, he had no idea 
what he as an intellectual could do to promote political reforms in China. 
Eventually, it was Deng Zhenglai’s article on civil society that had helped him 
resume the courage. When I asked him how that could be, he explained,

I was attracted by Deng Zhenglai’s argument on the “beneficial state-society 
interactions.” In my opinion, what he tries to convey is that democratization 
does not necessarily start from confronting the state. Instead, it could start 
from building an independent space. In the space, you have people’s self-
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organization. You have voluntary associations and mutual-help networks. 
You have the public discussion that can teach people how to listen to oth-
ers. . . . You have a lot of good things. These things may not necessarily lead 
China to democracy. But with these things, China would be better prepared 
for a democratic transition.87

For the children of 1989, especially those who were fluent in English and 
had connections with some government departments, one thing they could 
do to promote civil society in the 1990s was to work with international foun-
dations and establish NGOs. To avoid confrontations, they usually chose 
those fields that were believed to be less politically sensitive at that time, such 
as environmental protection. Among the NGOs established in the 1990s, the 
most well-known one was the Friends of Nature (Ziran zhi You), an envi-
ronmental NGO established in 1994. The founders of the organization were 
Liang Congjie, a professor of history and a member of the national commit-
tee of the People’s Political Consultative Conference;88 Liang Xiaoyan, a pro-
fessor of world history; Yang Dongping, a professor of education; and Wang 
Lixiong, a novelist. Liang Xiaoyan and Wang Lixiong had both actively par-
ticipated in the cultural and political activism in the 1980s.

Around 2000, activists’ efforts achieved initial success. In the field of 
the environment, environmental NGOs like the Friends of Nature launched 
campaigns to fight unlawful hunting.89 In the field of public health, the cam-
paign for preventing AIDS mobilized participants from the wider society. 
With the help of local doctors and youth activists from universities, NGOs 
like Aizhi Action Project (Aizhixing) spotlighted the outbreak of HIV caused 
by a blood plasma factory in Henan Province and official attempts to cover 
up the story.90 These achievements gave activists confidence. An activist who 
had attended the AIDS prevention campaign told me in an interview,

Before the campaign, everybody was talking about civil society. But no one 
knew exactly what civil society looked like. Then, through independent 
research, voluntary activities organized by students, and hot online discus-
sions on BBS, the scandal in Henan eventually came out and the government 
began to pay attention to these issues. For many of us, this was the process in 
which an abstract idea came down to the earth.91

Nevertheless, at this stage, the influence of the activists who believed in 
the idea of civil society was still weak. Social conflicts of different kinds were 
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already rising at the turn of the millennium due to the implementation of 
economic reform policies. In China’s northeastern regions, or the “rustbelt,” 
state-owned enterprise workers protested the privatization that deprived 
them of their social compacts. In rural areas, corruption was rampant. Yet 
NGOs had seldom touched upon these issues. Even in the field of environ-
mental protection, where NGOs were believed to play an important role in 
“exploring the boundaries of advocacy,”92 the major focus of NGOs appeared 
to be on wild animals like antelopes and snub-nosed monkeys. In the 1980s 
and the 1990s, the rapid development of township and village enterprises 
caused hundreds and thousands of environmental pollution accidents every 
year. In rural areas, victims of these pollution accidents petitioned local gov-
ernments. But only in rare instances did environmental NGOs intervene in 
these environmental justice movements.93 It was not until the early 2000s 
that this situation began to change.

Conclusion

This chapter documents the revival of public life in China after the 1989 Stu-
dent Movement, with a particular focus on the introduction of the idea of civil 
society and the controversies the idea aroused. I first introduce the cultural 
and intellectual activism in the 1980s. Next, I describe the political and social 
environment in the 1990s and argue that, despite the stagnation of political 
reform, state’s control over society was still rather porous; this had created 
the condition in which certain forms of intellectual activism could revive. 
Then I discuss the condition of the “thought sphere” in the 1990s. I analyze 
the ideological debate between the liberals and the new left and contend that 
the major divergence between the two camps was in the intellectuals’ diagno-
sis of the fundamental problem facing China in modernization. After that, I 
discuss how the idea of civil society had been introduced to the Chinese audi-
ence and how the idea had become the liberals’ political project. By focusing 
on the specific approach the new leftist scholars employed in criticism, I also 
provide a detailed analysis on why the new left had withdrawn from the proj-
ect of building civil society. At the end of this chapter, I describe some initial 
attempts at advocating the ideal of civil society in the wider public.

Many extant studies on the public sphere in the 1990s highlight how 
activisms in the 1990s had diverged from their counterparts in the 1980s. 
It is suggested that, since the Chinese state adopted more refined strategies 
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for implementing control, activisms proposing radical agendas like regime 
change were gradually marginalized. The bourgeoning market economy and 
the rapid development of communication technologies provided citizens 
with new channels for participation. As a result, public discussion on more 
concrete issues arose and the space for articulating critical opinions became 
more pluralized.94 I partially agree with these views. But in this chapter, I have 
mainly emphasized the continuity between the ’80s and the ’90s. First, by 
focusing on the “thought sphere,” I highlight the commonalities between the 
intellectuals in the ’80s and the ’90s in their mode of public intervention—
talking about political and social theories and offering comprehensive expla-
nations of society. I also emphasize that it was in such public interventions 
that the idea of civil society was introduced to the Chinese audience. Second, 
I highlight that many advocates of civil society in China in the ’90s had been 
involved in the activisms in the ’80s and that these people’s choice of the 
political ideal of civil society had to do with their reflection upon the ’80s.

Hence, in my opinion, although the Chinese state’s suppression of the 
1989 uprising had halted the cultural and intellectual activisms of the New 
Enlightenment Movement in the 1980s, the movement had produced lasting 
influence. The specter of the movement had haunted China’s public sphere 
throughout the 1990s and the 2000s, mainly through the activisms organized 
by the liberals. In the 2000s, alternative spheres for producing critical public 
opinions, notably the media sphere and the NGO sphere, became mature. In 
these new spheres, the liberals’ influence continued to expand. This is what I 
am going to discuss in the following chapters.
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Chapter 2

The Expansion of the Interstitial Publics,  
2003–2007

As Hu Jintao and Wen Jiabao took over as China’s president and premier in 
March 2003, the political environment in China changed. On the one hand, 
the new leaders proposed that the Chinese state’s development goal had now 
shifted to building a “harmonious society,” rather than simply boosting eco-
nomic growth. This opened a space for discussing various social problems. 
On the other hand, the economic reform since 1992 had brought many social 
conflicts. In both urban and rural areas, popular protests triggered by issues 
like environmental pollution and corruption were rising. Thanks to the rapid 
development of internet technology, these contentious activities became 
more visible to the public. Because of these transformations, critical public 
discussions became increasingly vibrant. It was during this period that the 
liberals and their political agenda of building civil society achieved the widest 
influence in the public sphere. The dominance of the liberals would not be 
destabilized until the late 2000s.

In this chapter (chapter two) and the next chapter (chapter three), I will 
discuss the spread of the idea of civil society in the public sphere and its 
consequences. I suggest that, in the early 2000s, the “thought sphere” featur-
ing open debates on political and social theories gradually declined due to 
state interventions in social science academic studies. Yet at the same time, 
other spaces for alternative public discussions, namely the media sphere 
and the NGO sphere, emerged interstitially from both within and outside 
the state. The development of these new spaces largely benefited the liberals. 
Among journalists making critical news reports, NGO practitioners, media-
based public intellectuals, law scholars, and human rights lawyers, the liber-
als found new allies. I contend that what had brought these different actors 
together was exactly the idea of civil society, or an imagination of politics that 
was based upon the antithesis between state and society.
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To advocate the political ideal of civil society, the liberals turned to var-
ious resistance activisms, such as environmental protests and homeowners’ 
protests, and argued that these activisms signified the rise of a civil society 
in which citizens defended their individual rights vis-à-vis the authoritar-
ian state. I argue that the liberals’ intervention in the resistance activisms 
incurred multiple, contradicting consequences. On the one hand, the liberals’ 
valorization of the fragmented resistance activisms had inspired many people 
to take actions to defend their own rights. In the name of building civil soci-
ety, people formed working alliances, in which they thematized a variety of 
social issues and alarmed the state of the many problems arising during the 
economic reform. On the other hand, I point out that the liberals’ interpre-
tation of civil society had largely ignored power and subordinate institutions. 
As a result, the working alliances formed by the liberals often marginalized 
the concerns of disadvantaged groups and reproduced inequality. These alli-
ances also tended to be fragile and lacked the capacity to withstand state 
intervention.

In this chapter, I focus on the structural transformation of the interstitial 
publics and the formation of a new liberal camp. In the next chapter, I turn 
to social movements and analyze how the liberals had incorporated various 
resistance activisms into their political agenda of building civil society. The 
rest of this chapter is arranged in the following way. In the next section, I 
introduce the political and social background in the mid-2000s. Then I dis-
cuss how the “thought sphere” had become marginalized. This is followed by 
a section that documents the rise of the media sphere and the NGO sphere. 
At the end of the chapter, I discuss how the structural transformation of the 
interstitial publics had influenced the ideological debate between the liberals 
and the new left and describe the formation of a new liberal camp.

The Political and Social Background Since 2003

For many Chinese people, it was through two critical events happening in 
the spring and summer of 2003 that they recognized that China’s political 
atmosphere had been changed. The first event was the outbreak of severe 
acute respiratory syndrome, which was also known as SARS.1 Cases of SARS 
began to rise in southern China as early as November 2002. However, due 
to obstructions to information flow within the government hierarchy and 
the fragmentation of China’s public health system, no effective measures had 
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been taken during the first few months of the epidemic. In the beginning, 
the Chinese government tried hard to downplay the threat of the disease. 
On the state-controlled media, very little information was given with respect 
to the contagiousness of the disease and the situation of the epidemic. The 
information blackout heightened anxieties, fear, and speculation. Eventually, 
it was the pressure from outspoken physicians within the country, the World 
Health Organization, and the Western media that had pushed the Chinese 
state to change its coping strategies. In April 2003, the Hu-Wen adminis-
tration ousted government officials who had mismanaged the public health 
crisis, invested financial resources in medical care, and launched mass-based 
campaigns for preventing the spread of the disease. Besides these measures, 
the government also began to publicize and update the number of SARS 
cases in each province on a daily basis. These measures were widely praised 
among the public. With concerted efforts, the epidemic was finally under 
control in June.

The second event, which was even more dramatic, was the Sun Zhigang 
Incident.2 The incident was closely related to an institution in China called 
“custody and repatriation” (shourong qiansong). The law of “custody and repa-
triation” required people who migrated across regions to obtain a “temporary 
living permit” (zanzhu zheng) from local police and authorized the police to 
detain those who failed to show the permit in inspections. Established during 
the socialist era, the institution was originally used to regulate vagabonds in 
cities. But as a large number of peasants moved to cities after the economic 
reform, it became an instrument for managing and controlling urban popu-
lations. Because of the lack of supervision, the enforcement of the law often 
involved corruption and human rights abuse.3 In the early 2000s, discontent 
with the institution was already high among rural migrant workers and vari-
ous kinds of scholars.

In the Sun Zhigang Incident in 2003, public anger toward the institu-
tion was finally ignited. Sun Zhigang was a clothing designer from Hubei 
Province, employed by a garment company in Guangzhou. On March 17, he 
was detained for not being able to show the “temporary living permit.” Three 
days later, he died after being sent to hospital by the police. The Southern 
Metropolis Daily (Nanfang Dushi Bao), a newspaper based in Guangzhou, 
reported Sun’s death and suggested that he had been ill-treated.4 The tragic 
news evoked widespread compassion and anger. On the internet, people par-
ticipated in the discussion of the incident and expressed criticism toward 
the laws that restricted individual freedom. On May 14, three law scholars, 
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Xu Zhiyong, Teng Biao, and Yu Jiang proposed a petition to the state coun-
cil, in which they argued that the practice of “custody and repatriation” was 
unconstitutional and called for the abolishment of the institution.5 While 
applauding the petition, the public doubted the possibility of the abolish-
ment, as many government departments had a vested interest in maintaining 
the institution. Then, to many people’s surprise, on June 20, the state council 
announced that the “custody and repatriation” law was abolished.

The real motivation behind the government’s quick response is still 
unknown.6 It could be that the high-level state leaders simply wanted to pac-
ify the public anger. It could be that the leaders in the newly elected Hu-Wen 
administration wanted to show to the public that they were different from 
their predecessors. It could also be that these leaders had long recognized 
that the “custody and repatriation” law had hindered the free movement of 
labor power, which was bad for the formation of a market economy, and 
that they had also planned to remove the law.7 Nevertheless, the incident 
had symbolic significance. For many, it showed that the government listened 
to the people’s voice and that a bottom-up approach for reform was pos-
sible. The abolishment of the “custody and repatriation” institution as well 
as the resolution of the SARS crisis brought hope to those Chinese people 
who yearned for democratization. During the first few years of the Hu-Wen 
administration, the commentary was prominent that China had entered a 
“Hu-Wen New Deal” (Hu-Wen Xinzheng).8

These people’s optimistic view had been reinforced by the political pro-
gram raised by the new administration. In July 2003, President Hu Jintao pro-
posed the concept of a “scientific outlook on development” (kexue fazhan 
guan), through which he advocated to alter the previous development pat-
tern that focused solely on economic growth and adopt a more balanced 
pattern that took environment, social justice, and the protection of human 
rights into consideration. This new development goal was later generalized as 
building a “harmonious society.” Policy-wise, the new administration elimi-
nated agricultural taxes for peasants, enforced minimum wage in cities, and 
expanded the social insurance coverage for low-income residents.9 Although 
the issuance of these policies involved complex politics and they eventually 
had only limited effects on reducing inequality, the government’s positive 
attitude toward establishing social security and safety nets had nonetheless 
opened a space for criticizing social problems.

In the larger society, two transformations are worth being mentioned 
here. The first one was the rise of popular protests triggered by issues like 
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environmental pollution, corruption in land appropriation, and wage arrears. 
In fact, many of these protests had already existed in China in the 1990s. 
But because these actions were mostly rather fragmented, rarely were they 
known to the wider public. In the 2000s, with the help of the internet, NGOs, 
human rights lawyers, and some bold news media, they became more visible. 
More details of this process will be elaborated on in the next chapter.

The second one was the rise of the so-called middle class. China’s eco-
nomic reform that prioritized international trade and the development of 
cities since 1992 had created many white-collar jobs in coastal urban regions. 
People who had taken these opportunities were usually college graduates or 
those who had professional skills. What had reinforced their class identity 
was the commercialization of housing since 1998, through which many of 
them had become property owners.10 As the beneficiaries of the reform, the 
middle-class residents tended to be less interested in a radical political agenda 
like regime change. But they were rather concerned with social reform issues, 
such as the improvement of public health, environmental protection, and the 
promotion of government transparency. Moreover, these people were gener-
ally less tolerant when their own rights were violated. The development of the 
internet in the 2000s had also provided this group with many opportunities 
to participate in public discussions.

With the abovementioned political, social, and technological transforma-
tions, China’s public sphere took on a new look.

The Waning of the “Thought Sphere”

In a time when the larger environment seemed to become more open to crit-
ical public discussions, the “thought sphere” in which intellectuals engaged 
in debates on social and political theories began to disintegrate. This was 
because major participants of the sphere, the social science scholars, had 
begun to work in a more regulated system for producing knowledge. As I have 
mentioned in the previous chapter, reflecting upon their experience in the 
1980s, in the early 1990s, leading scholars in the “thought sphere” launched a 
campaign for promoting the professional standards of academic studies. The 
purpose of the campaign was to establish a set of rules for judging what could 
be counted as legitimate knowledge so that academic studies in China could 
become more independent of the state.

But since the mid-1990s, the state had become the major rule maker in 
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the field. Different from the campaign initiated by the intellectuals, which had 
focused on raising the quality of academic research, the state’s intervention 
aimed to transform scholars and their intellectual products into quantifiable 
and measurable subjects.11 To achieve this goal, the state’s education depart-
ments and universities set up “core journals” (hexin qikan), allocated research 
grants, and detailed the rules for scholars’ promotion. In the 1990s, the 
impact of the state’s intervention on the activities of the “thought sphere” was 
still inconspicuous, because most intellectuals participating in public debates 
at that time had received their training in the 1980s; before the state increased 
its intervention, these intellectuals had already become well-established. But 
for those who started their career path in the 1990s, obtaining recognition in 
specialized academic fields became a more urgent task and participating in 
public discussions in the “thought sphere” became a distraction.12 As a result, 
by the mid-2000s, the “thought sphere” was already short of newcomers.

Recognizing that the intellectuals’ bottom-up efforts in establishing pro-
fessional rules had been counteracted by the state’s top-down interventions, 
many intellectuals protested. For example, Deng Zhenglai, the scholar intro-
ducing the idea of civil society to a Chinese audience, organized a series of 
discussions in the early 2000s. In these discussions, he pointed to the lack of 
autonomy of China’s social science studies, criticized those intellectuals who 
had cooperated with the state, and advocated to reflect upon the “machine 
for producing knowledge” (zhishi shengchan jiqi).13 However, compared with 
the state, these intellectuals were far less resourceful. In the name of building 
“world-class universities” (shijie yiliu daxue), the Chinese state had invested 
a great amount of money in universities and research institutes since the late 
1990s.14 While improving the research facilities and the Chinese intellectuals’ 
living conditions, the state’s investment had also cultivated a large group of 
academic knowledge producers who, willy-nilly, attended the game of publi-
cation and the application of research grants. In the 2000s, most of the jour-
nals organized by intellectual groups in the 1990s were gone. Among profes-
sional scholars, the new influential journals now were those “core journals” 
endorsed by the state, which were usually based in state-run universities and 
research institutes.

A disclaimer before I continue my analysis. By suggesting that the “thought 
sphere” had declined, I am not suggesting that intellectuals of different kinds 
in China had no longer participated in public discussion since the mid-2000s. 
The contrary was true. With the involvement of commercial power, intel-
lectual elites quickly found alternative channels, such as the commercially-
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oriented newspapers and the internet, for making public interventions. This 
is what I am going to elaborate in the rest of the chapter. Even within the 
state system, many intellectuals managed to utilize the resources granted by 
the state to achieve their own goals. But the form of the intellectuals’ public 
intervention had changed. To appeal to the wider public, many intellectu-
als began to avoid theoretical discussions that were too sophisticated and 
employ a language that was more comprehensible to ordinary people. With 
different intellectuals adopting diverse channels for articulating their ideas, 
the intellectuals’ public intervention had also become more segmentalized.15 
The sphere in which many intellectuals engaged in public debates on social 
and political theories, trying to raise holistic approaches for promoting Chi-
na’s modernization, had thus gone.

The Rise of New Spaces for Public Discussions

Activities emerging from other spheres, namely the media sphere and 
the NGO sphere, quickly filled the lacuna left by the disintegration of the 
“thought sphere.” The media sphere was a sphere in which news professionals 
and other actors formulated and circulated critical public opinions that were 
based on the reportage of and the commentary on news and current affairs, 
while the NGO sphere was a sphere in which people formed autonomous 
organizations and associations to address social issues and establish com-
mon concerns. Both spheres had emerged in the 1990s. But they had become 
mature and developed in the 2000s. In the following sections, I will elaborate 
how the new spaces for critical public discussion had interstitially emerged.

The Formation of a Media Sphere

The Interstitial Emergence of Critical News Report in the 1990s
In principle, there was no independent media in China. All newspapers, mag-
azines, and television stations were supposed to be managed and supervised 
by certain organs of the state or the Communist Party. The state regulated the 
media through a licensing system, while the terms of the license restricted 
the content of publications. Censorship also widely existed. But arguably, 
news writing had long been playing crucial roles in the formation of critical 
public opinion in contemporary Chinese society. In the 1980s, writers and 
journalists combined news reports and literature and created a new form of 
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writing called the “reportage literature” (baogao wenxue), through which they 
described social problems in literary language and criticized China’s politics 
and culture. These writers and journalists also took an active part in the New 
Enlightenment Movement.16

After the 1989 Student Movement, the activism of the “reportage liter-
ature” was terminated. But since 1992, the making of critical news reports 
gradually reemerged. Two forces had driven the expansion of the space for 
critical news reporting—the intention of the central government to check and 
supervise local-level government and the commercialization of news media. 
In the economic reform since 1992, the power of the state was decentralized 
and central government’s capacity to control regional and local government 
had decreased.17 In many places in China, corruption was rampant and peo-
ple’s discontent with local government officials was high. To constrain the 
misconduct of local government officials and enhance the legitimacy of the 
center, around the mid-1990s, news media backed up by the center began to 
make critical news reports that exposed social problems at the local level.18 
Typical examples in this aspect were a series of TV programs released by the 
Central China Television (CCTV), notably the Focus Report (Jiaodian Fang-
tan) and the News Probe (Xinwen Diaocha). These programs offered coverage 
on issues like the embezzlement of public funds in the building of infrastruc-
ture and the mine disasters caused by government wrongdoings.19 Because of 
their sharp style of criticism, they had constantly received high ratings.

Commercialization was another force. The transformation of newspapers 
was a case in point. Throughout the 1990s, since the central government had 
continuously withdrawn subsidies for regional and local newspapers, under-
funded regional and local newspapers were pushed to seek survival opportu-
nities in the marketplace.20 A common practice among these newspapers was 
to use an existing publishing license to launch a spin-off newspaper that was 
more commercially oriented. Initially, to attract readers and increase adver-
tisement income, these spin-off newspapers downplayed the propaganda 
content assigned by the state and offered more coverage on sports, enter-
tainment and other local issues that were more relevant to ordinary people’s 
social and economic life. Later, as the competition in the newspaper market 
became more intense, some of the commercially-oriented newspapers began 
to publish muckraking reports that revealed social problems arising during 
China’s economic reform.

Extant studies on Chinese newspapers offer different opinions on the 
impact of commercialization. Some critics point out that the commercializa-
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tion of newspapers had reinforced the inequalities brought by China’s partici-
pation in neoliberal globalization. For example, Zhao Yuezhi argues that, with 
the withdrawal of state funds, many newspapers that used to serve disadvan-
taged groups like women, peasants, and industrial workers had experienced 
a sharp decline in circulation.21 Zhao also criticizes the penetration of com-
mercial power in public discussion.22 Other scholars, notably Daniela Stock-
mann, emphasize that the freedom enjoyed by the commercially-oriented 
newspapers had remained limited. While journalists could criticize specific 
social problems at the local level, they were not able to touch upon some 
more fundamental issues in China’s political system. According to Stock-
mann, by skillfully managing a social space in which people could articulate 
their concerns, the Chinese state had actually found a new way to facilitate 
its authoritarian rule.23

While I am sympathetic to these views, my point is a straightforward 
one—the commercialization of media in the 1990s had largely pluralized the 
actors involved in the making of news; with the rise of some locally-based 
newspapers, a lot of social issues that would otherwise be unnoticed were now 
exposed, magnified, and thematized for public discussion. In this aspect, the 
most illustrative example was the success of the Southern Weekly (Nanfang 
Zhoumo).24 The Southern Weekly was a spin-off newspaper of the Nanfang 
Daily (Nanfang Ribao), which was managed by the Guangdong Committee 
of the Communist Party. Established in 1984, the Southern Weekly used to be 
a rather localized newspaper focusing on entertainment news. But since the 
late 1990s, it began to report on political and social scandals nationwide, such 
as the collusion between local government and criminal gangs, the contami-
nation of food, and the spread of AIDS in rural areas. These reports attracted 
many urban middle-class readers who were interested in social reform issues 
and won the newspaper great influence. By the turn of the century, with a 
circulation of over 1.6 million, Southern Weekly had become the newspaper 
having the largest readership in the country.25 In various public discussions at 
the turn of the century, the newspapers were often praised as the “conscience 
of the media sphere” (meiti jie de liangxin).26

What is worth mentioning here is that the two factors—discrepancies 
between different levels of government and commercialization—had not 
worked independently. Those media that were backed up by high-level gov-
ernment authorities like CCTV had also been influenced by the commer-
cial logic. To increase the audience ratings, many producers and directors 
at CCTV had proactively learned from the Western media to improve their 
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skills of news gathering and editing.27 On the other hand, the commercially-
oriented news media had also often been supported by various political forces 
from within the state. The success of the Southern Weekly again served as an 
illustrative example here. Because of its geographical location and its various 
experiments in attracting foreign investments, Guangdong Province had long 
been regarded as the pioneer in Deng’s economic reform. In the 1990s, the 
Guangdong Committee of the Communist Party had offered political asylum 
to the Southern Weekly, because it regarded the newspaper as a social force 
advocating further reform. According to the memoir of a senior editor at the 
Southern Weekly, in the late 1990s, whenever higher government authorities 
threatened to shut down the newspaper, the Guangdong Committee saw it 
as political struggles between the conservatives and the reformers within the 
party. Before the Sun Zhigang Incident, to bolster their position within the 
party, leaders in the committee often tried hard to defend journalists and 
editors who had produced critical news reports.28

The Development of the Media Sphere in the Early to Mid-2000s
During the 2000s, the confrontation between the newspapers that produced 
critical news reports and the state had become more frequent. In 2003, Cheng 
Yizhong, the editor at the Southern Metropolis Daily (another spin-off news-
paper of the Nanfang Daily), was detained for corruption and bribery. In the 
public, it was widely believed that the detainment had to do with the newspa-
per’s previous reportage on the SARS crisis and the Sun Zhigang Incident.29

Another event had even wider influence. In 2006, the Freezing Point 
Weekly (Bingdian Zhoukan), which was managed by the China Youth Daily 
(Zhongguo Qingnian Bao), reprinted an essay that criticized the interpreta-
tion of the Boxer Rebellion in the official history textbook. The Boxer Rebel-
lion, also known as the Yihetuan Movement, was a peasant uprising against 
Christians and foreigners, which took place in northern China around 1900. 
Various official history textbooks in China usually described the rebellion in 
positive terms, praising it as a bottom-up fight against Western colonialists 
and invaders. The essay published by the Freezing Point Weekly questioned 
this view, arguing that participants of the rebellion were “ignorant,” “savagely 
cruel,” and “uncivilized.” It also blamed the official textbooks for misguiding 
the youth.30 Looking back, we may discover that the essay’s description of 
the Boxer Rebellion was lop-sided, as it failed to take the larger historical 
context—Westerners’ colonialist expansion in late Qing China—into consid-
eration. Had a social space been allowed in which historians holding different 
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positions could debate with each other on the historical details, the public 
would be better informed of the problem of all one-sided interpretations of 
history. However, instead of allowing such debate to happen, the Chinese 
government simply compelled the Freezing Point Weekly to suspend publica-
tion. The suspension of the newspaper alarmed many journalists and editors 
who had believed that the freedom of press in China was making progress.

Because of such events, in the 2000s, many scholars had argued that the 
Chinese state’s control over news media had become tightened.31 However, 
from today’s perspective, the formation of critical public opinions based on 
news reports was still vibrant in the early to mid-2000s. I suggest that this was 
because the state’s efforts in controlling the making of critical news reports 
had been counteracted by two factors, the pluralization of commercially-
oriented news media and the aggressive development of the internet in China 
in the 2000s.

First, around 2000, inspired by the commercial and social success of the 
Southern Weekly, “metropolis newspapers” (dushi bao) based in different 
places, such as the Huashang Daily (Huashang Bao) and the Beijing News 
(Xinjing Bao), began to engage in investigative journalism. Newspapers and 
magazines offering in-depth reports in specialized fields like economics 
and finance also emerged. Notable examples included the Caijing Magazine 
(Caijing Zazhi) and the Economic Observer (Jingji Guancha Bao). The criti-
cal issue here was that these newspapers and magazines had been managed 
and backed up by different state sectors. The discrepancies between differ-
ent state sectors had created the interstitial space that journalists and editors 
could exploit. In the 2000s, these journalists and editors had often engaged 
in a practice of what they called the “cross-regional supervision” (yidi jiandu): 
when the publication of a news report in a newspaper was obstructed due 
to its criticism over issues that involved the interest of some local political 
power, journalists and editors could refer the report to a second newspaper 
and publish the report in a different place.32

The development of the internet was another factor. Chinese people had 
expressed their opinions on public issues on the internet as early as the 1990s. 
But at that time, the major platform for public discussion was the BBS (Bul-
letin Board System). Since most BBSes in the 1990s were university based—
notable examples included the SMTH (based in Tsinghua University) and 
the YTHT (based in Peking University)—major participants of online dis-
cussions were university staff, students, and alumni. In the 2000s, with the 
rapid expansion of the internet infrastructure led by the state, the number 
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of internet users grew exponentially. With the involvement of commercial 
power, new platforms for online discussion, such as commercially-oriented 
online forums and blogs, emerged. Compared to that of the BBSes, these new 
platforms were much easier to access. Active participants of online discus-
sion now included the educated class living in big cities.33

Before the late 2000s, the expansion of the participants of online discus-
sion had facilitated the making of critical news in at least two ways. On the 
one hand, the internet accelerated the spread of information, which increased 
the difficulties of censorship. The Sun Zhigang Incident was a case that illus-
trated this point. Before publishing the report on Sun’s death, editors at the 
Southern Metropolis Daily shared the report with Sina and Sohu, two major 
portal websites in China. Only one day after the publication of the report 
in the newspaper, government authorities commanded that the reportage 
on the issue terminate. But by that time, many people had already read the 
report on the internet and the problems of the “custody and repatriation” 
law were already being heatedly discussed among internet users.34 Because of 
the internet’s function of circumventing censorship, most journalists work-
ing for commercially-oriented newspapers in the early to mid-2000s had a 
rather positive attitude toward the development of the new communication 
technologies.

On the other hand, as the internet had a more decentralized communica-
tion structure, more people could participate in the production of news. This 
helped to bring in topics that conventionally could not appear in Chinese 
newspapers, such as protests.35 A typical case here was the anti-PX protest 
in the city of Xiamen. In 2007, to protest the construction of a PX chemi-
cal plant, thousands of residents in Xiamen went into the streets. While the 
newspaper media was not able to report the issue in the beginning, partici-
pants of the protest used the internet to record their activism and keep the 
public updated. On blog websites like Bullog (Niubo Wang), they posted 
photos of people gathering and published entries to express their concerns. 
With these efforts, the protest eventually achieved national influence.36 As 
the anti-PX protests became “de-sensitized,” newspapers like the Southern 
Weekly stepped in and initiated public discussions on issues like citizens’ par-
ticipation in environmental impact assessments. The existence of such prac-
tices indicates that the media sphere featuring the production and discussion 
of critical news was still vibrant in the early to mid-2000s, despite increasing 
state intervention.
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The Formation of an NGO Sphere

A Brief History of NGOs in China, 1992–2007
As I have introduced in the previous chapter, Chinese people began to estab-
lish NGOs as early as the 1990s. International foundations were an important 
promoter in the development of NGOs in China in early years. Being influ-
enced by the idea that civil society was good for democracy and develop-
ment, which had become prominent in the international community after the 
end of the Cold War,37 international foundations started to invest in NGOs 
in China since 1992. Before 2000, major granters of Chinese NGOs were the 
Ford Foundation and the World Wildlife Fund. These two foundations had 
been working closely with the Chinese government since the 1980s. In the 
1990s, they supported NGOs in fields like rural community development, 
the protection of women’s rights, and the environment. Most of these NGOs 
were in Beijing and southwestern China (Yunnan, Guizhou, and Sichuan).38 
The first wave of NGO activists were mainly intellectual elites who were flu-
ent in English and worked in state-run institutes.39

In the 2000s, more international funds were poured into China. These 
included money from foundations that sought to promote changes in spe-
cialized fields, such as the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, and those foun-
dations that supported more general resistance movements for democracy, 
such as the National Endowment for Democracy and the Open Society 
Institute. Rather than working with the Chinese government, foundations in 
the latter group often directly supported groups arising from the bottom up. 
Donors falling into this category also included embassies and consulates of 
several Western countries.

Another important promoter for NGOs in China were the universities 
and research institutes. Around 2000, research centers for studying NGOs 
and civil society interstitially emerged. These centers were usually attached to 
state-run universities and received financial supports from both the Chinese 
state and international foundations. Notable examples included the Institute 
for NGOs at Tsinghua University, the Institute for Civil Society at Peking 
University, and the Institute for Civil Society at the Sun Yat-sen University 
(also known as the ICS). Apart from supporting academic studies of NGOs, 
these centers had launched training programs for NGO activists and served 
as the mediators between international foundations and localized NGOs. 
Among these centers, the most influential one was the ICS.40 Since 2003, 
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the ICS had periodically held the “Huangpu Camp for NGO Leadership,”41 
a capacity building program for training NGO activists. Many prominent 
NGO activists who later played important roles in fields like labor and wom-
en’s rights had been trainees of the program.

Due to the incoming of new international funds and the intervention of 
research centers for studying civil society, the NGO sphere entered a period 
of expansion in the 2000s.42 The number of NGOs rapidly increased. Their 
locations now included big cities in all coastal provinces. Founders of NGOs 
began to include people who were socioeconomically disadvantaged, such as 
rural migrant workers and victims of environmental pollution in rural areas, 
though these people were still the minority during this period. Among schol-
ars and practitioners, these organizations were often called the “grassroots 
organizations” (caogen zuzhi).43 The thematic fields in which NGOs worked 
had also become more pluralized. With financial support from foundations 
like the National Endowment for Democracy, NGOs engaging in human 
rights activism had emerged. Although these NGOs were few and most of 
them were Beijing-based, they played leading roles in many advocacy cam-
paigns. Moreover, the various training programs and conferences held by the 
research centers enhanced the communication among NGOs from different 
regions and thematic fields. Around the mid-2000s, many NGOs, includ-
ing both the “grassroots” ones and the ones established by intellectual elites, 
began to recognize each other through a common identity as members of an 
NGO community.44

Explaining the Interstitial Emergence of NGOs
In explaining the rise of NGOs in China, scholars point to China’s economic 
reform that has cut welfare spending at the local level. It is argued that the 
state has tolerated NGOs because these organizations could deliver services 
to disadvantaged groups.45 Some scholars highlight the measures the Chinese 
state has taken to shape NGO activities. It is argued that the Chinese state 
has introduced NGOs to service provision activities by offering funds and 
penalizing those organizations that engage in confrontational activities like 
human rights advocacy.46 In my opinion, these views capture a general logic 
of the Chinese state in its governance of NGOs; they are helpful for under-
standing the development of the relations between NGOs and the state in the 
long run. However, if we closely examine the condition of NGOs before the 
late 2000s, we may find that these views overlook the complex interactions 
between the state and NGOs and the various political concerns involved.
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First, in the 1990s and early 2000s, actors from within the state’s bureau-
cratic system were important promoters of NGOs in several fields.47 The 
purpose of these actors to establish NGOs was to seek allies in wider soci-
ety and accomplish goals that they were not able to accomplish within the 
political system. An illustrative example here was the role of the All-China 
Women’s Federation (ACWF) in the development of NGOs. The ACWF 
was a “mass organization” (qunzhong zuzhi) established by the Communist 
Party.48 Although the organization was supposed to represent the interests 
of women, it had almost no power to set up gender-related agendas in the 
making of policies. For instance, in the 1980s, the ACWF had been excluded 
in the making of China’s family planning policy, which was so closely related 
to women’s reproductive health.49 In the early 1990s, as the state’s spending 
on the organization had continuously been cut, many people working at the 
ACWF began to seriously discuss whether it was possible for the organiza-
tion to become more autonomous from the state and play a more proactive 
role in the women’s movement.50 These people were also among the first wave 
of Chinese people who were exposed to international funds and the idea of 
NGOs. After the 4th World Women’s Conference held in Beijing, they estab-
lished dozens of NGOs for advocating women’s rights, mainly with the help 
of the Ford Foundation.51

Among these NGOs, three had produced lasting influence. The first one 
was Rural Women Knowing All (Nongjia Nü), an NGO established in 1996 
for providing services to women rural migrant workers. This organization 
later turned out many labor activists. The second one was the Media Moni-
tor Network for Women (Funü Chuanmei Jiance Wangluo), which was also 
established in 1996. This organization was a precursor of the media advo-
cate of feminism. It became widely known in 2009 as the Feminist Voices 
(Nüquan zhi Sheng). The last one was the Network for Anti Domestic Vio-
lence (Fan Jiabao Wangluo), which was started in 1998. Working with lawyers, 
scholars, and volunteers from communities, the organization had proactively 
advocated the legislation against domestic violence in China throughout the 
2000s. Its efforts eventually midwifed the passage of the Anti-Domestic Vio-
lence Law in 2015.

Second, while some NGOs had been initiated by people who were outside 
China’s bureaucratic system, they had later formed coalitions with govern-
ment sectors that were relatively marginalized in the state. Their cooperation 
with these government sectors had emboldened, rather than tamed, their 
activities. A case in point were the environmental NGOs. Early founders of 
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environmental NGOs in China were mostly humanity scholars, journalists, 
and writers. Notable examples included the Friends of Nature, the Global 
Village (Diqiu Cun), and the Green Homeland (Lü Jiayuan). In the 1990s, 
these organizations mainly engaged in environmental education projects. As 
I have introduced in chapter one, the few campaigns these organizations had 
launched were on the protection of wild animals, such as antelopes and snub-
nosed monkeys.52

In the early 2000s, the ministry of environmental protection in China 
threw the environmental NGOs an olive branch. Although the Chinese state 
had long acknowledged the importance of environmental protection, back 
then, the ministry of environmental protection was a government sector that 
was short of resources and staff. At the local level, provincial and municipal 
government usually prioritized economic growth, while the administration 
for environmental protection lacked the capacity to enforce environment-
related laws. To strengthen its coalition with environmental NGOs, the 
ministry openly praised these organizations, shared information with them, 
and provided them with venues for participation.53 Being backed up by the 
ministry, the environmental NGOs launched a series of environmental cam-
paigns in the 2000s that touched upon the issues of environmental justice 
and public participation. Among these campaigns, two had achieved wide 
influence—the campaign against dam construction on the Nu River and the 
campaign against the anti-seepage project at Yuanmingyuan Park.54 While 
both campaigns had aroused huge controversies and achieved only partial 
success, they had problematized the lack of public participation in environ-
mental protection.

Lastly, before the late 2000s, there was not a unified system for regulat-
ing NGOs in China. To manage NGOs as newly rising organizations, the 
state council issued a law in 1998, which categorized NGOs as “private non-
enterprises” (minban fei-qiye). All “private non-enterprises” were required 
to register at the administration for civil affairs. But before registration, an 
organization needed to obtain a permit from a “supervisory institute” (zhu-
guan danwei), which had to be a state organ whose function was relevant to 
the supposed activities of the organization. For example, a labor NGO may 
request the All-China Federation of Trade Unions to serve as its “supervisory 
institute.” The rationale was to create a “double management” (shuangchong 
guanli) system that put NGOs under the control of both the administration 
of civil affairs and relevant state organs. However, the law had not specified 
the procedure through which a permit could be obtained. Nor had it detailed 
the responsibilities of the “supervisory institute.” Hence, most state organs 
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simply declined an NGOs’ request to avoid trouble. This implied that, in 
practice, very few NGOs were able to find a “supervisory institute.”55 As a 
makeshift option, most NGOs turned to the administration for commerce 
and were registered as corporations.56

This situation had benefited NGOs that engaged in agitational activities, 
since, back in the early 2000s, the two government sectors these NGOs reg-
ularly came into contact with—the administration for commerce and the 
administration for state security—did not quite often share information with 
each other. Even if the state security department closed an NGO at one point, 
the organization could get registered under a different name sometime later. 
In fact, quite a few NGOs engaging in human rights activism in the early years 
had such an experience. A typical example here was a Beijing-based NGO 
called Sunny Constitutional Democracy (Yangguang Xianzheng), which was 
established in 2003 by the lawyers and law scholars who had attended the 
Sun Zhigang Incident. The organization’s registration at the administration 
for commerce was revoked in September 2004, after it organized a cam-
paign for protesting the closedown of the YTHT BBS and advocating free-
dom of speech. A few months later, the organization changed its name to 
the Coalition of Citizens (Gongmeng, also known as the Open Constitution 
Initiative) and got registered again. From the mid- to late 2000s, Gongmeng 
attended activisms that involved issues like land rights, property rights, and 
ethnic minorities’ rights. In 2009, Xu Zhiyong, the leader of the organization, 
was shortly detained. But after he was released, the organization changed its 
name to Citizens (Gongmin) and began to engage in human rights activism 
again. It was not until 2014 that the organization was finally disbanded.

In a word, in the 1990s and early 2000s, the opportunities for establishing 
NGOs were many and varied. Because of the fragmentation in the regulation 
system and the complex political interests involved, NGO activities were far 
from being stabilized.

The Transformation of the Ideological Debate

The Further Divergence Between the Liberals and the New Left

With the decline of the “thought sphere” and the rise of the media sphere and 
the NGO sphere, the form and content of public discussions in the interstitial 
publics changed. While the open debate on political and social theories was 
still present, public expressions that were closer to people’s everyday con-
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cerns became increasingly prominent. Confronting these changes, the liber-
als and the new left chose different strategies.57

As I have discussed in the previous chapter, the new left tended to see the 
new channels for public expression like the commercialized media and the 
NGOs as inherent to the rise of neoliberal globalization. Moreover, gener-
ally, compared to the liberals, new leftist scholars had better English language 
skills and were more informed of the trend in the international academic 
community. Hence, these new leftist scholars largely turned away from the 
newly emerging interstitial spaces in China and turned to the international 
academic community. Wang Hui was a case in point. Since the early 2000s, 
Wang Hui’s scholarly works had been translated into English, Japanese, Ital-
ian, and Korean. In 2013, he was even awarded, conjointly with Jürgen Haber-
mas, the Luca Pacioli Prize, a prestigious recognition to reward outstanding 
scholarship. With such expositions, new leftist scholars in China became 
known internationally and found an audience abroad.

In contrast, the liberals embraced the newly rising interstitial spaces. 
Some of the liberals, such as Qin Hui, Xu Youyu, and Zhu Xueqin, launched 
columns at prominent newspapers like the Southern Weekly and offered 
timely commentary on news and current affairs. During this process, the lib-
erals found new allies. These allies included journalists and editors producing 
critical news on commercial media, the intellectuals working at the research 
centers for studying NGOs and civil society, and some NGO activists. I have 
introduced these actors in my above discussion on the media sphere and the 
NGO sphere. The liberals’ new allies also included some media-based public 
intellectuals whose rise had been facilitated by the development of the inter-
net technology. While some of these media-based public intellectuals had 
institutionalized cultural capital, that is, high degrees or positions in well-
known universities and research institutes, others simply lacked the capital. 
A typical example in the latter group was Han Han, a racing driver from 
Shanghai who had dropped out of school at the age of seventeen. In 2007, 
Han Han launched a blog on the website of Sina to satirize various social and 
political problems. For a long time, this blog was the one having the largest 
readership in China. The liberals’ new allies also included some human rights 
lawyers and law scholars. Together, these actors formed a new liberal camp.

The Rise of a New Liberal Camp

Compared to that in the “thought sphere” in the 1990s, the new liberal camp 
was even more heterogeneous. People in the camp disagreed with each other 
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on many things. For example, these actors had not agreed with each other on 
whether it was acceptable to cooperate with the state when trying to criticize 
and solve social problems. Most NGO activists, especially those who worked 
in the organizations that engaged in specific social problems, saw cooperat-
ing with the state as a reasonable option. But for many radical human rights 
lawyers, the state was the root of all problems.

Another example was these people’s divergent attitude toward popu-
lism. Many journalists working at the Southern Weekly were rather sympa-
thetic to the sufferings of the lower-class people and regarded their practice 
of journalism as a way to speak for the poor. In writing the muckraking 
reports, they usually employed great amounts of literary, sensational lan-
guage and bluntly expressed their indignation against social injustice, 
rather than keep a more balanced and detached attitude.58 But the liberal 
law scholars had often criticized the tendency of populism in China’s legal 
system. For instance, He Weifang, a professor of law at Peking University, 
used to proactively advocate to remove the word “people” from “people’s 
court” (renmin fayuan), as he believed that a court “should be consisted of 
intellectual elites and those with professional knowledge,” while the term 
“people’s court” sounded “too plebeian.”59

Yet I would argue that the new liberal camp was still a coalition based 
on common values. What brought these heterogeneous actors together was 
exactly the idea of civil society, or more precisely, an imagination of poli-
tics that was based upon the antithesis between state and society. In this 
imagination, the state power often tended to violate individual liberty and 
rights, whereas civil society, consisting of voluntary associations, indepen-
dent media, and various resistance movements, constituted a basis on which 
people could defend rights and the integrity of their social and private life. I 
will talk more about this imagination in the following chapter. In this chapter, 
I will only give readers two examples of public discussions—one in the media 
sphere and the other in the NGO sphere—to illustrate how actors in the new 
liberal camp understood the antithesis.

In the media sphere, journalists and editors making critical news advo-
cated that news media become a “public institution” (shehui gongqi) that 
served the public interest through promoting the disclosure of information.60 
These journalists’ and editors’ attitude was well demonstrated in the pub-
lic discussion on the profession of journalism, which was initiated on the 
first Journalist’s Day in China (November 8, 2000). On that day, the Chinese 
government held a series of public events, in which journalists’ role was por-
trayed as the “news workers” (xinwen gongzuozhe) of the state and the party. 
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Meanwhile, the Southern Weekly produced a special issue to sing a differ-
ent tune. The issue praised several muckraking reporters for their courage 
to break the political restrictions in the reportage of news and “speak truth 
to power.”61 It also spared much space for commemorating Chu Anping, a 
liberal journalist who had criticized the domination of the communist party 
in the 1950s and was later persecuted during the Anti-rightist Campaign.62 
The message conveyed in the issue was clear—because the state in an author-
itarian regime often tended to cover up the reality, the practice of good jour-
nalism involved confrontations with the state.63 These discussions had later 
evolved into the criticism of the state discourse that media was the party’s 
“mouthpiece” (houshe).64

In the NGO sphere, the intellectuals studying NGOs and NGO activists 
highlighted the NGOs’ function of expanding the space for participation. In 
advocating this idea, an underground magazine called Minjian, which literally 
meant folks or a non-governmental sphere, played a crucial role (Figure 2).65 
Being financially supported by the Oxfam Hong Kong, the editorial board of 
the Minjian magazine consisted of activists from the ICS, journalists from 
the Southern Weekly, and several media-based public intellectuals. Between 
2005 and 2010, the magazine documented the development of China’s NGOs 
in general and reported the NGOs’ interventions in various advocacy cam-
paigns. Although its publication had never been licensed, the magazine had 
reached a wide audience. Before 2007, even some government officials were 
its regular readers.66 In the magazine, it was often argued that organizations 
within the authoritarian system tended to be insensitive to newly rising social 
problems and were insufficient for channeling people’s demands; it was only 
in those organizations outside the authoritarian system, such as NGOs, that 
social problems could be seriously discussed, and genuine political participa-
tion could be activated.67

Here I want to remind readers that, in theoretical terms, the interpre-
tation of civil society shared by actors in the new liberal camp had already 
begun to diverge from the original discussion initiated by Deng Zhenglai and 
his colleagues in the 1990s. A crucial difference was this: When Deng Zhen-
glai and his colleagues talked about civil society, they regarded it as a political 
ideal. But for the critical journalists, the liberal public intellectuals, the NGO 
practitioners, and the human rights lawyers, civil society was not only a polit-
ical ideal; it was already an emergent fact in China.



Figure 2. Cover of the Minjian Magazine. Photo taken and permission granted by 
Zhai Minglei, the former chief editor of the Minjian magazine.
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The Organizational Configuration of the New Liberal Camp

The new liberal camp did not have any de facto leaders. Many activists in the 
NGO sphere and journalists in the media sphere identified with the political 
agenda raised by the liberals in the “thought sphere.” But the influence of the 
latter group on the former group was mostly spiritual. The new liberal camp 
did not have any unitary organizations either. Intellectuals and activists from 
different locations and thematic fields established their own organizations, 
and these different organizations were only loosely connected with each 
other. Hence, organizationally, the new liberal camp had been rather frag-
mented. But there were a few kinds of organizations whose influence went 
beyond their location and thematic field.

The first kind of these organizations were human rights lawyers’ organiza-
tions, notably Gongmeng. As I have mentioned above, after the Sun Zhigang 
Incident, Gongmeng had attended a variety of human rights activisms. Before 
2009, Gongmeng organized a monthly held salon called the “law journalists’ 
club.” Participants of the salon included not only “law journalists,” but also law 
scholars, human rights lawyers, NGO activists and many university students 
who were interested in promoting democratization in China. A variety of 
political issues had been discussed in the salon, such as the promotion of gov-
ernment transparency and judicial independence, the reportage on criminal 
cases, and the cooperation between the human rights lawyers and investiga-
tive journalists.68

The second kind were leading organizations in particular thematic fields, 
notably the Rural Women Knowing All and the Green Homeland. Respec-
tively, these two organizations used to focus on the issues of women rural 
migrant workers and environmental protection. But as these organizations 
accumulated knowledge and experience in advocacy, they began to hold 
training programs and salons that attracted activists from other fields. For 
example, since 2000, the Green Homeland started a project called the “envi-
ronmental journalists’ salon,” which invited activists from environmental 
NGOs all over China and journalists making critical news reports to meet 
monthly. Activists from other fields, such as rural development, sometimes 
also attended the salon. In the salon, participants usually discussed issues like 
public participation and government transparency.69

The third kind were university-based research institutes. The most typical 
example here was the ICS. As I have just mentioned, the ICS was the orga-
nizer of the well-known training program, the “Huangpu Camp for NGO 
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Leadership”; working with editors and journalists from the Southern Weekly, 
the ICS also created the Minjian magazine. Apart from these activities, during 
the Hu-Wen regime, intellectuals from the ICS often attended various human 
rights activisms. Similar instances in this category included the Women Law 
Research and Service Center (Funü Falü Yanjiu yu Fuwu Zhongxin) at Peking 
University and the Helping Center for Victims of Pollution (Wuran Shou-
haizhe Yuanzhu Zhongxin) at China University of Political Science and Law.70 
These organizations were usually well connected with actors from not only 
the academic community but also the NGO sphere and the media sphere.

Lastly, there were also research institutes that were outside China’s public 
university system. Notable examples included the China Development Brief 
and the NGOCN. Created in 1996 by Nick Young, a British journalist, the 
China Development Brief published a series of research reports on NGOs 
in China.71 In the 2000s, the organization had also served as an intermedi-
ary between grassroots NGOs in different fields and various international 
foundations. Being established by a group of youth activists based in Yunnan 
Province, the NGOCN sought to promote the integration of China’s NGO 
community. The organization moved to Guangzhou in 2011, with many of its 
members joining the ICS.72

Through activities held by the abovementioned influential organizations, 
actors from different spheres in the new liberal camp formed multiple, inter-
secting networks, in which they exchanged information and resources. With 
the formation of these networks, a certain degree of coordination within the 
camp became possible.

If we examine the geographical location of the influential organizations 
that had the capacity to organize cross-sectional activities, we will discover 
that the density of the liberals’ network had been highly uneven. Almost all 
the influential organizations had been gathered in two cities, Beijing and 
Guangzhou. The fact that Beijing had become a center for the new liberal 
camp was not very surprising to me. Beijing had long been China’s politi-
cal and cultural capital. The city was also a place where top universities and 
research institutes gathered.

The fact that Guangzhou, rather than other big cities in China like Shang-
hai, became another center for the liberals was a bit puzzling for me in the 
beginning. I discussed this issue with many of my informants, both in Beijing 
and Guangzhou. They generally provided me with two types of answers. The 
first type highlighted that Guangdong Province had been the pioneer in Deng 
Xiaoping’s market-oriented economic reform and that local governments 
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(including both the provincial government and the municipal government) 
had been tolerant of NGOs and the critical media. The other type of answers 
underscored Guangzhou’s geographical proximity to the city of Hong Kong. 
When being asked about the life course through which they became activists, 
many activists in the Pearl River Delta who were born after the 1980s proudly 
talked about the influence of Hong Kong cultural products. One activist said,

I had never watched any CCTV’s Spring Festival Gala (Chunwan) before I 
went to college. It’s too rustic for us. Young people who were raised up in 
Guangdong like me usually watched a lot of TVB programs in our child-
hood. I especially liked various kinds of legal dramas from Hong Kong. It 
was from these legal dramas that I learned the Miranda warning. “You have 
the right to remain silent. Anything you say can be used against you in court.” 
This was where I got the first impression of rule of law and the protection of 
human rights.73

Because of many historical reasons, Hong Kong had long served as a “hub” 
through which China communicated with the West. Even after China decided 
to “open up” in the 1980s, it was via various organizations and institutions in 
Hong Kong that information and resources from the international commu-
nity entered China.74 The development of many well-known organizations in 
Guangzhou had also been under the influence of Hong Kong. For example, 
the Chinese University of Hong Kong had been one of the co-founders of 
the ICS. In any case, these informants all agreed that Guangzhou was very 
important for the liberal camp.75 The central status of the city would stand 
until the mid-2010s.

Conclusion

This chapter offers an overview of the background against which civil society 
as an ideational movement expanded. In the beginning, I briefly introduce 
the transformation of the political and social environment in China during 
the first term of the Hu-Wen regime. Then I discuss the structural transfor-
mation of the interstitial publics. I argue that, while the “thought sphere” had 
declined due to state intervention in social science academic studies, other 
spaces for alternative public discussions had emerged interstitially from both 
within and outside the bureaucratic state system. In the early to mid-2000s, 
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activisms in these spaces had coalesced into two spheres, the media sphere 
and the NGO sphere.

By employing the concept of interstitial emergence, I emphasize that the 
spaces in which critical public opinions were formed in the early to mid-
2000s were polygenetic. Specifically, these spaces had emerged out of dis-
crepancies between different state sectors, the marginalized state sectors that 
sought to obtain more political power, the rise of new communication tech-
nologies, the intervention of international foundations, and a bourgeoning 
market economy. In documenting the political and social activisms in the 
spaces, I intend to avoid a functionalist description, which tends to suggest 
that these activisms had emerged or been tolerated in China because they had 
in some way benefited the authoritarian system—the production of critical 
news reports on commercial media informed the state of the many social 
problems, whereas NGOs channeled demands from disadvantaged groups 
and provided these groups with social service programs. As I have illustrated, 
although many state actors—or more precisely, actors who were to different 
degrees embedded in the state—were involved, there was not a “master plan” 
behind the involvement of these actors; in fact, state actors’ concerns during 
this stage had been rather different from one another.

Moreover, I highlight that, even in an authoritarian environment like 
China, the state’s power to manage political and social activisms should not 
be assumed a priori. Of course, in a political regime where constitutional 
constraint on the exercise of state power arguably does not exist, the state 
lacks no despotic power in preempting the formation of critical public opin-
ions. As I have shown above, the Chinese state now and then arbitrarily shut 
down newspapers or NGOs when these actors were identified as a threat to 
the stability of the regime. But the management of political and social activ-
isms involves not just the exercise of despotic power. To deal with numer-
ous societal actors whose practices and ideological positions are volatile and 
ambiguous, the state also needs certain forms of regulatory power, which 
must be based either on consistent policies and laws or on institutionalized 
negotiations with societal actors. I suggest that, with respect to the develop-
ment of the latter form of power, the Chinese state had fallen behind, at least 
during the first term of the Hu-Wen regime. I illustrate this point by analyz-
ing the various “loopholes” in China’s NGO registration system. Because of 
these “loopholes,” organizations with various goals got to survive during this 
stage. These included “moderate” organizations that had mainly engaged in 
service provision activism but had the potential to cooperate with advocacy 
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organizations, as well as those organizations with relatively “radical” political 
agendas like Gongmeng.

At the end of the chapter, I argue that, with the transformation of the 
interstitial publics, the dynamics between the liberals and the new left had 
changed. Whereas the new left had moved closer to the international aca-
demic community, the liberals had turned to newly rising interstitial spaces. 
In this process, the liberals found new allies among actors like journalists, 
NGO activists, and human rights lawyers. I also emphasize that what had 
brought the heterogeneous actors into the new liberal camp together was 
these people’s identification with the idea of civil society. With the new allies, 
the liberals came to a much better position from which they could project 
their imagination of politics onto people in wider society. This is what I am 
going to discuss in the next chapter.
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Chapter 3

The Hasty Formation of a Counter-Hegemonic 
Movement, 2003–2007

As I mentioned at the end of chapter one, to advocate for the idea of civil 
society, activists who attended the 1989 Student Movement tried to establish 
NGOs. But in the 1990s, the capacity of NGOs to incorporate social issues 
had been rather limited. Around 2003, actors in the new liberal camp (here-
after, the liberals) gradually began to recognize that, instead of organizing 
activisms all by themselves, they could turn to activisms initiated by peo-
ple in wider society. In the mid- to late 2000s, the liberals got involved in 
many spontaneously emerging resistance activisms, such as the environmen-
tal protests launched by victims of pollution accidents. The liberals openly 
applauded the rise of these activisms, valorized them, intervened in their 
mobilization, and offered their participants various kinds of aid. I suggest 
that it was during this process that the political project of building civil soci-
ety became prominent.

While the participants of the resistance activisms were diverse and their 
demands were multifarious, the liberals tended to ignore the variations and 
called the activisms by a general name of the Weiquan Movement (Wei-
quan Yundong), which literally meant the “rights-defending movement.” 
To demonstrate that the idea of civil society was indeed relevant to China’s 
politics, in their public expressions, the liberals largely simplified the origins 
of the resistance activisms and interpreted people’s resistance as a reaction 
against the control of the authoritarian state. This chapter demonstrates how 
the simplification process has been carried out and discusses its multiple, 
contradicting consequences.

I see the liberals’ efforts in incorporating various resistance activisms as an 
attempt to build a counter-hegemonic movement. My analysis of hegemony 
and counter-hegemony borrows from Antonio Gramsci. In Gramsci’s politi-
cal writings, hegemony can be understood as a form of domination.1 Rather 
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than mere ruling by force, hegemony rests on people’s internalized belief that 
currently existing economic and political institutions are the best, or only, way 
of organizing social relationships. During times of economic or political crisis, 
however, the flaws of the hegemonic order may become more visible. These 
are moments of opportunity for counter-hegemonic movements to advance 
their critiques of the system. The concept of counter-hegemony perfectly 
catches the liberals’ practices of advocating civil society and the Weiquan 
Movement—calling into question the authoritarian rule and showing that 
alternatives to the status quo exist, are needed, and are achievable.

Nevertheless, I highlight a major difference between the Weiquan Move-
ment advocated by the liberals and the counter-hegemonic movement in 
Gramsci’s writings. Being developed in the context of the anti-capitalist 
struggles of the first half of the 20th century, Gramsci’s idea of counter-
hegemony is predominantly class-based. To win the “war of position” in the 
battle between hegemony and counter-hegemony, Gramsci argues that the 
proletariats need to cultivate their own organic intellectuals—intellectuals 
who are more directly related to the economic structure of a society and who 
can give their class homogeneity and awareness of its own function.2 How-
ever, the supposed organic intellectuals, here the liberals, were more like the 
traditional intellectuals in Gramsci’s theory—those intellectuals who con-
ceive of themselves as having no basis in any social class and adhering to 
no particular class discourse. In fact, the liberals had often avoided talking 
about class issues in their public discussion of civil society. The presumption 
behind this avoidance was the imagination of universal interest—as long as 
civil society, or an independent space for participation, is created, all citizens, 
regardless of his or her socioeconomic status, would be benefited. I will elab-
orate on this point in my analysis of the Weiquan Movement and discuss its 
political implications.

The rest of the chapter will be arranged in the following way. In the next 
section, I examine the history of the discourse of weiquan in China since the 
1990s and introduce how the discourse had transformed from a state dis-
course to a counter-hegemonic discourse being associated with the idea of 
civil society. Then I analyze how the liberals had projected their understand-
ing of civil society, or an imagination of politics that placed the antithesis 
between state and society onto the various social movement activisms in 
wider society. Next, I demonstrate how, in the name of building civil society, 
the liberals had intervened in people’s weiquan activism and what achieve-
ments these interventions had made. Before the concluding section, I dis-
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cuss the various negative consequences incurred by the liberals’ reductionist 
interpretation of the Weiquan Movement. In the concluding section, I sum-
marize my analysis of the development of the interstitial publics in China 
between 2003–2007.

A Brief History of the Discourse of Weiquan

The discourse of the right (quanli) had entered China’s public sphere as a 
state discourse. In the beginning, the right discourse was associated with the 
state’s project of legal reform. After the Cultural Revolution, to restore social 
order, support the development of a market economy, attract foreign invest-
ment, and constrain corruption, the Chinese state carried out a series of legal 
reform programs. In the 1980s and the 1990s, hundreds of commercial and 
civil laws were enacted. These laws had stipulated many of the rights citi-
zens were entitled to.3 To demonstrate the state’s determination in protecting 
rights, in 2004, the national people’s congress even passed a resolution to add 
“protection of human rights” into China’s constitution. In its political propa-
ganda, the Chinese state employed the discourse of the right to highlight its 
efforts in protecting citizens’ rights through legislation.

Since the 1990s, out of complex concerns, the Chinese state began to dis-
seminate the knowledge of laws and encouraged citizens to take legal actions 
to defend rights. A most illustrative example here was the state’s advocacy 
of consumer rights. As China moved away from a planned economy, a com-
modity economy began to revive. Because of the lack of supervision, the 
newly emerging commodity market was flooded with counterfeited goods, 
which severely harmed fair competition. To regulate the incipient commod-
ity market, the state advocated consumers raise their “rights consciousness” 
(quanli yishi) and passed the Law on the Protection of Consumer Rights and 
Interests in 1993. To encourage consumers to defend their own rights when 
purchasing goods of poor quality, the state used its media to widely publicize 
the details of the law, set up hotlines for providing legal aid, and sponsored 
the formation of a consumers’ association.4 In similar ways, in the 1990s and 
early 2000s, the state had also familiarized citizens with other forms of rights, 
such as women’s rights and children’s rights. It was in these processes that 
the discourse of weiquan, literally meaning defending rights, was frequently 
mentioned. Back then, the term weiquan was often used to refer to those 
actions of defending one’s legal rights through state-endorsed channels.5
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Of course, the rights the Chinese state encouraged citizens to defend 
had been partial and limited. First, as many students of Chinese politics had 
pointed out, the state had been more proactive in advocating commerce-
related rights and civil rights than in political rights.6 Second, even in the field 
of commerce-related rights and civil rights, the state’s advocacy of citizens’ 
rights had been contingent upon its judgment of the conditions of social and 
economic development. For example, in the 1990s, when privatization was 
regarded as being crucial for the economic reform and the low price of labor 
power was regarded as China’s comparative advantage in the global econ-
omy, the state’s advocacy of labor rights had been relatively weak. Except for 
emphasizing that workers had the right to sign contracts with their employ-
ers and get paid for their work, the state had seldom mentioned that workers 
were also entitled to social rights or welfare rights. It was not until the Hu-
Wen era, when the expansion of domestic demand was seen as the key to 
promoting further economic growth, that the state began to enact new labor 
laws that provided more detailed regulations on the protection of workers’ 
social rights.7

As early as the 1990s, many liberals criticized the weiquan discourse 
proposed by the state. In the “thought sphere,” liberal scholars like Zhang 
Shuguang (economist) and Liu Junning (political scientist) contended that 
an unchecked state power more often violated citizens’ rights and liberty and 
that the institutions set up by the state for protecting rights often tended to 
fail; to defend rights, therefore, people needed to restrict the state power and 
hold the state power accountable. The liberal scholars also suggested that an 
independent civil society constituted the basis on which people could achieve 
these goals.8

Challenges of the state discourse also came from lawyers. In the 1990s, 
a market-oriented reform of the legal profession took place. In the reform, 
Chinese lawyers were disentangled from the role of “state’s legal workers” 
(guojia de falü gongzuozhe) and granted a series of autonomy, including the 
autonomy to act in courts as agents for litigation, obtaining remuneration, 
and establishing private law firms.9 This provided opportunities to human 
rights lawyers who had tried to promote social change through litigation. 
Among these human rights lawyers, some had become involved in politically 
sensitive issues, such as the freedom of speech and religion, the right of ethnic 
minorities, China’s family planning policies, and land appropriation. In the 
public, these kinds of lawyers were often referred to as the “rights-defending 
lawyers” (weiquan lüshi).10 The ideological stance of these “rights-defending 
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lawyers” tended to be quite close to that of the liberals in the “thought sphere.” 
They also regarded the lack of constitutional democracy as the greatest threat 
to human rights and advocated the necessity of a resistance movement.11

However, since these criticisms were rather abstract, they had very lim-
ited influence. It was not until the Sun Zhigang Incident in 2003 that the 
liberals found an appropriate case through which they could explain the 
rationale of the idea of civil society to the wider public. I have introduced the 
incident in the beginning of chapter two. In the incident, Sun Zhigang’s tragic 
death aroused public anger toward the “custody and repatriation” law, a law 
that restricted citizens’ freedom to move across regions. Facing the insurgent 
public anger, the state council quickly abolished the law. In the interpretation 
of the liberals, the advocacy of rights in the incident had been realized in 
the confrontation between state and society. First, what had deprived Sun 
Zhigang of his life and liberty were a detention center in Guangzhou and 
the “custody and repatriation” law, both of which embodied the power of the 
state. Moreover, when the state power violated citizens’ rights, it was vari-
ous “social forces,” such as the critical reportage of the issue in newspapers, 
online discussions, and law scholars’ petitions, that had created a strong pub-
lic opinion and eventually forced the state to abolish an unjust law. According 
to the liberals, these “social forces” were nothing but civil society.12

With the liberals’ interpretation of the Sun Zhigang Incident, the dis-
course of weiquan was endowed with a new meaning. It implied that citizens’ 
rights were not benefits bestowed by the state. Rather, on many occasions, 
they were achieved through opposing the state. To commemorate the event 
and celebrate the success of civil society, many liberals called 2003 the “first 
year of rights-defending activism” (weiquan yuannian) in China.13

Since the Sun Zhigang Incident, the liberals tried to project their imagi-
nation of rights and civil society onto people in wider society. Coincidentally, 
the Chinese society in the 2000s was a place where resistance activisms fre-
quently occurred. The economic reform since 1992 had caused vast social 
contentions (for major social contentions in the 2000s, see Table 3). In rural 
areas, peasants protested the environmental pollution caused by a new round 
of industrialization as well as local government officials’ corruption in land 
appropriation.14 In urban areas, veteran state-owned enterprise workers pro-
tested the privatization that had deprived them of their social compacts; rural 
migrant workers protested wage arrears, the poor working conditions, and 
the lack of worksite safety; while the middle-class homeowners protested real 
estate developers’ encroachment of their property rights.15 A report issued by 
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China’s Academy of Social Science estimated that each year the number of 
these resistance activisms had surpassed 100,000.16

The liberals argued that the abovementioned contentious activities had 
a commonality—they were all initiated by citizens who struggled to defend 
their own rights. Therefore, all these activities could be seen as belonging to 
a single movement. The liberals called this movement the Weiquan Move-
ment. To avoid political risks, they sometimes also used terms like the Wei-
quan Activism (Weiquan Xingdong), or the New Civil Rights Activism (Xin 
Minquan Xingdong). According to the liberals, the fact that many Chinese 
people were still proactively expressing their demands that had been denied 

Table 3. Major Social Contention in Chinese Society in the 2000s

Origins of Social  
Contention Major Participants Major Demands

Environmental pollution Victims of pollution, mainly 
peasants

Stop pollution, economic 
compensation

Environmental impact  
assessment in construction

Urban residents, mainly 
homeowners

Stop projects that potentially 
harm environment

Land appropriation Peasants Economic compensation, penalize 
corrupted local government 
officials

Privatization of state-owned 
enterprises

Veteran state-owned enterprise 
workers

Economic compensation, social 
security

Labor capital disputes Mainly rural migrant workers Pay raises, improve working 
conditions, social security

Housing relocation in urban 
renewal projects

Urban residents Economic compensation

Disputes between developers 
and homeowners

Homeowners Protection of private property, 
economic compensation

Resettlement of ex-service 
personnel

Veterans Job opportunities, social security

Discrimination against  
Hepatitis B carriers

Hepatitis B carriers Anti-discrimination

Spread of AIDS AIDS patients Economic compensation, social 
security

Food security scandal Victims of adulterated food 
products

Economic compensation
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in formal channels and defending their own rights through agitational activi-
ties illustrated well that the hegemonic control of the authoritarian state was 
limited and that a civil society was in the making.17 With such a reformu-
lation, the discourse of the right was associated with the liberals’ political 
agenda of building civil society.

The Obfuscation of the Idea of Civil Society

Nevertheless, an inconvenient fact for the liberals emerged—the interpre-
tation of civil society offered by the liberal scholars in the “thought sphere” 
was already inappropriate for understanding the Weiquan Movement. As I 
have introduced in chapter one, except for a handful of social liberalists, most 
liberal scholars in the 1990s had grounded their discussion of civil society in 
their analysis of the relationship between the rise of a market economy and 
democratization. These liberal scholars believed that the market was crucial 
for the formation of a civil society, because a developed market economy 
could nurture the growth of a propertied class that was relatively less reli-
ant on the state. In the imagination of these liberal scholars, to practice self-
organization and coordinate commercial relations, the propertied class would 
establish a variety of intermediate associations; these associations would then 
pave the road toward wider and more aggressive participation in politics.18 
Yet the development of the Weiquan Movement had largely diverged from 
this imagination. To render their interpretation of the Weiquan Movement 
more plausible, the liberals in the 2000s began to adjust their discussion of 
the idea of civil society.

First, the participants of civil society had been different from the liberals’ 
assumption. While the propertied class, like homeowners, did proactively 
participate in some of the activities of the Weiquan Movement, a vast many 
of the participants of the movement came from socioeconomically disadvan-
taged groups like peasants and migrant workers. Based on the new situation, 
the liberals began to downplay their preference over the entrepreneurs and 
emphasize that all citizens, regardless of their socioeconomic status, were 
potential participants of civil society. Liberals’ attitude had been illustrated 
in the transformation of the Chinese translation of the term civil society. In 
the 1990s, the Chinese translation of the term adopted by most scholars was 
shimin shehui, which literally meant “town people’s society,” or “urban resi-
dents’ society.” This translation had its origin in the German word, bürgerliche 
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Gesellschaft.19 In the 2000s, with the advocacy of the ICS at Sun Yat-sen Uni-
versity and the Minjian magazine, gongmin shehui became a more popular 
translation. In Chinese, the term gongmin meant citizens. It did not have any 
class basis and in principle could be used to refer to all members of a political 
community. When talking about the choice of the translation, one of the edi-
tors of the Minjian magazine told me,

We use gongmin instead of shimin, because we want to include the peasants. 
About a half of the Chinese people are still peasants. We don’t want them to 
see the concept of civil society as being irrelevant to their life.20

Second, the rise of the Weiquan Movement in the 2000s had little to do 
with the commerce-related associations. As a matter of fact, emerging sponta-
neously, most of the contentious collective actions were not even initiated by 
any formal organizations. Some primary associations might be formed during 
mobilization. Yet these associations tended to quickly disband after state sup-
pression or cooptation.21 To make their political ideal more compatible with the 
reality, many liberals began to argue that the true organizational basis of civil 
society were multiple, intersecting “action networks” (xingdong wangluo).22 The 
liberals’ use of the term “action” (xingdong) here had approximated the socio-
logical concept of agency, or the agential activities that had the potential to 
overcome constraints imposed by structure.23 According to the liberals, in an 
ideal situation, an “action network” was grassroots based, formed by volun-
teers, and devoid of any hierarchical structure. It was also flexible, as it could 
hide itself in everyday life and show its strength only when participants decided 
to make a public intervention.24 Many liberals believed that, in a political envi-
ronment where the formation of independent organizations (e.g., independent 
unions) was most of the time strictly prohibited, the “action networks” offered 
the best chance for expanding the space for participation.25

What is worth mentioning here is that the threshold for attending 
“actions” had been continuously lowered throughout the 2000s. In the begin-
ning, one needed to attend a protest to claim that he or she was involved in an 
“action.” Later, participating in an online discussion of a protest was sufficient 
to be counted as an “action.” In the late 2000s, even watching an online dis-
cussion of a protest became an “action.” To argue that the “action” of watch-
ing was also consequential, Xiao Shu, the famous columnist at the Southern 
Weekly, even wrote an essay titled “China Could Be Changed by Onlookers” 
(Weiguan Gaibian Zhongguo).26
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Lastly, the goal of many activities in the Weiquan Movement had also 
diverged from the early imagination of the liberals. Rather than advocating 
self-organization and further economic reform, what many participants of 
the Weiquan Movement had raised were the various negative impacts the 
economic reform had brought to their life. As a response, the liberals down-
played in their discussion the linkages between civil society and the market 
and began to acknowledge that the goal of civil society activism was plural. In 
this process, some liberals were even willing to incorporate some of the new 
leftists’ concerns, such as social equity and the protection of the disadvan-
taged, into their political discussion.

To justify their insistence on seeing state and society as antithesis, the 
liberals began to argue that civil society was a precondition for many of the 
political goals raised by the new left. In this aspect, relevant discussions on 
the Minjian magazine provided an illustrative example. In an article pub-
lished in the magazine, it was argued that, even in social issues like poverty 
alleviation, which had conventionally believed in China to be the state’s 
responsibility, civil society also had a role to play. In the beginning of the 
article, the author acknowledged the importance of strong state capacity in 
redistribution. Then he switched the tone and contended that a mere strong 
state did not necessarily guarantee the protection of the rights of the dis-
advantaged. This was because an overly powerful state often tended to be 
very insensitive to disadvantaged people’s demands; such a state might even 
silence the disadvantaged. Therefore, only in a civil society, where the power 
of the state was contained and citizens could talk freely, could poverty allevi-
ation be realized.27

With these adjustments, civil society had become a rather obfuscated 
idea. Sometimes, it depicted an ideal situation in which the citizens’ right to 
free and equal public discussion was perfectly protected. In other times, it 
was used to denote things that were already happening on the ground. When 
that was the case, it could refer to anything that was disturbing, or could 
make certain sectors of the state embarrassed. Many of the liberals had also 
acknowledge this obfuscation. When I was in the field in 2013, I attended an 
undergraduate course called “Civil Society and Philanthropy” at Sun Yat-sen 
University. The professor teaching the course was a liberal scholar working at 
the ICS. Drawing to the end of the course, one of the students in class raised 
his hand and asked the professor a challenging question—“Professor, the 
more I listen to your lectures on civil society, the more I feel confused. Before 
I came to this class, I thought civil society meant NGOs. But you tell me it is 
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more than that. It seems that you argue that civil society is the antithesis of all 
the bad things happening in China nowadays. But this is still rather unclear 
to me. Could you say exactly what civil society is?” Sitting in the classroom 
for several months, I had the same confusion. Hence, I very much looked 
forward to the answer. Then, to my disappointment, the professor avoided a 
direct reply. He said,

I cannot give you an answer to that question. Even if I can, what’s the point of 
having a clear definition of civil society? The boundary of civil society, if there 
needs one, should be decided upon discussion attended by all participants of 
civil society. If we decide what counts as civil society activism a priori, we risk 
missing potential allies.28

Then I suddenly realized that it was the liberals’ intention to maintain the 
obscurity of the concept of civil society. It was also in that class that I fully 
recognized that in China civil society was no longer a theoretical concept for 
scholarly debate; it had become an ideational instrument for alliance building.

Nevertheless, the binary thinking of state-society relations inherent to the 
idea of civil society had remained unchanged. In such thinking, the state was 
unreliable and corrupted, whereas society was seen as being indispensable 
for the protection of citizens’ rights. In the early to mid-2000s, these ideas 
were expressed in various venues in the media sphere and the NGO sphere.

The Achievements of the Weiquan Movement

In the next section, I will demonstrate that the influence of the liberals was 
limited and that the binary thinking of state-society relations had brought 
new problems. However, before that, I want to talk about some of the positive 
legacies of the Weiquan Movement.

First, to show that Chinese people’s “rights consciousness” had risen, 
throughout the 2000s, the liberals had enthusiastically reported various 
kinds of weiquan activisms and initiated follow-up discussions. In this way, 
they had rendered these activisms more visible and turned many issues into 
topics for public discussions. A typical example here is the liberals’ interven-
tion in urban residents’ protests against the construction of garbage incin-
eration houses. In the 2000s, with the rapid increase of garbage production 
in cities, many municipal governments began to build garbage incineration 
houses. NIMBY (not in my backyard) protests against these houses then 
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arose. Commercially-oriented newspapers like the Southern Metropolis Daily 
offered wide coverage of the protests, in which NGO activists and experts 
were invited to discuss the environmental cost of garbage disposal.29 These 
open discussions reminded the Chinese state, as well as the public, that the 
economic reform since 1992 had not proceeded without a hitch. Rather, the 
implementation of the reform had its costs and was full of conflicts.

Second, because of the liberals’ emphasis on criticizing the state, many of 
the malfeasance and wrongdoings of government officials, especially those at 
the local level, were exposed and magnified in public discussions. The Deng 
Yujiao Incident was a case in point. In May 2009, Deng Yujiao, a 21-year-old 
hotel service worker in Hubei Province, stabbed three local township gov-
ernment officials who had forced her to provide sexual services, causing one 
death. She was then arrested and charged with homicide. With the interven-
tion of journalists, the “rights-defending lawyers,” and some NGO activists, 
the event quickly came to national prominence. Via action art and online 
discussions, people expressed their support of Deng and their anger over the 
corruption and immorality of the government officials. Later, in response to 
the public pressure, Deng was released by the court and the two surviving 
officials involved in the incident were removed.30 To prevent the formation of 
such strong public opinions, the Chinese state had since then expended great 
efforts in containing corruption and disciplining its government officials.

Third, the liberals’ criticism over the state had activated many laws and 
institutions that would otherwise be pretense. An illustrative example here 
was the enforcement of the regulation on public hearing (tingzheng hui) 
in the Environmental Impact Assessment Law. The Environmental Impact 
Assessment Law was passed in 2003. In the law, it was stipulated that a public 
hearing should be held in case a program might involve the environmental 
interests of the public. However, since the law had made no provision about 
the liability and the procedure for convening a public hearing, such a hearing 
had never really happened during the first two years after the passage of the 
law. Neither did most Chinese people know about the existence of such a 
venue for participation. Things began to change in 2005, when the manage-
ment committee of the Yuanmingyuan Park started a project of paving an 
anti-seepage membrane at the bed of a lake in the park.31 Because of the his-
torical symbolic significance inherent to the park, the project aroused huge 
controversies. Journalists, liberal scholars, and several Beijing-based environ-
mental NGOs launched campaigns to protest the project and demanded a 
public hearing be held. Facing the public doubt, the ministry of environmen-
tal protection stepped in and organized a hearing, which was broadcast live 
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on the internet. Because of the strong dissenting opinions expressed in the 
hearing, the project was eventually terminated.32 Since then, demanding a 
public hearing had become a repertoire in environmental protests in China.

Lastly, to establish more solid connections with weiquan activisms, the 
liberals, especially the NGO activists and the “rights-defending” lawyers, 
had intervened in many weiquan cases, offering legal aid, and helping pro-
test leaders establish NGOs. This brought up a generation of activists who 
were identified with the value of social movement. With respect to turning 
protest leaders into professional NGO activists, the liberals had been par-
ticularly successful in the field of environmental protection. In the 2000s, 
with the help of the institutes for studying civil society and some Beijing-
based environmental NGOs, dozens of activists who used to be victims of 
environmental pollution established locally based environmental NGOs. 
Notable instances included Greening the Huai River (Lüman Jianghuai) in 
Anhui Province, the Defender of Huai River (Huaihe Weishi) in Henan Prov-
ince, and Pingnan Green Homeland (Pingnan Lüse zhi Jia) in Fujian Prov-
ince.33 The liberals had also introduced many university students to weiquan 
activisms. Through participating in online discussions of significant weiquan 
incidents, working as volunteers in NGOs, and attending various salons and 
lectures, some of these students had later become professional activists. In 
later years, although China’s social and political environment had changed so 
much that many of the weiquan activisms were no longer allowed or became 
rather marginalized, many of the activists had chosen to stay in the field. I will 
come back to this point in chapter four.

The Limitations of the Counter-Hegemony

I contend that the binary thinking of state-society relations proposed by the 
liberals was too reductionist and that it had ignored many important things, 
notably the complex roles the state could play in the protection of citizens’ 
rights, the subordinate institutions, and the power inequalities within civil 
society. In the following sections, I will elaborate on the negative conse-
quences of the reductionist interpretation.

The Consequence of Ignoring the Roles of the State

The liberals stressed the importance of constraining the power of the state in 
the protection of human rights. This was of course meaningful in an authori-
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tarian context. But it largely ignored the complex roles the state could play in 
the formation of people’s rights conditions. By seeing the state as the enemy 
of the protection of rights, the liberals had systematically excluded many 
topics in public discussion. Let me use the discussion of the issue of rural 
migrant workers’ rights in commercially-oriented newspapers in the early 
2000s to illustrate this point.

Since China’s participation in the neoliberal globalization, millions of 
peasants had left their rural hometowns and became industrial workers. In 
cities, these workers had constituted a disadvantaged group. Several factors 
were behind this situation. The first factor had to do with China’s hukou sys-
tem. The hukou system was a household registration system that defined citi-
zens as legal residents in a certain region. It was a legacy of the socialist era.34 
While the mobility of China’s population had dramatically increased since 
the market-oriented economic reform, transferring one’s hukou registration 
across regions remained difficult, especially for those who lacked professional 
skills.35 As I have already introduced in the previous chapter, in the 1990s and 
the early 2000s, to legally work in cities, rural migrant workers had to obtain 
a temporary living permit from the police. Those who failed to get the permit 
could be detained by the police and returned to their rural hometowns.

The lack of legal protection was another factor. Labor laws in China 
granted workers some basic rights, such as the right to safety at work and 
the right to social insurance. But in practice, before the late 2000s, the rules 
codified in labor laws were often not enforced. Since local governments 
tended to prioritize economic growth over labor rights, they were less incen-
tivized to penalize corporations that violated labor laws.36 A third factor had 
to do with the fact that the reconstruction of the welfare state in China had 
lagged behind the economic reforms. China’s welfare system was established 
during the socialist period, when most people worked in the same place for 
their whole life. Hence the system was rather fragmented, decentralized, and 
locally based.37 Until the late 2000s, transferring one’s retirement pension 
across provinces was rather difficult. Moreover, many public services, such 
as public education, were provided to residents whose hukou was locally reg-
istered only. Rural migrant workers and their children thus had very limited 
access to various social programs.38

From the above discussion, we can see that the problems of the state with 
respect to the issue of rural migrant workers’ rights were multifarious. On 
some occasions, it was the excessive state intervention in society and market 
(the hukou system and the “custody and repatriation” law) that had violated 
rural migrant workers’ rights. Yet on other occasions, the failure in the pro-
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tection of rural migrant workers’ rights had to do with insufficient state reg-
ulation over the market (the weak enforcement of labor laws and the lack of 
welfare programs).

However, when discussing rural migrant workers’ rights, commercially-
oriented newspapers like the Southern Weekly and the Southern Metropo-
lis Daily were almost exclusively interested in criticizing the excessive state 
intervention. Specifically, columnists and liberal scholars associated with 
these newspapers blamed the hukou system and the “custody and repatria-
tion” law for obstructing the free movement of labor. They argued that the 
negative impact brought by these institutions was a vivid example showing 
that state intervention in the market could only harm the poor.39 Criticism of 
problems caused by insufficient state regulation was hard to find. In another 
word, the liberals were only concerned with rural migrant workers’ civil 
rights, or the right to become free labor in the market; seldom did they con-
sider these workers’ social rights or welfare rights.

On rare occasions, the commercially-oriented newspapers discussed 
rural migrant workers’ limited access to welfare programs. But the focus of 
the discussion was usually on showing the exhaustion of the state and the 
superiority of the market. For example, commenting on the phenomenon of 
rural migrant workers’ children being ineligible to attend public schools, arti-
cles published in the Southern Weekly suggested that the root of the problem 
was the state’s monopoly on education. It was also argued that, if the state 
opened the education market and let different kinds of schools freely com-
pete, the market would quickly provide enough educational resources.40 As a 
matter of fact, in the early 2000s, there were already many private schools in 
coastal cities that enrolled migrant children. But lacking financial resources, 
these schools were not able to hire qualified teachers and construct school 
buildings that met the safety standards. What these schools needed were sub-
sidies from the state, rather than competition.41

What needs to be added here is that, although the liberals had down-
played the relationship between market and civil society in their discussion 
of the Weiquan Movement, they had not been able to seriously criticize the 
dehumanizing impact brought by the market. Many of the liberals still firmly 
believed that the market was the foundation for liberty. Hence, when public 
discussions touched upon core institutions of the market, such as the private 
ownership of property, the liberals often quickly changed their seemingly 
ambiguous attitude.

The liberals’ commentaries on the New Rural Reconstruction Movement 
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in commercially-oriented newspapers was a case in point. The New Rural 
Reconstruction Movement, also known as the “school of rural construction” 
(xiangjian pai), was formed in the late 1990s. Its major participants were 
a group of social science scholars who were critical of the Chinese state’s 
rural policies. These scholars pointed out that the urban-rural gap in China 
had become increasingly wider since the 1980s and argued that the market-
oriented economic reforms since 1992 had only favored urban regions.42 In 
fact, in the late 1990s and early 2000s, many of the strategies the scholars had 
employed were quite like those of the liberals. To disseminate their ideas, the 
scholars studying rural issues had also established many NGOs with the help 
of international foundations.43 However, because the major political agenda 
of the school at that time was to oppose land privatization in rural areas, the 
liberals expressed strong aversion to its activism. In commercially-oriented 
newspapers, scholars studying rural issues and their various activisms, such 
as the experiment on helping peasants establish co-operatives, were por-
trayed in very negative terms.44 Some commentaries even described the 
scholars as “a group of outdated scholars who had no idea how the market 
economy worked” and blamed them for “bringing a horrible revolutionary 
culture back to China.”45 These negative commentaries remained prominent 
until the late 2000s.

The Consequence of Ignoring Subordinate Institutions

During my fieldwork, I discovered that many liberals, especially the “rights-
defending lawyers,” tended to ignore subordinate institutions. By subordi-
nate institutions, I refer to those more concrete and specific rules that shape 
human actions and behaviors. I see subordinate institutions as a contrast to 
those principal institutions that set more fundamental rules. Many liberals 
paid more attention to issues of principal institutions, such as the establish-
ment of a constitutional democracy that protected individual liberty and 
competitive elections, while regarding subordinate institutions as of second-
ary importance. However, in practice, it was often subordinate institutions 
that resistance activisms of this period engaged with. The liberals’ disregard 
for these institutions had thus led them to the misunderstanding of the 
dynamics of many activities of the Weiquan Movement, and their interven-
tion in the homeowners’ movement in the 2000s serves as an example here.

With the commercialization of housing in China, homeowners and pri-
vate housing communities began to emerge in cities since the mid-1990s. 
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Beginning in 1998, to reduce the government’s burden in managing neigh-
borhood properties, the state began to allow homeowners to establish home-
owners’ associations. In private housing communities, homeowners’ associ-
ations were supposed to represent homeowners to negotiate with property 
management companies and manage the maintenance funds.46 Because of 
the lack of legal rules in the newly emerging real estate market and the prop-
erty management market, conflicts between homeowners, real estate devel-
opers, and property management companies often occurred. These conflicts 
sometimes evolved into homeowners’ collective resistance activism.47

Homeowners’ identity as property owners as well as the relatively auton-
omous homeowners’ associations aroused the liberals’ interest. Some liberal 
scholars commented that homeowners’ associations were the “pioneer of 
China’s civil society.”48 Columnists at the Southern Weekly even suggested 
that homeowners’ practice of self-organization in neighborhoods may lead to 
more profound changes in China’s political system.49 Since the early 2000s, 
the “rights-defending lawyers” and intellectuals in the NGO sphere had 
attempted to intervene in homeowners’ weiquan activism.

However, the evolution of homeowners’ activism had largely diverged 
from liberals’ expectations. As a matter of fact, since different municipal 
governments had adopted diverse strategies for coping with homeowners’ 
activism, the development of the activism in different regions had taken 
divergent paths. In Shanghai, the municipal government aggressively pro-
moted the formation of homeowners’ associations. As early as 2000, to alle-
viate the increasingly intense conflicts between homeowners, developers, 
and property management companies, the municipal government issued a 
policy that required neighborhood party committees to help homeowners 
establish homeowners’ associations.50 Although this policy had lent the state 
the opportunity to extend its power to homeowners’ self-organization, it had 
nonetheless backed up homeowners. By the late 2000s, homeowners’ associ-
ations had been established in about 80% of the private housing communities 
in Shanghai, while the figure for other big cities, like Guangzhou and Beijing, 
was only around 20%.51 Besides, most local level state agencies in Shanghai 
saw the relations among homeowners, real estate developers, and property 
management companies as commercial relations. When conflicts emerged 
among these players, the state agencies encouraged stakeholders to employ 
market means, such as competitive bidding, to resolve disputes. When the 
conflicts could not be resolved through market means and were taken to the 
courts, district level courts usually gave judgements out of the concern of 
protecting homeowners’ rights.52
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In such a context, homeowners’ activism in Shanghai tended to be mod-
erate. In the early 2000s, organizations seeking to unite homeowners from 
different communities emerged. A notable instance was an NGO called the 
Harmonious Community Salon (Hexie Shequ Shalong), which was estab-
lished in 2003. In the activities initiated by the Salon, participants seldom dis-
cussed political issues and the project of building civil society. Instead, they 
saw homeowners’ associations as business organizations and communicated 
with other homeowners on the knowledge of how to maintain and increase 
the value of their property.53

In southern cities like Guangzhou, local government’s support of home-
owners’ associations was much weaker than that in Shanghai. The legal system 
for coordinating the relations between homeowners, real estate developers, 
and property management companies also tended to be less comprehensive. 
Homeowners in Guangzhou were thus in a disadvantaged position when they 
came into conflicts with developers and property management companies.54 
Recognizing that their property rights were not institutionally guaranteed, 
homeowners in the city engaged in advocacy activism. In 2005, activists from 
different communities co-established an NGO called the Homeowners’ Club 
(Yezhu Lianyihui). Working closely with the liberal scholars at the ICS, the 
Homeowners’ Club openly claimed that it was practicing the political ideal of 
civil society.55 Besides, the organization also regularly submitted policy sug-
gestions to the provincial people’s congress.

Nonetheless, the property management market in Guangzhou was open 
and competitive. When homeowners in a community decided to change 
property management companies through market means, local state agencies 
usually held a laissez-faire attitude. Therefore, the political demands raised 
by the Homeowners’ Club were still relatively moderate. What the organi-
zation had proposed to the provincial people’s congress was simply that the 
state kept the order of the property management market so that homeowners 
could have more space for self-organization.56

Lastly, in Beijing, homeowners had been trapped in the most difficult 
situation. On the one hand, in the 2000s, the municipal government lent 
almost no support to the formation of homeowners’ associations. On the 
other hand, local state agencies in Beijing tended to see homeowners’ collec-
tive resistance activism against developers and property management com-
panies as a threat to the political stability. Therefore, their suppression over 
homeowners’ activism was the most proactive. Such an institutional envi-
ronment had brought up a group of radical activists. In 2006, these activists 
founded an NGO called the Applicant Committee for Homeowners’ Society 
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(Yezhu Xiehui Shenban Weiyuanhui).57 The activists in the Applicant Com-
mittee believed that the difficulties homeowners had encountered revealed a 
fundamental problem in China’s political system—the lack of constitutional 
democracy. They also believed that it was only when China became democra-
tized could homeowners’ rights be protected.58 Apart from initiating nation-
wide advocacy campaigns, many of the activists had attended political activ-
ism that went beyond homeowners’ interests, such as the participation in the 
election of the people’s congress as independent candidates.59 These activists 
also liked to associate their activism with China’s democratization. One of 
these activists even told me in an interview that the Applicant Committee 
could become a political party representing the interests of urban property 
owners if one day in the future the ban on parties were lifted in China.60

The contrast between the homeowners’ activism in the three regions 
clearly shows that the idea that the private ownership of property leads to the 
formation of an independent civil society is a myth. Homeowners, as prop-
erty owners, had not been “essentially” against state intervention. Rather, the 
state’s strategy for coping with the homeowners’ activism and the condition 
of the property management market shaped the homeowners’ political atti-
tude. But the liberals intervening in the homeowners’ activism had not seen 
the issue in that way. When I was in the field in the early 2010s and talked 
with these liberals about the development of the homeowners’ movement, 
many of them still suggested that the homeowners’ weiquan activism was a 
kind of civil society activism against the state. When I mentioned the case of 
Shanghai as a case that had diverged from their imagination, a liberal scholar 
in Guangzhou turned to the analytical framework of state-society dichotomy 
and offered me an explanation.

The homeowners’ movement in Shanghai has become conservative because 
the government in Shanghai is more authoritarian and repressive. In contrast, 
the government in Guangzhou is more open and liberal minded. That’s why 
civil society develops the fastest here.61

A “rights-defending lawyer” in Beijing, who had often attended homeowners’ 
activism, attributed the moderateness of homeowners’ activism in Shanghai 
to the culture and ethos of Shanghainese. He said,

Living in a commercial society, Shanghainese has become prudent and metic-
ulous. They are not like homeowners in the north, who are still bold enough 
to challenge the government.62
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The problem here is not only that the liberals had not been able to do 
good sociological analysis, but that the way they understood the activism had 
prevented them from sustaining their intervention. Around the early 2010s, 
to institutionalize homeowners’ activism, many municipal governments in 
China began to learn from the experience of Shanghai. As a result, the regu-
lations for coordinating the relations between homeowners, developers, and 
property management companies became more formalized.63 Against such 
a background, the liberals’ interest in the homeowners’ movement quickly 
subsided. However, in fact, even after the state updated its strategies for gov-
erning the homeowners’ associations, various problems still widely existed 
in communities. An example was corruption in the use of the maintenance 
fund.64 Another example was the shortage of financial resources in those 
communities that used to be public housing communities supported by gov-
ernment funds.65 Resultantly, housing-related resistance activisms still now 
and then occurred.66 While these resistance activisms may not necessarily 
lead to the formation of an independent civil society, their existence implied 
that homeowners’ associations, as a form of neighborhood-based organiza-
tion, still had the potential to expand the space for citizens to practice self-
organization and build solidarity.

Nevertheless, in the new situation, intervening in homeowners’ activism 
required a more detailed understanding of how the institutions of the state 
and the market could shape homeowners’ associations. In the eyes of many 
liberals who had presumed that civil society would spontaneously emerge in 
middle class property owners’ communities, this was too trivial. When I was 
in Beijing in 2012 and discussed the trend of the homeowners’ movement 
with a “rights-defending lawyer,” he said with regret,

I am glad to see that many homeowners are still trying hard to defend their 
own right. But I don’t see how activisms like this could promote democracy 
in China. The government has enacted too many laws and policies to regu-
late homeowners’ associations and the power of the state has also extended 
to commercialized housing neighborhood. Nowadays homeowners can only 
struggle for their parochial interest.67

The case of the homeowners’ movement also revealed that the alliance 
between the liberals and the Weiquan Movement had been highly unstable. 
Many liberals were only interested in those issues that could bring up wide, 
agitational activities. When the state stepped in and to a certain degree insti-
tutionalized the activities, the liberals’ enthusiasm began to diminish.
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The Consequence of Ignoring Power Inequalities Within Civil Society

Finally, the liberals’ discussion of the participants of civil society was rather 
abstract. It assumed that all citizens, regardless of their socioeconomic status, 
could benefit from the formation of a space that was independent of the state. 
In the discussion of civil society in the 2000s, some liberals began to recog-
nize that participants of civil society were different from each other and that 
their concerns were concrete and plural. But the concretization of the discus-
sion of civil society had been limited because the formation of an indepen-
dent space was still seen as the precondition for the articulation of demands. 
In such a framework, people’s concrete concerns easily became subordinated 
to the grand political project of fighting the authoritarian state. The conflicts 
between the “rights-defending lawyers” and some socioeconomically disad-
vantaged participants of the Weiquan Movement were a case in point.

As I have introduced above, some of the liberals like the “rights-defending 
lawyers” and the NGO activists had directly intervened in various kinds of 
weiquan activisms. These interventions had brought to participants of wei-
quan activisms valuable resources, such as media coverage, legal service, and 
foreign funds. Yet on the other hand, these interventions had also brought 
many unexpected troubles. First, regularly attending people’s weiquan activ-
isms and receiving financial aids from international foundations like the Open 
Society Institute and the National Endowment for Democracy, many of the 
“rights-defending lawyers” and NGO activists had already become figures of 
special concern for the authoritarian regime. Their presence at an activism 
per se could increase the political sensitivity of the activism.

Second, quite a few “rights-defending lawyers” and NGO activists had 
sought to radicalize weiquan activisms. In their interventions, they encour-
aged participants of weiquan activisms to employ more agitational strate-
gies, establish wider connections, and propose sharper criticism over China’s 
political institutions. Studies on contentious collective actions in China have 
repeatedly shown that, compared to those activisms that were loosely orga-
nized and focused on short-term economic interest, the Chinese state had 
been less tolerant and lenient with the activisms that attempted to establish 
formal organizations and raised political demands.68 This implied that the 
process in which the lawyers and NGO activists tried to “transform” a wei-
quan activism was also the process by which the activism was exposed to 
higher risks of state suppression. Under special circumstances, (e.g., a wei-
quan activism drew wide attention in the public, either domestic or inter-
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national), participants of the activism could be protected from the arbitrary 
state power. But the attention offered by the public, both the domestic and 
the international, tended to be limited and erratic, while the number of wei-
quan activisms happening in China each year was huge. For the vast majority 
of weiquan activisms that were by no means dramatic, winning wide atten-
tion was almost an impossible mission. After radicalizing their activities 
as the intervening lawyers and NGO activists wished, participants of these 
activisms to different degrees became the victims of authoritarian repression. 
Some of them were harassed by the security police. Some lost their jobs or 
were even detained.

Early reflection upon these negative impacts came from the liberals who 
had intervened in the weiquan activism. Recognizing that some participants 
of the weiquan activism had been trapped in worse situations after receiving 
aid from NGO activists and the “rights-defending lawyers,” these liberals pro-
posed that there existed an “ethical dilemma” in the Weiquan Movement—if 
NGO activists and the “rights-defending lawyers” wanted to prioritize the 
protection of participants of weiquan activisms, they needed to avoid men-
tioning the various political agendas inherent to the Weiquan Movement, 
such as criticizing the authoritarian state power and advocating an indepen-
dent civil society. If the activists and the lawyers insisted on advancing these 
political agendas, they might endanger the participants of weiquan activism 
and harm their immediate interests.69

When I was in the field in the 2010s, I discussed the ethical issue with 
many liberals who had attended the weiquan activism. Some of them identi-
fied with the idea of the “ethical dilemma” and were more sympathetic to the 
real difficulties the participants of weiquan activism encountered. An NGO 
activist shared with me his thinking of the issue in an interview.

Weiquan participants’ concerns are usually simple. They want their corrupted 
village head to be penalized. They want to stop the factories that pollute their 
environment. As intellectuals, what we can do is to help them achieve their 
goals. We can of course tell them that the problem lies in China’s political 
institution and that democracy is the solution. But we should not impose our 
will on them.70

But more NGO activists and “rights-defending lawyers” tended to negate 
the existence of the dilemma. When I mentioned the ethical issue in an inter-
view with a “rights-defending lawyer” in Shanghai, the lawyer responded,
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I don’t think the intervention of the ‘rights-defending lawyers’ has any eth-
ical problem. We always communicate with our clients when we decide to 
transform a case into a political campaign. We tell them the pros and cons of 
employing radical strategies, and we employ these strategies only when they 
say ‘yes.’ In fact, many ordinary people are not that unwilling to sacrifice part 
of their quiet life to expose the evils of the authoritarian regime.71

For me, the views offered by both sides sounded, at least partially, reason-
able. When I was in the field, I could not judge which side was more correct. 
Therefore, I closely followed a few weiquan cases attended by the “rights-
defending lawyers” and NGO activists. Here is what I observed. First, the 
situation in which the lawyers and NGO activists prioritized the advocacy of 
political ideals did exist in their interventions. But this mainly happened in 
politically sensitive cases, such as those cases that involved the issue of the 
freedom of speech and religion. Even without the attendance of the lawyers 
and the activists, people involved in these cases were very likely to experience 
harsh state suppression. There was little evidence showing that the involve-
ment of the lawyers and the activists had made things worse.

The subtleties of the issue were revealed in those cases in which the par-
ticipants of the weiquan activism were the disadvantaged and their demands 
were mainly about economic interests. In those cases, the “rights-defending 
lawyers” and NGO activists did try to help the weiquan participants. They 
also did communicate with these participants about the possible conse-
quences of employing radical strategies, as what the lawyer in Shanghai had 
told me. Yet what these lawyers and activists had largely overlooked were 
that different people’s perceptions of resistance movements and state repres-
sion tended to be divergent and that these divergent perceptions were largely 
shaped by different life experiences.

Many “rights-defending lawyers” and NGO activists had engaged in 
social movement activisms like the environmental movement and the AIDS 
movement since they were university students. Instead of struggling for their 
own interest, they had attended these activisms to advance the general inter-
est. The universities had provided them with a relatively safe environment 
and thus prolonged the period in which they could think over the meaning of 
becoming a professional activist, and more importantly, the price they were 
willing to pay. In my fieldwork in Beijing in 2012, I met an NGO activist who 
had graduated from Peking University. I asked him about his experience of 
confronting the authoritarian state. His answer illustrated well my point here.
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At first, it was within the campus. The party secretary of my department came 
to talk with me and asked me to write a self-criticism report (xie jiancha). 
Then someone from the state security department called me. As I attended 
more of these activities, the police invited me to have tea. Whenever the 
harassment from the state was upgraded, I asked myself: Is this what I can 
withstand? How much more can I take? When I gave positive answers, I con-
tinued and deepened my participation in these activities. When I detected 
fear and hesitation in me, I took a rest until I accumulated enough strength 
to go on. It is through this long and tortuous process that I have become a 
professional activist.72

But the weiquan participants who came from socioeconomically dis-
advantaged groups were often involved in resistance activism by accident. 
Compared to the NGO activists and the “rights-defending lawyers,” these 
socioeconomically disadvantaged resisters did not have the process through 
which they could, bit by bit, experience how it was like to confront an author-
itarian power. Moreover, these resisters, as the disadvantaged, usually lacked 
social prestige in their daily life. Through working with the “rights-defending 
lawyers” and the NGO activists, many socioeconomically disadvantaged 
resisters for the first time in their life felt that they were esteemed and that 
they were empowered to promote changes in wider society. Because of these 
factors, the NGO activists and the “rights-defending lawyers” tended to have 
great influence over the socioeconomically disadvantaged resisters with 
respect to their choice of strategies in weiquan activism.

Hence, although on many occasions, the socioeconomically disadvantaged 
resisters did show willingness to employ radical strategies after communicat-
ing with the activists and the lawyers, their decision-making process tended 
to be hasty, without thorough consideration of all the possible negative con-
sequences. Talking about how he had been persuaded into using radical strat-
egies in a weiquan activism, a rural migrant worker told me in an interview:

At the time, they [activists in the NGOs] repeatedly told us, “You guys have 
been suppressed to such an extent. You must defend your rights.” Of course 
I was inclined to defend my rights. But I was also afraid of being beaten by 
the police. I was not certain how far I could go. Motivation and pressure 
coexisted in me. But if I told them so, they would deny me and ask, “Can’t 
you just have more courage and ambition?” It was under such pressure that I 
took bold actions.73
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After being suppressed by the state, many of the socioeconomically disad-
vantaged resisters experienced a huge mental loss. Some of them regretted 
their choice and turned against the NGO activists and the lawyers. Some had 
a nervous breakdown.

What had reinforced the conflicts between the professional activists and 
the socioeconomically disadvantaged resisters was this fact: While the NGO 
activists and the lawyers deeply influenced the strategies employed by the 
socioeconomically disadvantaged resisters, they were not able to share risks 
with the latter group, and it was often the latter group that felt the negative 
consequences. A weiquan case I had followed in Guangzhou illustrated this 
problem. In 2011, with the help of two NGOs, migrant workers in a jew-
elry processing plant in the city organized a protest, demanding that their 
employer pay social insurance arrears. At the time, because migrant workers 
had seldom won social insurance payments, the NGOs involved were keen to 
make a success of this case. They therefore expended great effort pushing the 
workers to take more radical actions. After discussing with the NGO activ-
ists, workers laid siege to the human resource department in the corporation 
and confined the human resource manager to his office for over 30 hours. 
In the end, the confrontation between workers and the manager proceeded 
from words to blows. Police came and detained the leaders among the work-
ers. These leaders were not released until a month later. Eventually, workers 
at the plant won the social insurance payment. The NGOs involved began to 
use the case as a model to show how workers’ weiquan activism could make 
a difference. But the leaders and major activists of the activism were either 
fired or suffered salary downgrades.

When I was in the field in 2013, I interviewed one of the leaders. By then, 
the leader had already gotten a new job and begun to work as a volunteer in 
an NGO that had been involved in the event. Nonetheless, the past experience 
still constituted a trauma for him. My original plan was to discuss with him his 
work as a volunteer in the NGO. But in the interview, he spent most of the time 
talking about the various harms the event had incurred on him and his family. 
Recalling the whole procedure of the weiquan activism, he said,

If these things [detention and unemployment] had not happened, I would 
feel that these NGOs are pretty good. But in that half year, I really lost tens 
of thousands of yuan. My wife and children were also scared to death. I know 
when you want to have a revolution or promote social reform, some people 
in society must sacrifice. But here, all success is counted as the NGOs’ merit, 
while all loss is on me personally. I feel that’s unfair.74
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If we scrutinize the cases in which the conflicts between the liberals and 
socioeconomically disadvantaged resisters arose, we may find that many of 
the conflicts were not necessarily unavoidable. The professional activists 
among the liberals and the socioeconomically disadvantaged resisters could 
have had better communication. People could have figured out better strat-
egies for apportioning risks. There could have been more emotional support 
for the weiquan participants. But in a framework that tended to prioritize 
the confrontation with the state, it was hard for people to elaborate public 
discussions on the abovementioned topics. The interpretation of a “rights-
defending lawyer” in Beijing of the ethical issue well illustrated this point. 
When I asked the lawyer in an interview how he balanced between the long-
term goal of the Weiquan Movement and weiquan participants’ short-term 
interest, he said,

I think you tend to exaggerate the conflicts between the ‘rights-defending 
lawyers’ and the clients. The most fundamental contradiction in China now-
adays is between the Chinese citizens whose ‘rights consciousness’ is rising 
and a public power that has not yet been constrained. It is the public power, 
not the ‘rights-defending lawyers,’ that violates citizens’ rights. In my opin-
ion, the so-called ‘ethical dilemma’ reveals nothing but a simple fact—the 
only way to improve the human rights condition in China is to fight with the 
authoritarian regime and build a more open and fair judicial system.75

The negative consequence of ignoring the inequalities between the 
“rights-defending lawyers” and socioeconomically disadvantaged resisters 
was not only that people from the latter group were harmed, but also that the 
two groups could not build rapport with each other. After witnessing the cost 
of working with these professional activists, some socioeconomically disad-
vantaged resisters became astute. Rather than wholeheartedly supporting the 
political project of building civil society, they began to see “rights-defending 
lawyers” and NGO activists as a kind of resource they could draw on. An 
NGO activist who had been actively involved in the AIDS movement offered 
me a vivid description of the situation.

Some people have criticized us for making use of weiquan participants. But 
it is not only that we are using the weiquan participants. On many occasions, 
the weiquan participants are also using us. My organization had received 
quite a few such people. Initially, they came to us, saying that they wanted to 
fight to defend their rights, and asked us to contact lawyers, journalists, and 
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human rights organizations in the international community. Then we spent a 
lot of efforts, doing what they wanted us to do. It was until later that we fig-
ured out that these people had seen us merely as an instrument for pushing 
local government. After they got their money, they asked us to withdraw the 
lawsuit and never showed up again.76

From these discussions, we can see that, although the liberals had man-
aged to use the discourse of weiquan to discursively unify the fragmented 
resistance activisms and create a counter-hegemonic movement, the move-
ment had been hastily formed. While the liberals claimed that they wanted 
to incorporate disadvantaged groups into the project of building civil society, 
their political discussions had often failed to substantively take the concerns 
of disadvantaged groups into account. Resultantly, the solidarity formed in 
the liberals’ intervention in the weiquan activism tended to be fragile.

Conclusion

This chapter investigates how the liberals had projected their imagination of 
politics onto people in wider society. I first trace how the liberals transformed 
the discourse of weiquan into a counter-hegemonic discourse. Then I analyze 
liberals’ efforts in discursively unifying the fragmented contentious collec-
tive actions and building the Weiquan Movement. I suggest that, to render 
the idea of civil society more relevant to real world politics, the liberals had 
obfuscated the participants, the organizational basis, and the goal of civil 
society activism in their public expressions. During this process, the meaning 
of civil society had in many ways diverged from the original discussion of the 
concept in the “thought sphere.” But the emphasis on the antithesis between 
state and society had remained unchanged. In the latter half of this chapter, 
I elaborate the problems of reducing the weiquan activism to the antithesis 
between state and society. I argue that liberals’ ignorance of power and sub-
ordinate institutions had reproduced inequality and domination. Conversely, 
the existence of such inequality and domination had also harmed the sus-
tainability of the working alliances the liberals had established during their 
intervention.

By going into the details of history, this chapter and the previous chapter 
intend to offer an alternative interpretation of the vibrant public discussions 
and social movements happening in China in the early to mid-2000s. In 
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examining this period of history, some scholars have highlighted the expan-
sion of the public sphere and the rise of “rights consciousness” among Chi-
nese citizens. For example, Lei Ya-wen has argued that a “contentious public 
sphere,” or a “counter public sphere,” had risen in China in the 2000s and 
that a resistance community based on common values had been built.77 In 
my opinion, this interpretation is more of what the influential actors in the 
public sphere during that period, that is, the liberals, had wanted people to 
think of China’s politics. It was simply not the reality. In responding to this 
view, I emphasize that it was in various kinds of interstitial spaces that the lib-
erals had emerged and that the liberals’ relations with the state had been far 
more complex than what they had often claimed. Moreover, I point out that, 
although the liberals had tried hard to build alliances with different actors, 
the inclusivity of these alliances had been limited and the solidarity formed in 
this process had been fragile.

Some other scholars have held a more critical attitude toward the exercise 
of power in China’s public sphere. A notable instance here is Zhao Yuezhi, 
who has argued that China’s public sphere embodied state’s neoliberal con-
trol and that the so-called critical news media like the Southern Weekly only 
represented middle class interests.78 I am sympathetic to this view, especially 
its sensitivity to class issues. I also acknowledge the influence of neoliberal-
ism on liberals’ interpretation of civil society during this period. However, in 
my opinion, this view also tends to simplify the complex relations between 
the state and the emergent public sphere. Since the space out of which critical 
public opinions emerged was interstitial space, where the exercise of power 
was not fully institutionalized, public discussions in the space contained a 
certain degree of uncertainty. Some of the topics brought up by public dis-
cussions in the space, such as anti-corruption, could be tolerated or even 
encouraged. But there were also topics the state was reluctant to engage in, 
such as the restriction of public power.

Moreover, I suggest that this view exaggerates the controlling capacity 
of major actors in China’s public sphere. First, the potential of the liberals 
in forging organizations and alliances had been limited by the authoritarian 
state. Second, in the 2000s, with the deepening of China’s market economic 
reform, Chinese people’s interests had already become rather pluralized. The 
power of the Chinese state had also become decentralized in the economic 
reform. While the number of contentious collective actions happening each 
year was huge, most of these actions had targeted localized state agencies. 
Based on these conditions, many liberals had also recognized that it had 
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become increasingly difficult to launch a comprehensive resistance move-
ment and perform as the leaders of the movement. Therefore, the strategies 
the liberals had taken in the 2000s tended to be more submissive. To incor-
porate the spontaneously emerging weiquan activisms into their ideologi-
cal camp, the liberals had continuously adjusted their interpretation of civil 
society. In other words, while it was the liberals that had set the agenda for 
public discussion, their agenda setting process had not been resistant to the 
transformation of demands making in wider society.

Nevertheless, during the first term of the Hu-Wen regime, the liberals 
had expanded their influence in China’s interstitial publics and discursively 
unified the fragmented weiquan activisms by projecting their imagination of 
civil society onto people in wider society. It was largely under liberals’ efforts 
that many social problems and conflicts arising during China’s economic 
reform were thematized. Without these efforts, the Chinese state might have 
lacked motivations to invest resources to deal with these problems and con-
flicts. For me, this constitutes the most important reason for documenting 
the history of the civil society project.
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Chapter 4

The Structural Transformation of Interstitial 
Publics, 2008–2013

During the second term of the Hu-Wen regime, the political, social, and tech-
nological environment of China’s public sphere altered again. A series of pub-
lic events happening in 2008, including the uprising in Tibet, the Wenchuan 
Earthquake, and the opening of the Beijing Olympics, ignited patriotic enthu-
siasm among the younger generation. On the internet, public expression of 
nationalist emotion began to rise. The Arab Spring, which took place in 2011, 
alarmed the Chinese state of the possibility of advancing regime change 
through social movement activism in civil society. After that, the state’s con-
trol over NGOs and critical news reports became increasingly intensified. 
Additionally, during this stage, China’s rapid development of information 
technology brought new impacts to the organization of public discussion. 
With the rise of mobile devices for getting online and the emergence of social 
network media, the threshold for participating in discussions on the internet 
was significantly lowered. These changes led to a structural transformation 
of the interstitial publics that had existed since the 1990s. New players arose, 
while the domination of major players in the previous stage, that is, the liber-
als, was destabilized.

It was during this stage that the idea of civil society was widely contested 
in China’s public sphere. Among the various kinds of naysayers, three groups 
of actors proposed coherent and methodical criticism over the liberal inter-
pretation of civil society. These three groups were activists from the New 
Rural Reconstruction Movement, labor scholars as public sociologists, and 
the feminist activists. These actors challenged the liberal discourse that 
dichotomized state and society and questioned whether an independent 
space, where the state power could not legitimately interfere, was the pre-
condition for democracy and social justice. I suggest that it was during these 
contestations that fissures began to grow within the project of building civil 
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society. Nevertheless, critics of the liberals during this stage, especially the 
labor scholars and the feminist activists, were still largely sympathetic to 
the concept of civil society. They took the concept seriously and explored, 
through social movement activism, alternative approaches for realizing the 
many political ideals inherent to the concept. I hence argue that the vitality 
of the civil society as an ideational movement was largely maintained during 
the second term of the Hu-Wen regime.

This chapter (chapter four) and the next chapter (chapter five) are both 
dedicated to the condition of interstitial publics between 2008 and 2013. 
While chapter four describes the transformation of the organizational struc-
ture of public discussions, chapter five focuses on the debates between the 
liberals and several social movements that advocated rights and interests 
of subaltern groups of people. The rest of this chapter will be arranged in 
the following way. In the next section, I introduce the social and political 
background during the second term of the Hu-Wen regime. This is followed 
by a section that analyzes how the media sphere and the NGO sphere had 
become partially institutionalized due to the intervention of the state and the 
upgrade of information technology. Then I write a section that elaborates 
how the transformation of the two spheres impacted the participants of the 
public discussion. In this section, I first discuss the emergence of a new gen-
eration of participants. Then I discuss how some of the liberals managed to 
maintain their influence in the public sphere.

The Transformation of the Social and Political Environment  
in the Late 2000s

After a failed bid in 1993, Beijing was elected as the host city for the 2008 
Summer Olympics in July 2001. Since then, in its various propaganda cam-
paigns, the Communist Party had celebrated Beijing’s success as a symbol of 
the resurgence of the Chinese nation. It was argued that the holding of the 
Olympic Games would signify China’s “return” to a strong and influential 
nation in the international community after a long and humiliating modern 
history during which China fell behind in its social and economic develop-
ment.1 Many ordinary Chinese people tended to think of the sports gathering 
in similar ways. In 2008, the fervor for the Olympic Games was high around 
the country.

However, looking back, we may discover that the year of 2008 was also 
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a year in which crises of different kinds emerged. In March, hundreds of 
protests and demonstrations were held in Tibet to commemorate the 49th 
anniversary of the Tibetan Uprising Day, when the 14th Dalai Lama went 
into exile. Clashes occurred between protestors and China’s security forces, 
leading to the destruction of many Han and Hui buildings and stores and the 
injury and death of numerous civilians. The use of force by Chinese police 
and army in the suppression of the resistance activities triggered widespread 
protests in North America and Europe, many of which called for a boycott of 
the Beijing Olympics.2 In May, an earthquake measuring 8.0 Ms hit Sichuan 
Province located in southwestern China, killing nearly 70,000 people and 
leaving at least 4.8 million people homeless. What had caused public anger 
was the fact that thousands of children died in the earthquake due to shoddy 
construction of school buildings.3 The occurrence of these events largely 
provoked enthusiasm for public participation. On traditional paper media 
and the internet, people vehemently expressed opinions. Controversies were 
prominent with respect to issues like social justice in the economic reform, 
the accountability of government, and the relationship between China and 
the West.

In these public debates, people witnessed the rise of a new wave of nation-
alist emotions. Grassroots, bottom-up expressions of nationalist emotions 
had long existed in China’s public sphere since the 1990s. Typical examples 
included the publication of China Can Say No (Zhongguo Keyi Shuo Bu) in 
1996, a bestseller that strongly criticized US foreign policies, and university 
students’ protests over US bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade in 
1999. In expressing nationalist sentiments, participants of these activisms had 
mainly talked to the Chinese government, calling on Beijing to take a more 
assertive stance in a new era of global competition.4 While these nationalists’ 
understanding of the problems facing China had in many ways diverged from 
that of the liberals, open and direct confrontations between the two groups 
had seldom occurred in previous years. But after 2008, the situation gradu-
ally changed. With the fast development of the information technology in the 
country, people were granted more opportunities to publicly express their 
concerns and encounter those who held different opinions. As a result, the 
conflict between the liberals and the nationalists became more conspicuous.5 
On some occasions, the conflict even evolved into personal attacks.

An illustrative example was the debate centering on the public expression 
of Chang Ping during the Tibet unrest in 2008. Chang Ping was a columnist 
and an associate editor at the Southern Metropolis Weekly (Nandu Zhoukan), 
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a newspaper affiliated with the Southern Metropolis Daily. Regarding his 
political stance, Chang Ping was a typical liberal. During the Tibet unrest, 
many Chinese students studying overseas found the reportage of the event 
on western media inaccurate and biased.6 For instance, the Washington Post 
used pictures of baton-wielding Nepalese police in clashes with Tibetan 
protestors in Kathmandu, claiming that the officers were Chinese. CNN 
selectively reported Chinese government’s military repression, without men-
tioning the protestors’ violent behaviors. In response to the reportage, some 
students studying abroad set up a website called Anti-CNN to demonstrate 
evidence of the one-sidedness of western media. Articles posted on the web-
site tended to be widely spread and well received among internet users within 
China. On April 3rd, Chang Ping published a short essay titled “Tibet: Truth 
and Nationalist Sentiment” in Financial Times China (FT Zhongwen Wang).7 
It was this essay that had trapped him in controversies.

In the essay, Chang Ping criticized the Anti-CNN activism from two 
aspects. First, he pointed out that, while criticizing western media for its 
biased reporting, supporters of Anti-CNN had also lacked knowledge on what 
was going on in Tibet; behind this ignorance was the Chinese government’s 
long-term monopoly of journalism and news reports. Therefore, according to 
Chang Ping, the problem with the Anti-CNN activism was that it had failed 
to recognize that the greatest source of biased reporting was the authoritar-
ian state, rather than Western media. Additionally, Chang Ping contended 
that, while criticizing westerners for their “superiority complex” (youyue gan) 
in judging issues happening in the East, the supporters of Anti-CNN, most 
of whom were Han Chinese, had failed to reflect upon the fact that they too 
were a privileged group vis-à-vis China’s ethnic minorities. At the end of the 
essay, he suggested that criticizing the hegemony of the West did little to help 
improve national solidarity in China and encouraged readers to search for 
alternative interpretations of problems in Tibet. While Chang Ping wrote in 
a cautious tone, dissenting voices became rampant on the internet immedi-
ately after the publication of the essay. Supporters of the Anti-CNN activism 
blamed Chang Ping for not being patriotic. Some even labeled the columnist 
and the newspapers he was associated with “traitors of China” (hanjian).8 
The public opposition eventually led to the dismissal of Chang Ping from the 
position of associate editor of the Southern Metropolis Weekly.

Another example was more subtle. After the Sichuan Earthquake, the 
Chinese government invested huge amounts of resources to the rescue work. 
Premier Wen Jiabao flew to the earthquake area just 90 minutes after the 
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first quake. Within one day, 50,000 troops were dispatched to help with the 
disaster relief work in the epicenter. The horrification of the disaster, together 
with the government’s quick response, incurred a “rally ’round the flag” effect. 
During the first few days after the earthquake, some of China’s political lead-
ers, especially Wen Jiabao, obtained increasing popular support. Rather than 
overseeing the government’s rescue work and criticizing the school building 
problems, many Chinese people posted entries on various online forums to 
pay homage to the leaders and express their love of the regime.9 These dis-
cussions largely irritated the liberals, who had often advocated to hold a more 
critical stance toward the authoritarian state. On May 14th, two days after the 
earthquake, Zhu Xueqin, a historian in Shanghai, who was also a major expo-
nent of liberalism in China, made a commentary on the Southern Metropolis 
Daily, suggesting that the disaster was “a punishment sent by the heaven” 
(tianqian).10 Compared to that in Chang Ping’s case, Zhu’s commentary 
aroused even greater public anger. Many readers of the Southern Metropolis 
Daily criticized Zhu for lack of sympathy toward victims of the disaster and 
demanded an apology. Zhu never apologized for his commentary. But the 
column that carried the commentary was suspended.

Random as the two incidents appeared to be, they largely changed the 
public image of liberal intellectuals and the southern newspapers these intel-
lectuals were associated with. As I have discussed in chapter two, the south-
ern newspapers, especially the Southern Weekly, used to be noted for their 
populist writing style. In revealing the dark side of China’s reform and criti-
cizing corrupted government officials, journalists and editors of these news-
papers claimed to represent and stand with socioeconomically disadvantaged 
groups. This was also how the newspapers had established themselves as the 
“conscience of the media sphere.” But what the two incidents had shown was 
that the liberals associated with the southern newspapers were a group of 
intellectual elites who had a “structure of feeling” that diverged from that of 
many ordinary people. In addition, through the two incidents, many partic-
ipants of online discussions suddenly discovered that the liberals were not 
that invincible; satires and criticisms on the internet could easily turn them 
into targets of public attack.

Meanwhile, the Chinese state’s attitude toward critical discussions in 
the interstitial publics was also changing. Two events had urged the state 
to strengthen its control. The first event was the publication of the Charter 
08, a manifesto for constitutional democracy. The drafters of the Charter 08 
were a group of dissident intellectuals who had attended the 1989 Student 
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Movement. Adopting its name and style from the anti-Soviet Charter 77 in 
Czechoslovakia, the manifesto challenged one-party rule and advocated a 
series of principles in a constitutional democracy, notably the separation of 
powers and independent judiciary. Initially, 303 people signed to support the 
activism. These people were mainly the liberal intellectuals in the “thought 
sphere” and the “rights-defending” lawyers who had achieved national influ-
ence in the early 2000s. The organization of the signing activism made it 
clear to the Chinese state that the liberals who talked about human rights 
issues in the ’90s and ’00s were not separated from the intellectuals who 
had demanded democracy in the ’80s and that it was not impossible that 
the seemingly trivial and moderate weiquan activism later grew into a move-
ment threatening the regime. Hence the repression came swift and fierce. Liu 
Xiaobo, a major organizer of the activism, who was also one of the authors 
of the charter, was detained even before the text of the charter was published 
online. He was later sentenced to eleven years of imprisonment for “inciting 
subversion of state power.” The police interrogated many of the signatories, 
while discussions of the document were strictly prohibited on media.11

The other event was the rise of the Arab Spring at the end of 2010. Unlike 
many commentators from the West, who had regarded the popular protests 
in the Arab world as constituting a democracy movement, from the very 
beginning, the Chinese state had seen the uprising as a threat to social and 
political stability.12 The state became even more vigilant when evidence was 
revealed that some organizations in the resistance activism had been asso-
ciated with international foundations from the West, notably the National 
Endowment for Democracy and the Open Society Institute, as these founda-
tions had also been working with various activists in China.

Because of these issues, the state’s attitude toward the discussion of the 
concept of civil society dramatically changed. Before the Arab Spring, the 
state’s attitude toward the discussion of civil society, at least in the academic 
field, was rather ambiguous. The studies of civil society had never been pro-
moted. But nor had they been prohibited. The positive mention of the con-
cept had even been seen in works published by those scholars who were very 
close to the state power. A notable example was Yu Keping, who was the asso-
ciate director of the Central Compilation and Translation Bureau, an organ 
directly under the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party.13 But 
after the uprising in the Arab world, this ambiguous space was gone. As the 
state’s propaganda began to describe civil society as a space in which agents 
of overseas forces spread Western ideology, or even prepared for subversive 
activism,14 talking about the concept gradually became politically sensitive.
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With these changes, the public sphere in China went through a series of 
structural transformations.

The Partial Institutionalization of Interstitial Publics

I suggest that, during the second term of the Hu-Wen regime, the spaces in 
which alternative public discussions took place in the early to mid-2000s, 
namely the media sphere and the NGO sphere, became partially institution-
alized. By institutionalization, I refer to the process in which the interstitially 
emergent activisms became so regulated that they no longer constituted a 
challenge to the dominant power of the state and the market. Behind the 
partial institutionalization was the fact that the state power and the market 
power became increasingly pervasive. However, I also want to emphasize 
that the influence of the two powers on alternative public discussions was still 
constrained during this stage. Due to the development of new technologies 
and the introduction of new resources, social movement activism in some 
areas became even more proactive. In the following sections, I scrutinize the 
changes of the abovementioned two spheres.

The Partial Institutionalization of the Media Sphere

The Decline of Newspapers as a Venue for Critical Public Discussion
In the late 2000s, the Chinese government’s censorship over the production 
of critical news reports was intensified, especially on newspapers. This had 
been enabled by two factors. The first one was the fact that the proactive 
news media that had critically reported social issues in the 1990s and early 
2000s were by no means independent media. As I have introduced in chap-
ter two, all newspapers and publishers in China had to be registered under 
a recognized institutional sponsor, that is, party committees, government 
departments, and mass organizations. This meant that the head of a news-
paper or a publisher, no matter how commercialized it appeared to be, was 
always a state cadre whose career development was largely dependent upon 
the wills of higher bureaucratic authorities. When the political environment 
was relatively open, the state cadres that intended to earn more revenues, or 
simply had very few interests in defending communist ideologies, became 
“delinquent” in supervision responsibilities. News reports that appeared to 
diverge from official discourses thus emerged. But when the state began to 
see critical news reports as a threat to the stability of the regime and finally 
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decided to regulate the practice of journalism, it had never lacked the lever-
age for achieving its goals. A most used tactic was to remove the cadre who 
was in charge of editorial supervision and appoint a new one. This happened 
to the Southern Weekly since the early 2000s.15

A second factor was the conglomeration of news media, which had 
started in the late 1990s and accelerated in the mid-2000s.16 By 2011, under 
the guidance of the state, newspapers and magazines that engaged in the 
reportage of “current events” (shizheng), including those spin-off newspa-
pers and magazines that were more commercially oriented, were integrated 
into over 120 publishing groups. These publishing groups were usually led 
by official newspapers or publishers at the provincial level. While the pur-
pose of the conglomeration was to liquidate the assets of those newspapers 
that were directly run by party organs—which had suffered from a relative 
decline in circulation in the 1990s and early 2000s—the rise of these pub-
lishing groups had also largely altered the previously fragmented censorship 
system. Whereas in the previous stage the responsibility of supervision was 
spread over a diverse array of sponsoring institutions, in the new system, 
state cadres at the publishing groups were supposed to be directly account-
able to propaganda departments and the state’s news supervision institu-
tions.17 By conglomerating the news media, the state had lessened the power 
and influence of local and departmental government officials and created a 
censorship system that was more coherent. In such a system, many strate-
gies that had been employed by journalists in the previous stage, such as the 
“cross-regional supervision,” became ineffectual.

The increasingly stringent censorship over newspapers led to numerous 
conflicts between journalists, editors, and the state’s propaganda depart-
ments, which was epitomized in the Southern Weekly New Year’s Greeting 
Incident. The Southern Weekly had published a new year’s greeting (xinnian 
xianci) on its front page of the first issue of each year since 1999. It was a tradi-
tion that the chief editor of the newspaper talked in the greeting about some 
political ideals shared by the editorial board. At the end of 2012, the editorial 
board decided that they would critically adopt Xi Jinping’s discourse on the 
China dream (Zhongguo meng) and talked about the possibility of a dream of 
constitutionalism (xianzheng meng). The original version of the greeting went 
through the standard censorship procedure, with some of its critical content 
being removed. However, in the eyes of Tuo Zhen, the newly appointed head 
of the Guangdong Propaganda Department, the revised version was still far 
away from the official discourse of the China dream. He then personally wrote 
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a commentary that glorified the Communist Party and added it to the new 
year’s greeting without informing the editorial board. Many editors and jour-
nalists at the Southern Weekly had not recognized that the greeting had been 
interpolated until January 3, 2013, when the special issue was released, and 
readers discovered that the greeting contained multiple miswritten words 
and grammatical mistakes. This provoked the editors and journalists. As a 
response, they posted criticisms of the state of free speech in China online 
and went on a four-day strike. These activities also sparked public demonstra-
tions against press censorship, which took place outside Southern Weekly’s 
headquarters in Guangzhou.18 Widespread and proactive as they were, these 
resistance activities were later suppressed. Tuo Zhen, whose intervention had 
directly caused the conflict, was even promoted to deputy head of the Propa-
ganda Department of the Communist Party of China two years later.

What had reinforced the impact of the increasingly intensified censorship 
was the development of the internet technologies. In 2009, internet users 
in China witnessed the rise of a series of websites that provided social net-
work service. These included the Sina Weibo, which later evolved into one 
of the biggest microblogging platforms in the world. In 2012, mobile phones 
for the first time surpassed personal computers and became the most com-
monly used devices for getting online.19 I will talk more about how these 
new technologies transformed the organization of online public discussion 
in the next section. For this section, what I want to highlight is that these 
new technologies had negatively influenced the vitality of traditional media, 
especially newspapers. As I have introduced in chapter two, in the 1990s and 
early 2000s, most journalists and editors at newspapers generally welcomed 
or even celebrated the rise of the internet in China, as the internet technol-
ogy helped them circumscribe censorship. However, in the late 2000s, these 
journalists and editors had to face an inconvenient fact—as more and more 
people turned to the internet for reading news, the circulation of newspa-
pers dropped. Since 2012, almost all major commercially-oriented newspa-
pers in China, including the Southern Weekly and the Southern Metropolis 
Daily, experienced a plummet in their advertisement income.20 As the reve-
nues continued to decline, many newspapers were no longer able to support 
investigative journalism, which was rather costly.21

It is a universal phenomenon that the rise of digital media brings neg-
ative impact on traditional paper media. Many prominent newspapers in 
the West also need to figure out strategies for coping with problems like the 
draining of readers and the decline of revenues.22 In response to the chang-
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ing technological environment, commercial newspapers in China adjusted 
their orientation. For example, since the late 2000s, the Southern Weekly had 
tried to get rid of the sensational, populist writing style and establish itself as 
a “high-quality” media that offered “professional” and “in-depth” interpre-
tations of news, in the hope that readers would be willing to pay more for 
subscriptions.23 However, the increasing state censorship over the reportage 
of social and political issues had thwarted this attempt. Additionally, the state 
had also thwarted the newspapers’ attempts at cooperating with the newly 
rising internet media by categorizing articles published on commercially-
oriented newspapers as “abnormal sources” (feiguifan gaoyuan), which were 
in principle prohibited from being reissued on portal websites that engaged 
in news reports.24 With these constraints imposed by the state, the shock 
experienced by Chinese newspapers during the rise of digital media had been 
especially acute.

By the late 2000s, the relative decline of newspapers as a venue for pro-
ducing critical public opinions had already become salient. In the early to 
mid-2000s, newspapers were the site where muckraking reports were pub-
lished and heated discussions on controversial social issues were ignited, 
whereas discussions on the internet were only the follow-ups. However, since 
the late 2000s, the role of the two forms of media exchanged. Commenting 
on the exposition of significant events, Lu Hui, a senior editor who used to 
work for the Southern Metropolis Daily said in an interview, “Paper media 
had already got no business here.”25

Some optimistic observers have suggested that we should not see the 
decline of newspapers as the end of critical public discussions, because, as 
many experienced journalists give up their jobs at newspapers and turn to the 
digital media, the spirit of critical journalism may spread to a new terrain.26 
But from my point of view, the decline of newspapers had severely hurt the 
liberals, because newspapers used to be an important “stronghold” in which 
the liberals gathered, met their fellows, and projected their political ideal onto 
wider society. The liberals could of course criticize the authoritarian state and 
advocate the idea of civil society on the internet. But the internet constituted 
a much more complex environment. This is what I am going to explain.

The Rapid Expansion of Social Network Media as a Venue for Public Discussion
In 2008, the number of internet users in China exceeded 300 million. This 
made China the country having the largest population of internet users in 
the world.27 Behind the fast growth of the internet users were the Chinese 
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state’s industrial policies that prioritized the development of digital technolo-
gies. With the synergy between the state and corporations, infrastructure for 
broadband network and mobile network was expanded from coastal regions 
to inland regions and the cost for getting online had continuously been 
decreasing.28 The rise of domestic brands like Huawei, Xiaomi, and OPPO 
offered consumers alternatives to the expensive iPhone. Socioeconomically 
less advantaged people, such as rural migrant workers, were now able to buy 
smartphones.29

Alongside the advancement of the infrastructure was the emergence 
of large-scale, comprehensive social network media for public discussion. 
Platforms for discussing public issues, such as BBSes, online forums, and 
blogs, had existed on China’s internet since the 1990s. But these previous 
platforms had either targeted specific social groups or categorized partic-
ipants according to their interests and concerns. For example, prominent 
BBSes like SMTH and YTHU had mainly targeted university students and 
well-educated people. Commercially-oriented online forums like Tianya had 
set up multiple boards to differentiate topics for discussion. In contrast, many 
social network media emerging in the late 2000s intended to build a compre-
hensive platform on which people with different interests and concerns could 
meet and all sorts of topics could be discussed. Among these social network 
media, the most influential one was Weibo (literally meaning microblogging), 
a platform launched by Sina in 2009. Many of Weibo’s functions resembled 
those of Twitter. A user may post messages, mention other people using “@
username” formatting and repost and comment on other users’ messages. 
To attract users, Sina invited many celebrities, such as entertainment stars 
and business executives, to join Weibo and granted them a “V” logo, which 
appeared after their account name. These celebrities were later called the “big 
Vs.” Weibo enjoyed an exponential growth immediately after it was founded. 
By February 2011, the number of its registered users had already surpassed 
100 million.

Another social network media worth mentioning was WeChat, a mobile 
phone app launched in 2011. Unlike Weibo, WeChat was not designed for 
holding public discussions in the beginning. Instead, it provided instant mes-
saging service between individuals. But because of the many functions the 
app had developed later, such as voice messaging, video conferencing, and 
digital payment, it eventually became the “app for everything” in China, with 
its active users surpassing 100 million in 2012. In such a context, some of 
WeChat’s functions began to play roles in the public sphere. A typical exam-
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ple was the function of “public account” (gongzhong hao), on which users 
could post entries and push feeds to subscribers. With friends sharing, both 
in WeChat groups and the social feed of friends’ updates, entries on some 
“public accounts” could reach a large audience within a rather short period 
of time.

These new technologies brought the online public sphere in China to a 
new era. On new platforms like Weibo and WeChat, participants, many of 
whom now used smartphones, proactively discussed social, political, and cul-
tural issues. Compared to the situation in the previous stage, the configura-
tion of online discussions had changed in at least three ways.

First, the new technologies had largely lowered the threshold for partic-
ipation. In this aspect, Weibo offered an illustrative example. Compared to 
blogs in the earlier years, Weibo was much easier to access. To set up a blog 
that reached a wide range of readers, one needed to have good writing skills 
as well as skills in composition and photography. One probably also needed 
a laptop to write a blog. But to post entries on Weibo, one only needed a 
smartphone. Additionally, Weibo set a word limit for each post at 140 char-
acters,30 which was around five sentences in Chinese, an amount that people 
without much rhetoric could also write. Because of these features, Weibo 
attracted many people who were previously marginalized or even excluded 
from public discussions. Scholars studying the use of the internet in China 
have been debating whether the development of technologies had enlarged 
or lessened the “information gap” between different social classes.31 Some of 
them have argued that influential users on Weibo are still those who have 
more resources in the real world, such as celebrities in the entertainment 
industry, university professors, and government officials (or the “big Vs”).32 I 
cannot argue against this. Yet what I want to highlight is a process through 
which some forces came into existence from non-existence. Inconspicuous 
as they were, socioeconomically less advantaged people like rural migrant 
workers could now use the media to talk about their concerns.

Second, as large-scale, comprehensive social network media drew wide 
attention, many small-scale, fragmented forms of online discussions began 
to be marginalized. An illustrative example here was the decline of blogs in 
the 2010s. As I have introduced in chapter two, in the 2000s, dozens of blog 
service providers emerged in China and blog writing became an important 
constituent in critical public opinions. In the 2010s, many blog websites that 
used to be quite active in previous years, such as the MSN Space, Blogbus, 
and Blog China, closed their service. This was not because in the new age 
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people were no longer interested in writing or reading long posts. Many 
people still liked to produce and share these posts. The critical point here 
is that the way people got access to these posts had changed. As large-scale, 
comprehensive social network media like Weibo and WeChat commanded 
the most developed channels for disseminating information, any blogger who 
had more than a tiny ambition in popularizing his or her posts had to get con-
nected with these media—either through writing directly on these platforms, 
or through pushing the feeds of their blogs onto these platforms.

The trend that most participants were centralized to a small number of 
platforms had an important implication to the practice of censorship. In the 
previous stage, the practice of censorship took place in multiple sites. All 
blog service providers had their own department for censoring blog contents, 
while the standard each provider followed varied greatly according to the 
value of the provider and its relationship with the state. Because of the exis-
tence of market competition, quite a few blog service providers had tried to 
make the censorship process less arbitrary. For example, some service pro-
viders had kindly reminded users about the occurrence of “sensitive words” 
(mingan ci) in their blog posts and allowed them to publish the posts after 
minor revisions. In such a context, many politically sensitive posts, such as 
those discussing protests, constitutional democracy, and the history of the 
Communist Party, got to survive on the internet.33 During the 2010s, with 
the rise of comprehensive platforms like Weibo and WeChat, the structure of 
the practice of censorship became more centralized. For the sake of survival 
and profit making, these platforms were usually highly cooperative with the 
state. Instead of negotiating with users on the choice of words in discussing 
politically sensitive issues, these platforms tended to completely remove the 
content seen by the state as inappropriate.34 To put it simply, while censor-
ship had always existed on China’s internet, with the emergence of large-
scale, comprehensive social network media, the efficiency of censorship had 
increased.

The third transformation of the configuration of online public discus-
sions was related to the first two. As the population of internet users vastly 
expanded and state censorship became more effective, participants of online 
public discussions in China became further differentiated. On discovering 
that the domestic online environment had become increasingly unfriendly 
to the discussion of politically sensitive issues, internet users who were dedi-
cated to the advocacy of liberal ideals—many of whom were dissident intellec-
tuals and the “rights defending” lawyers—turned to western platforms, such 
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as Twitter and Facebook. On these western platforms, these internet users 
posted messages that exposed human rights abuse in China and expressed 
their hatred of the authoritarian rule. However, these activities were cut off 
from the vast public discussions happening on domestic websites, where 
participants willy-nilly mobilized society-wide concerns within the frame-
work set up by the Chinese state.35 This differentiation had been reinforced by 
the Chinese government’s decision around 2010 to block a series of western 
social media websites, including Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter, and Goo-
gle’s decision to withdraw from China.36

In a word, seeing from the perspective of domestic online discussions, 
a more expansive and plural public sphere, which was also a public sphere 
whose relations with the state was more institutionalized, came into view 
during the second term of the Hu-Wen regime.

The Partial Institutionalization of the NGO Sphere

State’s Attempt at Regulating NGOs
Since the late 2000s, the state’s regulation over the NGO sphere had also 
become intensified. A couple of NGOs that engaged in “rights defending” 
activities were targeted and repressed. Among the cases of state repression, 
what had attracted the widest public attention was the close of Gongmeng, 
an NGO that advocated constitutional democracy and unified the “rights 
defending” lawyers in Beijing. As I have introduced in chapter two, Gong-
meng, also known as the Open Constitution Initiative, was an NGO that 
relied on financial support from international foundations; its leader, Xu Zhi-
yong, had played an important role in the Sun Zhigang Incident. In 2008, 
Gongmeng sponsored a research project that investigated the uprising in 
Tibet, which resulted in the publication in 2009 of a report on the “social and 
economic causes of the 3.14 Incident.” Rather than attributing the uprising to 
the intervention of Dalai Lama and Western forces, the report revealed the 
failure of Beijing’s policies in promoting economic development and social 
equity in Tibet.37 The report aroused wide international attention. In July 
2009, Gongmeng was fined 1.46 million yuan for tax evasion and Xu Zhiyong 
was arrested. Through crowdfunding online, Gongmeng quickly raised the 
money for paying the fine. As Xu Zhiyong was released on bail in August, the 
organization had continued many of its activities under a new name, Gong-
min (literally meaning citizens).38 However, for many NGO practitioners, the 
signal released by the state in the case was clear—many practices that used 
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to fall into the “grey area,” such as engaging in human rights activism, would 
no longer be safe.

Apart from targeting specific organizations, the state had also sought to 
govern NGOs through making laws. The pressure for creating a more regu-
larized institution for governing NGOs had come from multiple groups. The 
first group was local government officials who shouldered the responsibility 
to supervise NGOs, notably those officials in civil affairs departments. As I 
have discussed in chapter two, rather than prevent people from establishing 
NGOs, the previous registration system that set many hurdles in the regis-
tration procedure had simply forced activists to register their organizations 
as enterprises or remain unregistered. This brought huge difficulties to offi-
cials in civil affairs departments, as they tended to lack the information of 
those organizations that had not been properly registered—which had actu-
ally constituted the majority of NGOs in Chinese society. Officials in these 
departments who were relatively open-minded eagerly hoped that the reg-
istration procedure would be simplified so that more NGOs could become 
visible to the state and incorporated into the state’s governance framework.39

The second group was, of course, activists from various kinds of voluntary 
associations, such as non-governmental rescue teams, mutual help groups 
established by patients of rare diseases, and community-based organizations 
for helping disabled people. These activists wanted their associations to be 
formally recognized so that they could raise funds, enjoy tax exemptions, 
and recruit volunteers in the wider society. While these associations had long 
existed in Chinese society since the 1990s, it was during the Sichuan Earth-
quake in 2008 that they were recognized by the public and the government.40

Lastly and surprisingly, those intellectuals who worked for research cen-
ters for studying civil society had also constituted an important force for pro-
moting the enactment of NGO laws. As I have introduced in chapter two, 
many of these intellectuals had a strong belief in the idea of civil society that is 
based on an independent space in which the state power cannot legitimately 
interfere. In the early 2000s, some of them argued that it was OK—if not 
a better choice—for voluntary associations to remain unregistered, because 
these associations, as “non-governmental forces” (minjian liliang), did not 
need to merge with the state.41 In the late 2000s, these intellectuals’ inter-
est in promoting NGO laws had come from very pragmatic concerns. After 
working with many NGO activists, they gradually discovered that, without a 
relatively stable institutional framework for registration and fundraising, only 
a small group of people were able to run NGOs in the long run. Talking about 
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these concerns, an activist who had engaged in NGO activism since the late 
1990s explained to me in an interview,

I have established a couple of NGOs. None of them have been registered as 
“private non-enterprises.” The government now and then closes my organiza-
tions and invites me to “have tea.” I don’t really care this sort of thing because 
I believe in democracy and civil society. But I also know that this is too much 
for ordinary people. I have counted the people who are as courageous as I 
am in China. I believe that the number does not exceed 200. If one day the 
government decides to arrest all of us, our cause is over. That’s why I think we 
need a better institutional environment for NGOs.42

In the late 2000s and early 2010s, through submitting policy suggestions to 
the people’s congress, both at the local and national level, these intellectuals 
actively participated in the making of several laws relevant to NGOs, notably 
the Philanthropy Law.

The state’s attempt at institutionalizing NGO activism started from the 
local level. Since the late 2000s, several provincial-level governments, such 
as Beijing and Guangdong, began to carry out reforms to simplify the regis-
tration procedure. Instead of requiring NGOs to find a “supervisory agency,” 
these governments now asked NGOs to directly register at the departments 
of civil affairs. Later, the central government adopted some of the local poli-
cies. In 2011, the ministry of civil affairs announced that it intended to lower 
the threshold for the registration of those organizations that “engaged in 
philanthropy activities and provided social service.”43 In the following years, 
the state council announced that “social work organizations” (shegong zuzhi) 
having the capacity to “help the disadvantaged” should be promoted. Several 
administrative orders were issued, requiring local governments to financially 
support the “social work organizations” through “government purchasing 
service” (zhengfu goumai fuwu) programs.44

The state’s attempt at regulating NGOs coincided with the withdrawal of 
international foundations. Because of China’s rising economic influence in 
the global community, since the late 2000s, many international foundations 
that invested money in areas like poverty alleviation, rural development, and 
the prevention of AIDS, began to reduce their financial support in China.45 
What had filled in the gap were many domestic foundations that were sup-
ported by domestic entrepreneurs or enterprises.46 Unlike many international 
foundations—notably the Ford Foundation and the Gates Foundation—that 
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had eagerly wanted to help Chinese people build civil society, the newly rising 
domestic foundations were usually more interested in philanthropy. Instead 
of performing the role of granters and supporting grassroots-based NGOs, 
these domestic foundations often preferred organizing philanthropy projects 
of their own.47

Still Limited Influence of State’s Regulation
The increasing state intervention as well as the rise of domestic foundations 
had led many watchers of China’s NGOs to the conclusion that the state 
would incorporate the NGO activism: through establishing the registration 
procedure and offering funds, the state, together with domestic foundations 
as its allies, would be able to encourage those organizations providing phil-
anthropic service and eliminate those engaging in agitational activities, criti-
cizing government policies, and advocating human rights.48 However, based 
on my observation of those NGOs that worked with rural migrant workers 
in the Pearl River Delta in 2012 and 2013, I would argue that the effect of the 
state policies had been rather limited during this stage.

NGOs working with rural migrant workers had emerged in Chinese 
cities since the 1990s. Receiving funds from various international founda-
tions, these NGOs engaged in a variety of activities related to rural migrant 
workers’ rights and welfare. While some of them had organized cultural and 
recreational activities in workers’ residential communities, others had been 
involved in more agitational activities, such as launching campaigns advocat-
ing for workers’ collective rights or attending workers’ strikes and protests. 
I will provide more details of these organizations in chapter five. In the early 
2010s, in response to the central state’s policy of “social work organizations,” 
quite a few state agencies at the provincial and municipal level, including the 
ACFTU, ACWF, and the Communist Youth League (CYL), began to engage 
with some of the NGOs in rural migrant workers’ communities and provided 
them with funds through the “government purchasing service” programs.49 
These state agencies expected that, through providing funds, these NGOs 
would get away with the international foundations as well as various agita-
tional activities.

However, the implementation of the state policies had been full of con-
tradictions. First, at this stage, state’s rules on what kind of organizations 
could get registered and what kind of organizations were eligible for state 
funds were far from unequivocal; their enforcement at the local level was 
still largely dependent upon the local social and economic conditions, or 
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even local government officials’ personal understanding of the issues. For 
example, it was rather unclear what kind of activities could be accounted as 
“providing service.” While some local government officials confined the ref-
erent of the term to very moderate activities like providing childcare in rural 
migrant workers’ communities, others included those activities that might 
induce conflicts, such as offering legal aid. A typical figure in the latter group 
was Chen Weiguang, the leader of the municipal branch of the ACFTU in 
Guangzhou and a member of the standing committee of the municipal peo-
ple’s congress. Chen used to work at a chemical fiber plant in the 1970s. 
Because of this experience, he had often been sympathetic toward workers. 
On many different occasions, he openly criticized the staff at the ACFTU 
for being “too bureaucratic” and praised NGOs for their activities in help-
ing workers defend rights.50 In practice, he did maintain connections with 
several NGOs in Guangzhou that were involved in workers’ factory-based 
collective actions.51

This kind of divergency among government officials led to inconsisten-
cies in state repression, which constrained the state’s capacity to contain the 
NGO activism emerging from the rural migrant workers’ community. The 
effect of the repression on NGOs in Shenzhen in the early 2010s was a case 
in point. In 2012, nine NGOs in the city claimed that they were harassed by 
some local gangs. Multiple lines of evidence revealed that these gangs were 
associated with the government. While many of these NGOs had never been 
involved in any agitational activities, they were forced to leave the community 
in which they provided service to workers. Meanwhile, in Guangzhou, a city 
neighboring Shenzhen, some NGOs often intervened in workers’ protests; 
yet they were largely tolerated and experienced no suppression. The contrast 
made activists in Shenzhen extremely confused. Some of them began to think 
that it was simply the problem of the municipal government. Some began 
to believe that keeping a low profile did no good for increasing the survival 
chances of NGOs. Eventually, angry activists publicized the harassment on 
the internet and won wide sympathy.52 As a result, the harassment failed to 
tame the NGOs. According to my research on the historical transformation 
of labor NGOs in China, among the nine labor NGOs that had experienced 
suppression, only two had been disbanded. Four had returned to the field one 
year after and continued their previous activities, while the rest of the three 
turned to even more radical activities like organizing advocacy campaigns.53

In addition, during this period, local state’s capacity to distinguish and 
supervise NGOs was still quite limited. When I was in the field in Guang-
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zhou and Shenzhen in 2013, I discovered that quite a few NGOs were able to 
keep their connection with international foundations and attend advocacy 
activism even after they got registered and received state funds. For the sake 
of expanding funding sources, activists from these NGOs quickly learned to 
speak two languages. When they were in front of the state, they emphasized 
that they were “social work organizations” providing service to the disadvan-
taged. When the activists were with labor scholars or granters from some 
international foundations, they became more critical and talked about issues 
like raising workers’ rights consciousness. Because of the existence of this 
kind of loopholes, many NGOs serving rural migrant workers chose to enter 
the regulation system set up by the state. With the state funds, these NGOs 
hired more full-time staff and refurbished their office place, which facilitated 
their interactions with workers. From this angle, the state’s intervention 
during this period had even, to some extent, empowered the NGOs based in 
rural migrant workers’ communities.

In a nutshell, while the state’s intention in institutionalizing the NGO 
sphere had significantly increased during the second term of the Hu-Wen 
regime, due to various obstacles in the implementation of policies, the effect 
of the state’s intervention had been limited and activism in the sphere at this 
stage was still far from being fully institutionalized.

The Structural Transformation of the Interstitial Publics

The Rise of a New Generation of Activists

The partial institutionalization of the media sphere and the NGO sphere 
significantly influenced the way ideological debates were organized in the 
interstitial publics. As I have introduced in chapter two and chapter three, 
it was the liberals who had dominated the formation of critical public opin-
ions in China’s public sphere in the early to mid-2000s. However, since the 
late 2000s, because of the state’s increasing vigilance toward the critical dis-
courses that challenged the legitimacy of the regime and the introduction of 
new opportunities and resources, a new generation of activists began to rise. 
Compared to the liberals in the previous stage, the new generation had more 
interest in criticizing and discussing specific social problems and concerns. 
While the new generation still employed various ideological discourses, like 
what the liberals had done, they employed the discourses instrumentally; 
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demonstrating the truthfulness of these discourses was no longer the focal 
point in their public expression.

Some of these activists had emerged from those thematic fields that used 
to be dominated by the liberals. A typical example here is the field of environ-
mental protection. As I have introduced in chapter one, many early environ-
mental activists in China were intellectual elites who had attended the 1989 
Student Movement. These activists had turned to the cause of environmental 
protection in the 1990s because they had regarded it as a politically less sen-
sitive issue—an issue that was relatively safe for the expansion of an indepen-
dent space for citizens’ participation vis-à-vis the state. Because of this origin, 
the public expression of environmental activism in China had often echoed 
the liberals’ interpretation of state-society relations. In influential environ-
mental campaigns in the early 2000s, such as the campaign for protecting the 
Nu River and the campaign for protecting the Yuanmingyuan Lake, the state 
and its bureaucracies at different levels had been portrayed as the destroyer 
of the environment, whereas civil society—which was supported by NGOs—
was presented as an important force for supervising and checking the mis-
behavior of the state. However, since the late 2000s, as the Chinese state 
gradually recognized that the environmental movement could perform as the 
precursor of a democracy movement, the previously politically insensitive 
issue quickly became sensitive.

On the other hand, since the mid-2000s, the environmental campaigns 
led by the liberal-minded activists began to encounter challenges from 
a newly rising social group in the public sphere, the science students and 
researchers. This group’s activism can be traced to Fang Zhouzi’s criticism 
of the environmental activists in the campaign for protecting the Nu River in 
2005. Fang Zhouzi is a biochemist who had received his PhD degree in the 
United States. He had been a popular science writer since the 1990s, being 
well-known for his criticism of various practices of “pseudoscience” in Chi-
nese society. During the Nu River campaign, Fang Zhouzi stood in opposi-
tion to the environmental activists and suggested that the activists’ objection 
to the construction of a dam on the river had “lacked scientific evidence.”54 
In the late 2000s, with the rapid development of the internet infrastructure 
and social network media, many science students joined Fang Zhouzi’s camp. 
The most important organization emerging during this process was the Sci-
ence and Squirrel Association (Kexue Songshu Hui), an NGO founded by a 
group of science students studying abroad and in top universities in China. 
During a series of protests against the construction of PX plants, members 
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of the Science and Squirrel Association wrote popular science essays online, 
claiming that PX was not a toxic substance and blaming participants of the 
protests for being irrational.55 Most liberal-minded environmental activists 
disagreed with these criticisms. However, as these activists usually had an art 
or humanity background, they were not in an advantageous position when 
debating with the science students on technical issues like the “lethal dosage 
of PX.”

Facing the increasing political risk and challenges from other social 
groups in the public sphere, the environmental movement began to change. 
In the mid-2000s, a new generation of environmental activists emerged. 
Notable examples included Ma Jun, the director of the Institute of Public 
and Environmental Affairs (Gongzhong yu Huanjing Yanjiu Zhongxin), an 
NGO that provided the first public database of water pollution information 
in China; Mao Da, one of the founders of the Zero Waste Alliance (Ling Feiqi 
Lianmeng), a loosely organized network that focused on the issue of garbage 
disposal; and Zhang Boju, the new director of the Friends of Nature. Many 
of these activists had entered the field following very specific issues, such as 
water pollution and the saving of endangered birds. In contrast to the envi-
ronmental activists in the 1990s, who had seen the environmental movement 
as a means to the end of a greater goal (i.e., political democratization), this 
new generation of activists tended to see the environmental movement as 
an end in itself. Additionally, many activists in the new generation had an 
academic background in environmental-related science or social science. For 
example, Mao Da has an MS degree in environmental science and a PhD 
degree in environmental history. Zhang Boju has an MA degree in politi-
cal science. In contrast to an earlier generation of activists, who had mainly 
appealed to emotions when talking about environmental problems, the new 
generation tended to emphasize data and scientific evidence.

With respect to the concern of expanding the space for public participa-
tion, the new generation of environmental activists generally supported the 
idea of civil society. For instance, most of them also hoped that environmen-
tal NGOs in China had more power and autonomy so that citizens could 
have more space for expressing their concerns on environmental issues and 
checking the misbehavior of government and corporations. This had been 
illustrated in the campaign for advocating NGOs’ litigation rights in envi-
ronmental public interest litigation, which lasted for several years before 
the passage of the new Environmental Protection Law in 2014.56 However, 
the attitude of the younger generation of environmental activists toward the 
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state tended to be more pragmatic and less influenced by the liberals’ dichot-
omous interpretation of state-society relations. These activists were critical 
of the state when its bureaucracies at different levels failed to perform the 
duties of environmental protection. But when they believed that the state 
should play greater roles in certain environmental-related issues, they never 
hesitated to publicly express the opinion. An illustrative example here was 
activists’ advocacy that the state popularized the practice of garbage classifi-
cation through legislation.57

A similar transformation had also taken place in other fields, notably the 
labor movement and the feminist movement. In these fields, new actors, such 
as student activists and scholars representing subaltern interests, utilized 
the new resources and opportunities brought by the changing political and 
technological environment and articulated critical discourses that were an 
alternative to those of the liberals. I will elaborate on the public discussions 
initiated by these movements in the next chapter.

The Maintenance of the Liberals’ Networks

As I have already mentioned in the previous sections, the increasing state 
intervention and the development of new digital technology since the late 
2000s severely destabilized the domination of the liberals in the public 
sphere. As the influence of several important “leading organizations” among 
the liberals, such as the Southern Weekly and Gongmeng, was weakened, the 
previously loosely organized liberals’ networks now became even more frag-
ile. But I still want to emphasize that it was not during this stage that the lib-
erals became completely marginalized in public discussions. Since the state’s 
regulation over the interstitial publics was still in many ways porous and dip-
lomatic, the liberals were left with sufficient space in which they could adjust 
their strategies and adapt to the changing environment.

In the NGO sphere, the liberals who used to work at centers for studying 
civil society proactively kept up with the state’s agenda of reforming NGOs 
and adopted new discourses like “social work” and “philanthropy.” Among 
these people, those who had been the most successful in the adaptation 
were the liberals at the ICS. Incisively capturing the changes in the political 
environment, in 2011, major organizers of the ICS founded another research 
institute affiliated with Sun Yat-sen University—the School of Philanthropy 
(Gongyi Cishan Yanjiuyuan). Compared to the ICS, the School of Philan-
thropy tended to talk about the idea of civil society less frequently. Instead, it 
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more often used moderate and neutral terms like “community development” 
and “social innovation.” But with respect to promoting the NGO industry in 
China, the School of Philanthropy had performed roles that were approxi-
mately the same as those of the ICS. The school had also worked with interna-
tional foundations, such as the Rockefeller Brothers’ Foundation, and helped 
these foundations search for proper grantees. In various capacity-building 
programs, scholars at the school had also discussed with trainees the possi-
bility of expanding an autonomous space for participation. To introduce new 
resources to the field, the school had even established working alliances with 
several newly rising domestic foundations, notably the Narada Foundation 
(Nandu Gongyi Jijinhui).

Because of these new connections, those liberals who used to work for 
the ICS maintained their influence among NGOs during the second term 
of the Hu-Wen regime. I worked as a visiting fellow at the School of Philan-
thropy when I did fieldwork in the Pearl River Delta in 2013. When I visited 
various local NGOs, I had always received the warmest welcome whenever I 
mentioned my connection with the school. This provided partial evidence of 
how influential the school was among NGOs in southern China at that time.

The transformation of the liberals in the media sphere was even more 
illustrative. As I have introduced in chapter two, in the early to mid-2000s, 
China’s public sphere witnessed the rise of a group of media-based public 
intellectuals, who used a more amiable language to advocate the liberals’ 
political agenda. These liberal public intellectuals usually attributed various 
social problems rising during China’s economic reform to the “maladies of 
the system” (tizhi wenti) and suggested that the solution was to learn from 
the West, especially the United States of America. Coming to the late 2000s, 
with the rapid expansion of the population of internet users, these public 
intellectuals began to encounter increasingly more challengers. Some of the 
challengers, such as the “fifty-cent army” (wumao dang), were nationalists 
who tried to defend the authoritarian state.58 Yet there were also challengers 
who were simply dissatisfied with the liberals’ over-reductionist interpreta-
tions. These controversies pushed many scholars in the liberal community to 
reflect upon their discourses.

Then, around 2010, a new generation of liberal public intellectuals who 
had more refined strategies for disseminating their political ideal emerged. 
The most typical example among them was Liu Yu, a political scientist who 
received her PhD degree from Columbia University. Liu was in the begin-
ning a blogger who wrote political commentaries. Later, as she became 
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rather influential on the internet, some of her blog entries were compiled 
and published. These included the famous The Details of Democracy (Minzhu 
de Xijie), a book introducing democracy in America to a Chinese audience. 
Like the liberals in the early years, Liu advocated the rule of law, checks and 
balances of power, and the idea of civil society. But compared to her pre-
decessors, she had a more modest tone when praising the American polit-
ical institutions. She did not avoid talking about some of the “dark side” of 
American democracy, such as the lack of social welfare, inequalities, and the 
US hegemony in international politics. Some of her essays even had lengthy 
discussions on these issues. It was usually at the end of these essays that she 
revealed her core argument—despite the “dark side,” the democratic insti-
tutions in America still provided the best chance for people to participate 
in politics and check the powerful.59 The book achieved great commercial 
success immediately after it was published in 2009 and became one of the 
best sellers of the year.

Another example was Chai Jing, a journalist who used to work for CCTV. 
Chai had established herself as a journalist who dared to resist the govern-
ment authority in her reportage of the outbreak of SARS in Beijing in 2003. 
In 2015, Chai re-entered the public horizon with a self-financed documentary 
film called Under the Dome (Qiongding zhi Xia). The 104-minute documen-
tary concerned the problem of air pollution in China. With respect to its ideo-
logical position, the documentary did not diverge too much from the liberals’ 
understanding of politics. It attributed the air pollution problem in urban 
China to the state’s monopolies in the energy industry. Apart from advocat-
ing that citizens raise their rights consciousness in the issue, the documen-
tary also proposed privatization and the introduction of market mechanisms 
as the solution to the problem. Yet, on the other hand, in articulating this 
ideological position, Chai and her team demonstrated very high techniques 
of persuasion. Learning from another environmentalist documentary film, 
An Inconvenient Truth by Al Gore, Under the Dome invoked great amounts of 
data, scientific evidence, and interviews with experts. To appeal to the audi-
ence’s sensations, Chai even implicitly suggested that a tumor found in her 
newly born daughter had something to do with the hazardous air in China.60 
After the issuance of the documentary online, except for a few scholars and 
students interested in new leftist theories, most audiences simply ignored 
the ideological stance behind the documentary and applauded Chai and her 
team for exposing a problem that was so important to the environment and 
public health.61 Although the documentary was later censored and removed, 
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it had already aroused huge public anger toward the government’s failure in 
curbing pollution.

These cases show the vitality and flexibility of the liberals. Through 
adjusting their strategies and discourses and utilizing new resources, some of 
the liberals managed to maintain their influence in the public sphere.

Conclusion

This chapter offers a general sketch of the structural transformation of the 
interstitial publics in China since the late 2000s. I start with introducing the 
changes in the social, political, and technological environment. Then I scru-
tinize the transformation of the media sphere and the NGO sphere. I argue 
that the transformation of the two spheres brought intricate yet subtle influ-
ence on the participants of public discussions. On the one hand, the state’s 
suppression of proactive liberal activists as well as the development of digi-
tal technologies provided new actors with opportunities to publicly express 
opinions. It was during this stage that a new generation of activists, who had 
focused on more specific issues and employed ideological discourses more 
instrumentally, began to arise. On the other hand, since the institutionaliza-
tion of the interstitial publics was still partial, some of the liberals were able 
to maintain their influence in public discussions. As a result, the interstitial 
publics in China entered a stage in which old and new actors coexisted.

A question concerning scholars studying the decline of human rights 
activism in China is—when did the shrinkage of the space for the resistance 
movement happen? In answering the question, some scholars trace to a series 
of state interventions in the media sphere and the NGO sphere during the sec-
ond term of the Hu-Wen regime.62 While I recognize all the negative impacts 
brought by these interventions, what I want to demonstrate in this chapter is a 
more complex picture. First, I suggest that the state was far from capable during 
this stage to bring all critical public discussions under its control. Second, by 
establishing a more routinized system for governing non-governmental forces 
like NGOs, some of the state interventions had even offered opportunities to 
those who were previously excluded from public participation. This “equaliz-
ing effect” had also been amplified by the development of digital technologies 
and the introduction of various kinds of new resources.

It will become clear to readers as I analyze the condition of critical public 
discussions in the next stage (2014–2019): with respect to the participants of 
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interstitial publics, the stage this chapter describes (2008–2013) constituted 
a very special stage in the ideational movement of building civil society in 
China. Before this stage, although many issue-oriented activists had already 
emerged, it was the liberals—a group of actors with a strong belief in an ideo-
logical discourse and a package plan for democratizing China—that dom-
inated alternative public discussions. After this stage, as state suppression 
over the interstitial publics increased, the liberals became too marginalized 
to initiate any influential, nation-wide public discussions. It was only during 
this stage—when the power of the liberals was destabilized yet not fully 
undermined—that many serious debates on the relevance and applicability 
of the idea of civil society came into being. This is what I am going to explain 
in the next chapter.
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Chapter 5

The Increasing Contestation over the Project  
of Building Civil Society, 2008–2013

Various critical thoughts that were alternatives to liberalism had existed in 
the interstitial publics in China since the 1990s. As I have discussed in chap-
ter one, around the turn of the century, the debate between the liberals and 
the new left introduced to the Chinese audience different kinds of social and 
political theories. Apart from liberalism, scholars in the “thought sphere” also 
discussed critical theories like neo-Marxism and post-colonialism. However, 
because it was mainly the new leftist scholars—a group of intellectuals who 
had lacked interest in attending non-governmental organizations and social 
movements—who were talking about the alternative critical theories, in the 
early to mid-2000s, these theories had rarely been heard in the wider pub-
lic. Since the late 2000s, with the structural transformation of the intersti-
tial publics, this situation began to change. As new participants arose, some 
of the old debates were revitalized and alternative critical discourses were 
brought forward to public discussions in the wider society. This chapter is 
dedicated to elaborating on this process as well as discussing its impact on 
the community of resistance movements in China.

In analyzing the emergence of new critical discourses, I focus on three 
groups of social movement actors who claimed to represent some form of 
subaltern interest. These three groups were rural scholars and activists from 
the New Rural Reconstruction Movement, labor scholars and activists, and 
feminist scholars and activists. In the late 2000s and early 2010s, all three 
groups of actors debated with the liberals on various political ideals the lib-
erals had raised, including the project of building civil society. Unlike the 
debate between the liberals and the new left, which happened in the “thought 
sphere” and mainly focused on theories, these newly rising debates were sat-
urated with considerations over concrete social issues and problems. As I 
will elaborate, during these debates, the new participants of the interstitial 
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publics had not only brought in information on the many specific difficulties 
facing socioeconomically disadvantaged groups but also challenged the lib-
eral understanding of civil society theory that regarded state and society as 
antithesis.

I emphasize that, although the three groups had all contested the liberal 
interpretation of civil society, their degree of willingness to openly confront 
the liberals varied (see Table 4). As I have discussed in chapter three, in the 
early to mid-2000s, the liberals had often dismissed the rural scholars on 
commercially-oriented newspapers. However, in public debates happen-
ing since the late 2000s, except for expressing their own opinions, the rural 
scholars tended to avoid confronting the liberals. In contrast, the labor activ-
ists and the feminist activists were more proactive in articulating how their 
agenda had diverged from that of the liberals. I suggest that this had to do 
with the different conditions of the three movements, or more precisely, the 
degree to which these movements had been institutionalized by the state 
during that period. During the second term of the Hu-Wen regime, as the 
Chinese state partially adopted the New Rural Reconstruction Movement’s 
policy suggestions on tackling rural problems, the rural scholars gradually 
became uninterested in expanding their influence in the interstitial publics as 
well as confronting the liberals. In contrast, both the labor activism and the 
feminism had become more grassroots based and more alienated from the 
state since the late 2000s. In articulating their political ideals, they frequently 
encountered the liberals, who used to have hegemonic influence over the 
production of critical opinions. It was these encounters that had facilitated 
the heated debate on the idea of civil society.

Moreover, I suggest that the confrontation between the liberals and these 
movements led to the formation of different kinds of relations. Both the labor 
activists and the feminist activists at this stage expressed that they believed 
that the concept of civil society had intrinsic value; it was simply that they 
disagreed with the liberal interpretation of the concept. However, after artic-
ulating their opinions, while the labor activists built a cooperative relation-
ship with many liberals, the feminist activists gradually discovered that their 
conflicts with the liberals were irreconcilable. I contend that the variation 
across the two groups can only be explained by the nature of their topic they 
had raised.

What the labor scholars and activists had focused on since the late 2000s 
was mainly rural migrant workers’ social rights. Their major concern in this 
issue was that the Chinese state had failed to provide workers with sufficient 
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safety networks to counteract the dehumanizing effect brought by the neo-
liberal market economy. In discussing the problem, most labor scholars and 
activists were highly critical of what the state had done. Additionally, these 
scholars and activists regarded civil society—or an ensemble of organiza-
tions, voluntary networks, and movement activism emerging from workers’ 
communities—as a crucial force that was able to push the state to change its 
attitude toward workers. This “society versus state” mindset had enabled the 
labor scholars and activists to build alliances with those liberals who were 
sympathetic to the socioeconomically disadvantaged. In contrast, what had 
initiated controversies between the liberals and the feminist activists were 
women’s rights in the family planning policies. In this issue, the role played 
by the Chinese state had been more subtle and difficult to be generalized in 
a “black or white” manner. To bring forward a more comprehensive under-
standing of the issue, the feminist scholars and activists had not only criti-
cized what the state had done but also questioned the liberal interpretation 
of civil society that dichotomized the public and the private. This more thor-
ough criticism over the project of building civil society eventually ruined the 
possibility that the feminist activists cooperated with the liberals.

The rest of this chapter will be arranged in the following way. In the next 
three sections, I discuss, respectively, the debate between the liberals and the 
three social movements that claimed to represent the disadvantaged. In each 
section, I introduce the historical origin of the three movements first. Then 
I elaborate how they had criticized the liberal interpretation of civil society 
and what kind of relations they had established with the liberals. After these 
three sections, I discuss the multiple, contradicting consequences brought by 
the debates. While acknowledging the value of the new information brought 

Table 4. The Three Social Movements Representing Subaltern Interest, 2008–2013

 
Institutionalization by 

the State

Willingness to 
Openly Confront 

the Liberals

Major Top-
ics Challenge 
State/Society 
Dichotomy

Relations with 
the Liberals after 

Confrontation

New Rural Recon-
struction Movement

Yes Low Yes Not applicable

Labor Activism No High Not quite Selective 
cooperation

Feminist Activism No High Yes Antagonism
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in by the debates, I highlight the many divisions emerging in the resistance 
movement in China during this stage.

The New Rural Reconstruction Movement and Its Criticism  
over the Liberals

A Brief History of the New Rural Reconstruction Movement, 1996–2013

Since 1978, a series of political and economic changes took place in China’s 
rural areas. The most important one was the emergence and eventual prev-
alence of the household responsibility system, which restored the individual 
household and replaced the production team system as the unit of produc-
tion and accounting. It was widely believed, especially among economists, 
that this reform had largely improved agricultural productivity and peas-
ants’ income.1 Because of these changes, coming to the 1990s, many peo-
ple began to think that the rural part of China’s market economic reform 
had already succeeded. Hot spot issues for public discussion then turned 
to various reforms in urban areas, notably the privatization of state-owned 
enterprises. However, the really existing rural areas in the ’90s were far from 
being prosperous. With the restoration of economic reform in urban areas 
after Deng’s southern tour, the income gap between China’s urban and rural 
areas was quickly widened.2 The rise of town and village enterprises since the 
1980s caused severe environmental pollution.3 Because of the withdrawal of 
state power, social service programs including education and medical care 
were underfunded.4 Moreover, at the village and town level, corruption was 
rampant.5 It was against this background that the New Rural Reconstruction 
Movement emerged.

The de facto leader of the movement, Wen Tiejun, is a state-endorsed 
agricultural economist. Wen was born in the 1950s and went to college after 
the Cultural Revolution. After graduating from college, he was dispatched by 
the Chinese government to study abroad, first at the University of Michigan, 
Ann Arbor, and then the World Bank. In the 1990s, he served at several state 
sponsored research institutes and think tanks, including the Research Center 
for Rural Development (Nongcun Fazhan Yanjiu Zhongxin) and the Office 
for Rural Reform Experimental Zones (Nongcun Gaige Shiyanqu Bangong-
shi), both of which were directly led by the State Council. It was during this 
period that Wen proposed the discourse of the “three rural issues” (sannong 
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wenti). The discourse of the “three rural issues” was used to refer to a series 
of problems facing peasants, rural areas, and the development of agriculture 
in China. These problems were later generalized as “peasants are miserable, 
rural areas are impoverished, and agriculture is risky” (nongmin zhen ku, 
nongcun zhen qiong, nongye zhen weixian).6

In advocating for the discourse of the “three rural issues,” Wen met and 
allied with different kinds of actors who were dissatisfied with China’s rural 
conditions. Apart from a few social science scholars who studied rural issues 
in universities, these actors included some lower-level government officials 
in rural areas and university students coming from rural families. In the early 
2000s, these actors established three advocacy organizations.7 The most 
important one among these organizations was the editorial board of a mag-
azine called the China Reform: Rural Edition (Zhongguo Gaige: Nongcun 
Ban). Another one was an NGO called the James Yen Institute (Yan Yangchu 
Xueyuan). Established in 2003 in Hebei Province, the organization provided 
training programs to peasants and helped peasants organize cooperatives. A 
third one was the Liang Shuming Center (Liang Shuming Zhongxin), which 
was also an NGO. Established in 2001 in Beijing, the organization aimed to 
train student activists.8 In various situations, these organizations exposed 
social problems in rural areas, opposed further land privatization, and 
demanded that the state pay more attention to rural development.

What is worth mentioning here is that the emergence of these orga-
nizations had also relied upon various interstitial spaces in the state. The 
issuance of the China Reform: Rural Edition was a case in point. Estab-
lished in 1986 by the Development and Reform Commission, a subordi-
nate of the State Council, the China Reform magazine had functioned as 
a think tank for China’s top leaders. When Wen Tiejun became the chief 
editor of the magazine around 2000, he proposed to increase the propor-
tion of those articles discussing rural issues. But his proposal had not been 
supported by many associate editors, who then believed that urban issues 
were more important.9 To circumscribe these associate editors, in 2002, 
Wen turned the previously monthly magazine into a fortnightly magazine. 
The issue published in the first half of a month was left to the editors who 
were interested in discussing urban issues, while the one in the second half 
was renamed the Rural Edition. Being financially supported by an interna-
tional foundation, the Oxfam Hong Kong, Wen convened a new editorial 
board for the Rural Edition, which had mainly consisted of scholars and 
student activists who were sympathetic to the discourse of the “three rural 
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issues.” The magazine eventually became a platform in which the New Rural 
Reconstruction Movement publicly expressed its concerns.

The Chinese state positively responded to the rural scholars and activists’ 
advocacies. In 2003, the state formally adopted the discourse of the “three 
rural issues” and claimed that promoting economic and social development 
in rural areas had now become one of the government’s core missions.10 To 
alleviate the peasants’ burden, the central government issued many social 
welfare policies, among which the most influential one was the full cancella-
tion of the agricultural tax in 2005.11 Scholars have been debating the extent 
to which these policies solve the rural problems.12 Nevertheless, many would 
acknowledge that the issuance of these policies indicated that the Chinese 
state had begun to pay more attention to rural development.

Meanwhile, the political environment that tolerated advocacy organiza-
tions was also changing. As I have introduced in the previous chapter, the 
state’s regulation over NGOs had become intensified after the Arab Spring. 
For the New Rural Reconstruction Movement, the timing was even earlier. In 
2004, the publication of the Rural Edition was suspended. In 2007, the James 
Yen Institute was shut down. Some scholars and activists in the movement 
had attributed the fall of these two organizations to the manipulation of the 
liberals within the state,13 while others simply saw it as a signal of an increas-
ingly suppressive political environment.14 One way or the other, the state’s 
suppression of the two organizations thwarted many activists who had hoped 
to organize a more proactive and profound movement for changing China’s 
rural conditions.

Facing these changes, since the late 2000s, many scholars and activists 
in the New Rural Reconstruction Movement began to employ new strat-
egies. First, the movement decreased their criticism over the state. In the 
early to mid-2000s, albeit their dislike of the liberals, scholars and activists 
at the Rural Edition and the James Yen Institute now and then employed the 
“rights-defending” discourse.15 However, since the late 2000s, these scholars 
and activists began to discourage peasants from attending rights-defending 
activism like lodging complaints to higher-level government.16 In discussing 
the causes of rural problems in the public, rural scholars tended to talk more 
about “neoliberal globalization,” or the “hegemony of the West,” while the 
problems of state policies were largely bypassed.17

Second, some scholars and activists in the movement, mainly those who 
had worked at the James Yen Institute, began to turn to food issues. In 2008, 
activists from the James Yen Institute left Hebei Province and started in 
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Beijing an alternative food network project called the Little Donkey Farm 
(Xiao Maolü Nongyuan). The farm avoided using chemicals in cultivation 
and required consumers to participate through either labor quota or prepay-
ment. The activists claimed that this kind of practice could not only benefit 
the farming environment but also increase peasants’ income.18 This idea was 
later generalized as the model of “community supported agriculture” (shequ 
zhichi nongye, or CSA). To broadcast the model, activists from the New Rural 
Reconstruction Movement later established an organization called the CSA 
Alliance for Social and Ecological Agriculture (Shehui Shengtai Nongye CSA 
Lianmeng).19 The alliance mainly supported activisms like farmers’ markets 
and consumers’ cooperatives.

Continuities existed between activists’ practices in establishing alterna-
tive food networks and their advocacy of the “three rural issues.” For exam-
ple, in organizing and attending various farmers’ markets, activists from the 
Little Donkey Farm often discussed with customers the importance of rural 
reconstruction. Sometimes, these activists even tried to sell books of leftist 
theories to the customers (see Figure 3).20 Nevertheless, with the “urban turn,” 
the New Rural Reconstruction Movement began to work with various new 

Figure 3. Little Donkey Farm Selling Books on Leftist Theories in a Farmers’ Market. 
Photo taken during author’s fieldwork in Beijing, July 16, 2011.
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players, such as middle-class activists in urban communities and small agri-
cultural business owners interested in concepts like organic food.

The Debate on Food Safety Issues

As I have introduced in chapter three, scholars in the New Rural Recon-
struction Movement used to debate with the liberals on the issue of land 
privatization in the early to mid-2000s. During that period, many promi-
nent liberal economists in China advocated to further privatize land in rural 
areas.21 Leading scholars in the New Rural Reconstruction Movement, on 
the other hand, argued that China’s per capita agricultural land was quite 
limited and that most peasants were the “small peasants” (xiaonong) who 
lacked capital and risk-resistance capacity; under such a condition, further 
land privatization would only lead to large-scale land annexation and the 
emergence of many displaced peasants.22 As an alternative, the rural scholars 
suggested that the state should support peasants’ cooperatives.23 While the 
rural scholars were in a disadvantaged position vis-à-vis the liberals in those 
debates appearing on commercially-oriented newspapers, the Chinese state 
seemed to adopt the rural scholars’ refutation against privatization. In 2006, 
the National People’s Congress passed the Farmers’ Specialized Cooperatives 
Law, which provided a relatively stable institutional framework for the oper-
ation of cooperatives.

In the late 2000s, with the “urban turn” of the New Rural Reconstruction 
Movement, the focus of the contention between the rural scholars and the 
liberals changed. What had aroused interest among both the rural scholars 
and the liberals in the late 2000s was the issue of food safety in China. Since 
the 2000s, muckraking reports on various food scandals, such as poisonous 
ham, fake liquor, and tainted dumplings, had emerged in China’s newspapers 
and television programs. The influence of these food scandals reached its 
zenith in 2008, when some social network media accounts exposed that large 
amounts of milk and infant formula in the domestic market had been adul-
terated with the chemical melamine and that the contaminated dairy prod-
ucts had already resulted in kidney stones and other forms of kidney damage 
in infants.24 After the exposure of the milk scandal, public anger was rampant. 
In multiple sites for online discussions, such as the Tianya Forum and Weibo, 
people criticized not only the dairy corporations involved but also the Chi-
nese government.25

Although the influence of the liberals in the public sphere had already 
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been weakened in the late 2000s, many of them still proactively intervened 
in the issue. The “rights defending” lawyers, mainly those from Gongmeng, 
offered victim families legal aid and launched advocacy campaigns.26 Journal-
ists and liberal public intellectuals wrote commentaries in newspapers and on 
the internet to criticize problematics inherent to China’s political regime. Like 
what they had done in the early to mid-2000s, these liberals tried to use the 
food scandal case to demonstrate the rightness of their political ideal of build-
ing civil society. During the milk scandal, a prominent voice in many online 
discussions was that the root of food safety problems was the malfunction of 
government’s supervision departments. The popular cry was high that state 
bureaucracy at different levels shoulder more responsibility in regulating the 
food production market.27 Yet many liberals suggested that government was 
the problem, rather than the solution. For example, a commentary published 
in the Southern Weekly argued that the cost of government supervision was 
too high and that the cost could eventually transfer to consumers.28 Another 
commentary revealed that in China the government departments involved in 
the supervision of food production were already many and various; the prob-
lem was that these departments were accountable to their higher authorities 
only, instead of to citizens. This commentary then concluded that the real 
solution to the food safety problem was to create a space in which citizens 
could participate and check the government.29

Some liberal scholars, especially the economists, advocated to introduce 
more “market force” (shichang liliang) to tackle the issue. What is worth 
being mentioned here is that, when using the term “market force,” these 
scholars usually pointed to big corporations that could integrate upstream 
and downstream firms in the food production industry. In these scholars’ 
opinion, only the big corporations, which valued their brand image, had the 
motivation and capacity to establish and enforce rigid food safety standards; 
food production firms controlled by the “small peasants,” on the other hand, 
were usually shortsighted and opportunistic; the fragmented nature of these 
firms also increased the cost of supervision.30

Interestingly, many rural scholars agreed with the liberals on the opinion 
that mere state supervision could not guarantee food safety. They argued that 
the whole process through which food was produced was too complex to be 
fully monitored by the state. Like the liberals, these rural scholars also advo-
cated the involvement of a wider society.31 However, the rural scholars tended 
to have different opinions on what constituted “society” and how citizens’ 
participation could help to cope with the social ills. The divergence between 
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the two groups lay in their different understanding of the nature of the issue 
of food safety.

As early as 2006, rural scholars like Wen Tiejun began to publicly talk 
about the relationship between food safety and agriculture. In these rural 
scholars’ discussions, the idea of food safety tended to be more broadly 
defined. When the liberals discussed the food safety issue, they usually 
pointed to the toxic or harmful substance produced during food processing 
and its negative impact on human health. Yet the rural scholars and activ-
ists believed that the issue of food safety was embedded in a larger system 
that involved not only the production of food but also food’s exchange and 
consumption; while the defense of human health was certainly a desirable 
goal, to talk about food safety, one also needed to take the protection of the 
environment and fair trade into consideration.32 Based on these concerns, the 
rural scholars proposed two alternative opinions.

First, the rural scholars and activists doubted the big corporations’ moti-
vation and capacity to enforce rigid food safety standards. They highlighted 
that many corporations involved in the milk scandal like Sanlu were exactly 
big corporations with famous brand names—this illustrated well that under 
the pressure of profit seeking big corporations could also produce and sell 
contaminated food. They also revealed other potential problems brought by 
the monopoly of big corporations, such as “small peasants’” gradual loss of 
bargaining power in the market.33

Second, the rural scholars and activists emphasized the externalities in 
the food safety issue. On the one hand, they pointed out that the overuse of 
fertilizers and pesticides had already caused irreversible harm to the farming 
environment in China. On the other hand, they highlighted the difficulties 
“small peasants” faced—decreasing the use of the chemicals, or employing 
the so-called “organic farming” method, would make the farming process 
more labor-intensive; the uncertainties inherent to the new farming method 
could also introduce more risks to cultivation. These scholars and activists 
argued that it was unjust to ask the “small peasants” to deal with the pollu-
tion problem all by themselves and that urban consumers needed to share 
risks.34 More specifically, they suggested that the model of CSA was particu-
larly useful for tackling the food safety issue—through paying higher prices 
for ecologically friendly food and establishing a cooperative relationship with 
peasants, consumers could take up their responsibilities in building a more 
sustainable food system.35

In private conversations, the rural scholars and activists often complained 
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about the prominence of the liberal view. In one of my interviews, an activ-
ist from the New Rural Reconstruction Movement criticized that the liberal 
interpretation of civil society had ignored the many negative impacts brought 
by the capitalist market economy.36 Another interviewee suggested that the 
liberals’ understanding of participants of civil society was too “abstract”—by 
ignoring the different identities involved, that is, producers and consumers, 
the liberals reduced the food safety issue to the question of power balance 
between government and citizens; yet in fact, the issue also involved how cit-
izens from different social groups should treat each other, or more precisely, 
how social solidarity was possible.37

However, these criticisms had mainly been circulated among food activ-
ism activists. In the wider public, the activists had seldom articulated their 
divergence from the liberals. A major reason was that, beginning in the 
2010s, the New Rural Reconstruction Movement had gradually lost interest 
in attending any confrontational public debates. By turning to the food issue 
and working with the urban middle class, the movement had found a domain 
in which it could insert influence and sustain its organizational networks. As 
the rural scholars and activists decreased their criticism over state policies 
and withdrew their support of peasants’ “rights-defending” activism, state 
suppression of their organizations had also largely been lessened. By claiming 
that the CSA model helped consumers get safe food, the Little Donkey Farm 
grew fast after the contaminated milk scandal. Within a few years after it was 
established, the farm had already become one of the most influential organic 
farms in northern China, enrolling nearly 700 members. The farm had also 
offered a training program to those peasants who wanted to start their own 
organic agribusiness. Talking about these achievements, an activist said to 
me in an interview, “State policies are quite good now, which provides space 
for our CSA practices. Hence, the time for those endless ideological debates 
has passed. Now we only want to focus on our own business.”38

The Labor Activism and Its Criticism over the Liberals

A Brief History of Labor Activism, 1996–2013

China’s participation in neoliberal globalization since the 1990s remade the 
Chinese working class. In the Northeast, workers were deprived of their social 
compacts in the privatization of state-owned enterprises. In coastal regions 
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in the East and the South, as I have introduced in chapter three, millions of 
peasants became industrial workers; because of the lack of legal protection 
and the constraints set up by the hukou system, they were usually trapped in a 
socioeconomically disadvantaged position in cities. Both processes released a 
great many social conflicts. As early as the 1990s, workers in different regions 
rose to resist. Through collective actions like wildcat strikes, protests, and 
demonstrations, they demanded higher wages, better working conditions, 
and more comprehensive welfare benefits.39

However, for a long time, labor rights issues as a topic for public dis-
cussion were rather marginalized in China’s public sphere. Because indepen-
dent unions were strictly prohibited in China, workers’ resistance had lacked 
organization and most of the labor insurgencies had remained factory-based 
and fragmented.40 In the media sphere, as I have elaborated in chapter three, 
commercially-oriented newspapers dominated by the liberals interpreted 
labor rights as civil rights, or the right to become a free laborer in the market; 
the labor rights issues thus became subordinated to the political agenda of 
promoting the market economic reform. In the “thought sphere,” as I have 
elaborated in chapter one, new leftist intellectuals like Wang Hui and Wang 
Shaoguang mentioned labor rights issues when they criticized the increasing 
inequality brought by China’s participation in neoliberal globalization. How-
ever, since these new leftist intellectuals had placed their hope on a strong 
state, they had seldom considered the possibility of combining their theoret-
ical criticism with workers’ on-the-ground struggles.

It was not until the mid-2000s that this situation began to change. Sev-
eral significant transformations took place during that period. First, sea-
sonal labor shortages occurred in the manufacturing industry in the Pearl 
River Delta, which granted workers more bargaining power.41 Second, with 
the transformation of the state’s development pattern during the Hu-Wen 
regime, several laws that aimed to provide better protection to workers were 
passed. These included the Labor Contract Law, the Labor Dispute Media-
tion and Arbitration Law, and the Social Insurance Law. The changes in the 
labor market and state policies largely encouraged workers to struggle for 
their rights. In the late 2000s, workers’ collective actions surged.42 In some 
well-known strikes, notably the Honda Strike happening in Nanhai in 2010, 
workers began to raise demands that went beyond their immediate interest.43

In response to these transformations, several groups of actors who were 
associated with labor rights issues came onto the stage of public discussion. 
The first group of actors were social science scholars specializing in labor 
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studies, or the labor scholars. These labor scholars were mostly sociologists 
and political scientists from top universities and research institutes in China 
and Hong Kong, namely Tsinghua University, Peking University, Sun Yat-
sen University, the Academy of Social Sciences, and Hong Kong Polytech-
nic University.44 Among them, the most important group were sociologists 
from Tsinghua University. The department of sociology at Tsinghua was 
not founded until 2000. But immediately following its establishment, lead-
ing scholars in the department, such as Shen Yuan and Guo Yuhua, decided 
that the sociology of labor should be the department’s major research area. 
In the following years, these scholars not only advised graduate students to 
conduct ethnographic research on labor issues but also translated numer-
ous Western academic works on labor into Chinese.45 Many of these labor 
scholars were strong advocates of Michael Burawoy’s idea of public sociol-
ogy, believing that social science knowledge could be employed to make 
public interventions.46

The second group of actors were labor NGOs. Various community-
based NGOs serving rural migrant workers began to emerge in Beijing and 
the Pearl River Delta in the 1990s.47 But before the late 2000s, these organi-
zations seldom contacted each other and did not have a common identity. 
NGOs based in Beijing were mostly established by intellectual elites who had 
connections with government officials. Organizing cultural and recreational 
activities among women rural migrant workers, these NGOs usually empha-
sized feminist discourses. Most of the NGOs based in the Pearl River Delta, 
on the other hand, were established by rural migrant workers who were rela-
tively well educated (e.g., those who had received high school education). In 
migrant communities, these organizations provided workers with affordable 
legal service. Working with the liberals at the ICS, they advocated the idea of 
civil society and regarded their own activism as a practice of expanding an 
independent space for self-organization.48

Beginning in 2007, with the help of some international foundations, such 
as the Oxfam Hong Kong, and the labor scholars, a series of workshops and 
communication camps for training labor activists were held. Many activists 
serving at the community-based NGOs were invited. Besides familiarizing 
trainees with theories in labor studies, the workshops and communication 
camps also invited labor activists from abroad to talk about their labor-
mobilizing experiences.49 These kinds of activities popularized the idea that 
NGOs could play a more proactive role in workers’ resistance and promoted 
the formation of a community of NGOs serving rural migrant workers. It was 
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during those years that “labor NGOs” became a common identity for these 
different organizations.

The third group were student activists. University students’ participation 
in labor activism also had to do with labor scholars’ intervention. In 2009, 
the labor scholars started a program called the “New Generation Project” 
(Xinshengdai Jihua). In the program, students recruited were advised to do 
research on labor-related issues first, and then encouraged to intern in facto-
ries and plants. Many of the students later became activists in NGOs led by 
rural migrant workers or founded their own NGOs for serving rural migrant 
workers. A notable example was an NGO called Safety Helmet (Anquan 
Mao). Established by a group of students from Peking University and Tsing-
hua University, the organization disseminated the knowledge of safety pro-
duction among construction workers.

The last group were labor lawyers. Since 2009, a group of labor lawyers 
based in Shenzhen launched a campaign for advocating workers’ rights to 
collective bargaining. Working with some of the labor NGOs in the Pearl 
River Delta, the labor lawyers intervened in workers’ factory-based collective 
actions and helped workers initiate collective bargains with the management. 
Policy-wise, they also advocated that workers have more collective rights.50

Being facilitated by the lowered threshold for NGO registration, the 
increase of state funds, the still porous NGO regulation system, and the 
rapid development of social network media, these different actors formed a 
loosely organized advocacy network. In the late 2000s and early 2010s, this 
network played an important role in unifying workers’ otherwise fragmented 
resistance activism and in magnifying workers’ voices in the public sphere. 
It problematized a series of difficulties rural migrant workers encountered, 
such as industrial injuries and the lack of social insurance.51

The Debate on Workers’ Social Rights

In contrast to the New Rural Reconstruction Movement, in the late 2000s 
and early 2010s, the labor activism was far from being incorporated by the 
state. To galvanize support and promote common concerns, the labor schol-
ars and their colleagues (hereafter labor activists) had to work with organiza-
tions and institutions in the interstitial publics, where the liberals had a huge 
influence. To articulate their agenda, the scholars had to explain to the public 
how their understanding of politics and society was different.

Labor scholars’ intervention in the Foxconn event was a case in point. 
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Foxconn was a contract electronic manufacturer that supplied goods to 
Apple. In 2009 and 2010, more than a dozen rural migrant workers who were 
around the age of twenty committed suicide at its plants in Shenzhen and 
Chongqing. In the beginning, the labor scholars wanted to initiate public 
discussion on the event in the newspapers. However, many commercially-
oriented newspapers at that time interpreted the event as individual workers’ 
failure to be assimilated into urban life and suggested that the suicide problem 
could be cured by improving the workers’ psychological health condition.52 
To propose an alternative interpretation, the labor scholars turned to their 
students and organized fieldwork research at several plants of Foxconn. The 
research activism was eventually crystalized into an 87-page report, which 
described workers’ real living conditions and associated the suicide event 
with the social, economic, and political structure that had put rural migrant 
workers into the disadvantaged position.53 To ensure the dissemination of the 
report, the labor scholars and their students even held a press conference to 
discuss the Foxconn event.54

During the second term of the Hu-Wen regime, labor activists’ major 
concern was rural migrant workers’ social rights. Unlike the liberals who had 
seen workers as freely moving labor power in the market, the labor schol-
ars and their colleagues emphasized that workers were citizens and human 
beings who had the full right to enjoy all the fruits brought by the develop-
ment of economy and society. In advocating workers’ social rights, the labor 
activism had challenged the liberal interpretation of civil society in at least 
two ways.

First, by bringing the discourse of class back in, the labor activists chal-
lenged the liberal interpretation that saw participants of civil society as uni-
tary and homogeneous. As I have emphasized in chapter three, the liberals 
assumed that all citizens, regardless of their socioeconomic status, would 
be benefited if the state power was constrained; therefore, seldom did they 
consider the inequality and difference generated by structural forces, such as 
the capitalist market economy. As a matter of fact, to legitimize its various 
policies in the market economic reform, the Chinese state had also intention-
ally played down in its propaganda many socialist discourses, including the 
discourse of class.55

The public discussion over the class issue was initiated by a Beijing-based 
labor NGO called the Workers’ Friendly Society. In 2006, some activists from 
the organization announced that they would like to use the term “new work-
ing class” (xin gongren jieji) or “new workers” (xin gongren) to substitute the 
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term “peasant workers” (nongmingong), which was commonly used on the 
then mainstream media. According to these activists, “peasant workers” was 
a pejorative term. By calling rural migrant workers “new workers,” they hoped 
to revive a socialist culture in which laborers were respected.56 In the first few 
years after it was coined, the term was usually associated with subcultural 
activities. An art troupe consisting of activists from the Workers’ Friendly 
Society made a concert tour and released a CD called “Sing for Laborers.” 
Several other labor NGOs, notably Little Grass (Xiao Xiao Cao) and Hand in 
Hand (Shou Qian Shou), held programs that supported workers to express 
their feelings through artistic creations, such as poems and fictions.

The labor scholars later theorized and intellectualized the discussion of 
the “new working class.” These scholars used the term “new working class” to 
distinguish rural migrant workers from those workers who were employed 
by state-owned enterprises during the socialist period, or the so-called “old 
workers” (lao gongren). They argued that whereas the power of the socialist 
state almost exclusively determined the condition of the “old workers,” both 
state policies and the dynamics of a more globalized market economy shaped 
the life of the “new working class.”57 Labor scholars’ public discussion of the 
term usually contained two layers of meanings, one for criticizing the reality, 
and the other for pointing out the direction for future actions. On the one 
hand, it was emphasized that rural migrant workers were a socioeconomi-
cally disadvantaged group; while this group had made tremendous contribu-
tions to China’s economic miracle, they were still marginalized in society and 
often excluded from enjoying the benefits of economic growth. On the other 
hand, it was highlighted that various kinds of resistance among rural migrant 
workers, such as wildcat strikes and the organization of labor NGOs, were 
already rising and that the resistance activism would eventually promote the 
formation of a class.58

While scholars in the academic community had debated whether rural 
migrant workers in China did constitute a “new working class,”59 for many 
people who were involved in workers’ on-the-ground struggles, the term 
simply provided a useful framework for making public interventions. In the 
late 2000s and early 2010s, many NGO activists, and even some leaders in 
workers’ wildcat strikes, claimed that they were trying to raise workers’ class 
consciousness.60

Second, the labor scholars elaborated a more sophisticated discussion of 
the role of the state. As I have discussed in chapter two and chapter three, 
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most liberals’ attitude toward the state was a critical one. However, when 
talking about concrete social problems, except for arguing that the author-
itarian state should be constrained, the liberals had seldom articulated any 
detailed suggestions on how the state power could be restructured to cope 
with the problems.

The labor activists had more to offer in this aspect because they tended 
to consider more about the possibility of promoting policy changes. Labor 
activists’ policy advocacies on the issue of rural migrant workers’ access to 
social insurance programs was a case in point. As I have introduced in chap-
ter three, China’s social insurance programs, as part of the welfare system that 
was reconstructed during the economic reform, had been rather fragmented, 
decentralized, and locally based. In the early 2000s, because of the difficul-
ties in transferring one’s social insurance accounts across regions, many rural 
migrant workers had chosen to be excluded from the programs. Targeting 
this problem, several labor scholars argued that, had the central government 
had more power to make overall planning for the social insurance program, 
the cross-regional transfer of payment would have been much easier, which 
would have benefited those workers who were not able to settle down in one 
place. In policy suggestions submitted to the National People’s Congress, 
these scholars also proposed that the administrative power of the Ministry 
of Human Resources and Social Security should be expanded, because that 
would enable the state to penalize those enterprises that had failed to offer 
social insurance payments.61 Through these advocacies, the labor scholars 
developed a set of critical discourses that were different from those proposed 
by the liberals. Whereas the liberals advocated the withdrawal of state power, 
the labor scholars suggested that, to provide better protections to workers, 
the state had to reestablish its power.

Nevertheless, many labor scholars had intentionally kept their debate 
with the liberals as a “debate within family.” A major reason behind this was 
the labor activists’ distrust of the new leftist scholars and their sympathy 
toward the civil society project. Many labor activists agreed with the new left 
on the idea that, to protect workers’ rights, the state should intervene in the 
market and take more responsibilities. But these activists did not think that 
these were what the Chinese state had done. On the contrary, these activists 
were highly critical of the state. In their opinion, during the economic reform, 
the state had often collaborated with the power of the capitalist market in the 
commodification of labor. In such a situation, it was only when a strong civil 
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society being constituted of social movements arose that the capitalist logic 
could be constrained and the state could be pushed to enact policies and laws 
that offered better protections to labor rights.62

On many occasions, the labor scholars clearly expressed that they also 
wanted to promote civil society in China; it was simply that their understand-
ing of civil society was somewhat different. For example, in a public lecture 
held in Beijing, Guo Yuhua, a sociologist from Tsinghua University, explained 
to the audience,

Whereas the liberals advocate the restriction of state power, the new leftists 
more often criticize the capitalist market. In my opinion, this kind of diver-
gence is unnecessary, because both the state and the market need to be criti-
cized. . . . Civil society should become a common ground.63

These expressions largely shortened the distance between the labor activ-
ism and those liberals who were sympathetic to socioeconomically disadvan-
taged groups. During my fieldwork in Guangzhou, I met a liberal intellectual 
who had engaged in NGO activism and had advocated the idea of civil soci-
ety since the 1990s. His attitude toward the labor scholars was typical among 
that of his colleagues. When I asked him about his opinion of the labor schol-
ars’ interpretation of civil society, he said,

I disagree with their criticism of the market, as I believe that the market econ-
omy and the private ownership of property are the basis for liberty. I also 
believe that the growth of the market economy is the key to the develop-
ment of civil society in China. However, civil society is still different from the 
market. It is supposed to be a place where everyone, including rural migrant 
workers, can participate and speak. From my point of view, what the labor 
scholars advocate is that workers enter civil society. This does not diverge too 
much from our project. Hence, I see them more as friends than as enemies.64

The media sphere also showed a much friendlier attitude toward the labor 
scholars, compared with their attitude toward the rural scholars. In 2007, the 
Southern Weekly invited sociologists from Tsinghua University to write an 
ongoing column on “constructing society” (jianshe shehui). In the column, 
the labor scholars systematically explained their political project and used 
plain language to introduce to the public new theoretical perspectives for 
understanding the concept of society, such as Polanyi’s theory of counter-
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movement.65 In 2011, the ICS even published an edited volume called Public 
Life Review: The New Working Class. Many labor scholars were invited to 
write on topics like labor protests and labor NGOs.66

In a word, at this stage, while raising criticism over the liberal interpreta-
tion of civil society, the labor scholars and the labor activism they had initi-
ated had largely maintained a cooperative relation with the liberals.

The Feminist Activism and Its Criticism over the Liberals

A Brief History of the Feminist Activism, 1996–2013

Since the Communist Party came to power in 1949, the Chinese state has 
always been claiming that gender equality is one of its principal national 
policies. The first constitution of the People’s Republic of China, which was 
enacted in 1954, stipulated that men and women should have equal rights. 
To liberate women from traditional roles in family and society, the party and 
the government promoted the slogan of “women hold up half the sky” (funü 
nengding banbian tian). During the socialist era, many laws and policies were 
issued to ensure equal pay for equal work and equal opportunity in political 
participation. To facilitate the implementation of the policies, the party and 
the government also founded the ACWF, a “mass organization” represent-
ing women’s interest. Major leaders of the organization were mostly activ-
ists in those women’s movements initiated by the Communist Party during 
the republican era.67 These state-supported feminist practices had enlarged 
employment opportunities for women. However, they were far from suc-
cessful in empowering all Chinese women. As women were transformed into 
state subjects, the feminist agenda was forgotten, and the public sphere of 
labor and politics kept its masculine order.68

Coming to the reform era, the unaccomplished cause of gender equality 
in China met new challenges. For example, as the labor market shifted from 
an administratively regulated wage system to a market oriented one, the gen-
der wage gap continued to be widened in the 1990s.69 The one-child policy 
introduced in the 1980s substantially increased the incidence of sex-selective 
abortions and female infanticide.70 However, due to the transformation of 
the cultural and ideological environment for public discussions, the socialist 
discourses for gender equality quickly subsided during the first two decades 
of the economic reform. In the academic community, famous sociologists 
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like Sun Liping and Zheng Yefu criticized the gender-equal policies during 
the socialist era as being “too radical” and “unnatural.”71 In various articles 
they published, it was argued that the situation of “women hold up half the 
sky” had been achieved at the cost of erasing gender difference. These articles 
also advocated that to comply with the “natural instincts” of gender women 
should go home and leave job opportunities in the market to men.

In the 1990s, women intellectual elites within the state system organized 
social movement activisms to express alternative opinions. A common prac-
tice among them was to establish centers for feminist studies and research.72 
These centers had not only introduced various kinds of non-Marxist feminist 
theories to the Chinese audience but also promoted the reflection upon the 
essentialist understanding of gender issues, which, as I have just mentioned, 
was rather prominent in the then public discussions. Another common prac-
tice was to establish NGOs. As I have introduced in chapter two, intellectuals 
and cadres in the ACWF system founded the first wave of NGOs engaging 
in women’s rights issues after the World Women’s Conference in Beijing in 
1995. Working with the legislature, these NGOs tackled issues like domes-
tic violence. However, while informing the policymakers of the many prob-
lems women encountered during the economic reform, the abovementioned 
activisms had achieved very limited influence in the wider public. In the 
1990s and early 2000s, public discussions of gender roles had been saturated 
with the capitalist consumerist culture.73 In the interstitial publics, many par-
ticipants who were at the front line of producing critical opinions, such as the 
liberal public intellectuals and journalists, had very low awareness of gender 
inequality in society. Among this group, the employment of masculine or 
even misogynist discourses was not uncommon.74

Feeling dissatisfied with the approach of working within the state sys-
tem, in the late 2000s, some women intellectuals began to explore new social 
movement strategies. Among these women intellectuals, the one who later 
had the greatest influence in China’s feminist movement was Lü Pin, a free-
lancer who used to work as a journalist at China Women’s News, a newspaper 
sponsored by the ACWF. Lü joined the feminist movement in China in the 
1990s. In 1996, she founded the Women’s Media Monitor Network, an NGO 
I introduced in chapter two. Seeing the NGO activism in the 1990s as being 
too elitist, she resigned from her position in the state-sponsored institution 
in the mid-2000s. In 2010, immediately after the launch of Weibo, Lü turned 
the Women’s Media Monitor Network into a social network media account, 
which had later established itself as the Feminist Voices on China’s internet. 
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In the 2010s, the Feminist Voices offered feminist discourse analysis in public 
discussions and was closely associated with many grassroots-based advocacy 
campaigns on women’s rights. In 2011, Lü and her friends founded another 
NGO called the One Dollar Commune (Yiyuan Gongshe). The organization 
offered training programs to feminist activists and a public space in which 
activists from different places communicated.

In these new organizations, women intellectuals met a younger gener-
ation of activists. This younger generation of activists had mainly consisted 
of women university students and graduates. Many of these activists had 
come from urban middle-class families and were around twenty when they 
got involved in the feminist activism. Being raised up as the only child in a 
family during a period in which China’s urban economy grew at an unprec-
edented rate, these women had enjoyed relatively abundant financial and 
social resources. Many of them had excelled at academic performance and 
received education in China’s top-tier universities. However, when these 
women began to prepare to join the labor force, they suddenly discovered 
that gender-based discrimination was prevalent in the job market and that 
women were far from being empowered in their career development. This 
kind of shock urged the young women to express their discontent in the pub-
lic sphere.75

Two forms of activisms had played crucial roles in thematizing the 
issue of women’s rights in the public sphere in the 2010s. Both forms had 
largely benefited from the rapid development of the information technolo-
gies in China. The first form was the “action-art” (xingwei yishu) activism, 
in which activists engaged in “out-of-line” behaviors to problematize var-
ious hidden gender inequalities in society. The most well-known case in 
this category was the “Occupy Men’s Toilets” protest. During the annual 
meeting of the people’s congress in 2012, women activists and volunteers in 
several cities posted on Weibo photos of their occupation of men’s toilets 
and criticized that the arrangement of men’s and women’s toilets in many 
public places had failed to consider gender differences. This eye-catching 
strategy turned out to be a huge success in initiating public dialogue. As 
activists’ posts received millions of comments and reposts within a rather 
short period of time, many traditional paper media—including even the 
People’s Daily—began to report the issue.76 The second form of activism 
was media criticism. On social network accounts like the Feminist Voices, 
activists exposed and criticized gender-based discrimination in movies, TV 
programs, and news reports. Among these criticisms, the most influen-
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tial one was an online campaign against misogynist expressions in CCTV’s 
New Year Gala show, which was held in 2015.77

In the first few years after the younger generation of activists arose, the 
feminist activism mainly engaged in topics that urban middle-class young 
women felt interested in.78 But this situation had gradually changed around 
2015, as some of the young women activists began to attend labor activism. 
Working with labor NGOs led by university students, the young women 
activists organized campaigns to tackle issues like sexual harassment at the 
workplace and advocated women workers’ social rights.79 During this stage, 
the feminist activism had also intersected with the lesbian movement in 
China. In the 1990s, China’s lesbian movement used to work closely with 
China’s gay movement. However, in the 2000s, as the focus of China’s gay 
movement turned to the issue of AIDS prevention, state bureaucracies largely 
incorporated the movement.80 In response to this transformation, activists in 
the lesbian movement found their new allies among young feminist activists. 
Around 2010, the lesbian activists had attended many advocacy campaigns 
organized by the feminist activists, notably the campaign against domestic 
violence. The feminist activism had also addressed the issue of sexuality.81

The Debate on Family Planning Policies

Looking back, we may discover that the relationship between China’s femi-
nist activism and the liberals’ project of building civil society should not have 
been an uncooperative one. As I have mentioned in chapter two, a large part 
of NGOs established in the 1990s were NGOs engaging in the issue of wom-
en’s rights, while the founders of these NGOs were mostly women intellec-
tuals who had been influenced by the World Women’s Conference. On the 
one hand, these women intellectuals organized NGOs to empower socioeco-
nomically disadvantaged women and promote changes in laws and policies. 
On the other hand, they saw their activism as an attempt at expanding an 
independent space for citizens’ participation.82 These ideas went well with 
liberals’ political agenda and could be perfectly incorporated into the project 
of building civil society. As I have elaborated in chapter three, in principle, 
the liberals had also supported all social groups to struggle for their rights.

However, in the late 2000s and early 2010s, when the feminist activism 
for defending women’s rights did flourish, many liberal public intellectuals 
began to feel uncomfortable. Some of them suggested that “women’s rights” 
were a political agenda set by intellectuals in the West; in China, since women 
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and men were already very equal, the advocacy of women’s rights was far 
less important than some grander causes like the struggle for constitutional 
democracy. Some argued that it was unnecessary to emphasize “women’s 
rights,” since the term “human rights” was already comprehensive and could 
cover “women’s rights.”83

Liberal public intellectuals’ commentaries on feminist activists’ perfor-
mance art activism best illustrate the attitude of the liberal camp. In the sum-
mer of 2012, the official Weibo account of the Shanghai Metro posted a photo 
of a young woman wearing a sheer blouse, suggesting that this kind of apparel 
was likely to incur sexual harassment in subways. In response to this sugges-
tion, feminist activists got on trains in subways and held boards with the slo-
gan “I can be slutty, but you can’t get dirty” (Wo keyi sao, ni buneng rao). Later, 
these activists also posted articles on Weibo, pushing the Shanghai Metro to 
take substantive measures to prevent sexual harassment, instead of blaming 
the victims.84 While the feminist activists framed their activism as a “rights-
defending” activity, it aroused huge controversies in the public sphere. On the 
Southern Metropolis Daily and the Southern Weekly, liberal public intellectu-
als wrote several articles to question the legitimacy of the activism. For exam-
ple, Qiu Feng, a scholar studying economic thoughts, who was also a famous 
columnist, argued that those who wore little in the public were releasing a 
signal suggesting that they served in some “special industries” (teshu hangye) 
where sex was casual. He also contended that women should not put their 
right to choose clothes before the etiquette (lisu) of a society.85

Many feminist scholars and activists also recognized that their advo-
cacies were unwelcome among the liberals. In an article titled “Why Don’t 
the Liberals in Mainland China Support Feminism” (Zhongguo Dalu Ziyou 
Zhuyi Zhe Weihe Bu Zhichi Nüquan Zhuyi), Li Sipan, who was then a fem-
inist scholar studying at the University of Macau, summarized the liberals’ 
discontent with the feminist expressions and offered several explanations of 
the phenomenon.86 In Li’s opinion, the liberals’ unsupportive attitude toward 
feminism had to do with both their academic background and their posi-
tion in society. With respect to the liberals’ academic background, Li sug-
gested that many of the liberals had been under the influence of classical 
liberalism, whose core subject was the protection of citizens’ negative liberty; 
these liberals had lacked understanding of political theories of social liber-
alism, such as those articulated by John Rawls. Moreover, Li contended that 
the liberals were mostly men occupying advantageous positions in society. 
As beneficiaries of China’s market economic reform, these liberals became 
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unwilling to reflect upon their positions and thus lacked sympathies over the 
disadvantaged.

While I am sympathetic to Li’s arguments, I still want to point out that 
they cannot explain why, among the many and various alternative activisms 
emerging during the second term of the Hu-Wen regime, the liberals had 
been particularly inimical to the feminist activism. If not reading Rawls and 
lacking self-reflection would necessarily lead to an unsupportive attitude 
toward disadvantaged groups’ social movement activism, the liberals should 
also have turned their back on labor activism. Yet as I have just introduced in 
the previous section, this had not happened, at least around 2010.

My explanation is that the breakup between the feminists and the liberals 
had to do with the nature of the topics the feminists had proposed for public 
discussion. The liberals had been particularly uncomfortable with the rise 
of the feminist activism because it was the feminist activism that had best 
illustrated the problems inherent to the many dichotomies advocated by the 
liberals, such as the public vs. the private, and state vs. society. The contro-
versies raised by public discussions on China’s family planning policies were 
a case in point.

Introduced in the 1970s, China’s family planning policies—among which 
the most influential one was the one-child policy—had long been contro-
versial. As I have just mentioned, because of the existence of son preference, 
the incidence of sex-selective abortions and female infanticide had signifi-
cantly increased since the 1980s. The enforcement of the policies at the local 
level had also encountered resistance and caused a great many social con-
flicts, especially in rural areas. In the early 2000s, many activists in the liberal 
camp—mainly the “rights-defending” lawyers—had protested the one-child 
policy and intervened in cases in which state bureaucrats used violence to 
enforce relevant laws. A major discourse the liberal activists had employed 
was that childbearing was an individual freedom and that the state should 
not interfere.87 During this stage, the issue of gender was seldom mentioned.

It was in the late 2000s that the gender issue and women’s rights became 
a focus of the public discussion of the family planning policies. In 2007, Yi 
Fuxian, a Chinese-born American obstetrics and gynecology researcher, 
who claimed that he had long been studying China’s demography issues, 
published in Hong Kong a book titled Big Country with an Empty Nest 
(Daguo Kongchao). In generalized terms, the book argued that the one-
child policy should be abandoned because it would ruin China’s economic 
growth in the long run.88 The Chinese government banned the circulation 
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of the book almost immediately after its publication. But the major argu-
ment of the book had spread on the internet and was recommended by 
many liberal public intellectuals, such as Mao Yushi. Yi was also allowed 
to give lectures in several universities and research institutes. In these 
lectures, Yi often advocated for the “traditional value” of big families and 
suggested that the women’s major responsibility was to procreate and take 
care of their families. These expressions had incurred discontent among 
the feminist scholars and activists. Some of them went to the lectures and 
openly debated with Yi, arguing that the critics of the one-child policy had 
only wanted to transfer the discretion in childbearing from the state to the 
patriarchal family, without considering whether women could obtain more 
freedom or become empowered in this process.89

The conflict between the liberals and the feminist activism became more 
confrontational and visible when the debate on the family planning policies 
was brought to the internet. Since the late 2000s, because of the continuously 
decreasing fertility rate, many provincial level governments began to adopt 
some more relaxed forms of the one-child policy.90 For example, in cities like 
Shanghai, those parents who were single children in their original families 
were allowed to have a second child.

On the internet, many women, especially those who were urban born and 
well educated, began to express their concerns over the social implications 
of the new policies.91 Some of them suggested that urban-born girls were 
the greatest beneficiaries of the one-child policy in the past two decades, 
because the policy had made these girls the only “investment” in the fam-
ily. These people worried that the relaxation of the one-child policy would 
revive the traditional Chinese culture that “viewed sons as better than daugh-
ters” (zhongnan qingnü) and deprive girls of their educational opportunities. 
Others suggested that the one-child policy had to some extent reduced the 
“motherhood penalty”—while women in the workforce still had to, compared 
to men, spend more time and energy in child rearing, they at most needed to 
bring up one child. These people worried that, in a situation in which two or 
more children became the norm and the welfare support for child rearing fell 
short, women would need to sacrifice more in their families and the job mar-
ket would become even more unfriendly to women. The liberals harshly criti-
cized these views. Some of the liberals hastily generalized women’s questions 
and concerns as a proposal for supporting the one-child policy. Some even 
blamed the feminist voices on the internet for complying with the authori-
tarian regime.92
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In response to these criticisms, feminist activists made clarifications. In 
an interview, Lü Pin claimed that she and her colleagues did not support the 
one-child policy; moreover, to fight for women’s rights in China, feminist 
activism had to struggle with both the authoritarian state and the patriarchal 
family—as the two powers were largely homologues.93 In the interview, Lü 
also encouraged women participants of online discussions to find alternative 
languages to express their concerns, instead of pinning their hope on the state.

But these clarifications seemed to do little in changing the liberals’ 
impression of the feminist activism. Here the tricky thing was this—even 
though feminist activists emphasized that the authoritarian state was not 
able to guarantee gender equity, the role of the state involved in the issue of 
women’s rights, as exemplified in the public discussion on family planning 
policies, was far more complex. As the online criticisms over the relaxation 
of the one-child policy had demonstrated, in a certain historical context, the 
advancement of women’s interests had been associated with the state’s arbi-
trary intervention in the patriarchal family—though the advancement had 
been achieved at great cost and benefited only some women. Conversely, 
when the arbitrary state intervention was lessened, women’s interests could 
be harmed.

If the feminist activism had adhered to the “state vs. society” framework 
held by the liberals, many of the women’s concerns would have been deemed 
private issues and would thus lose legitimacy to become topics for public dis-
cussion. Therefore, the strategy employed by the labor activism—accepting 
the “state vs. society” framework and revising the framework from within—
did not work; to raise many gender-related issues in the public sphere, the 
feminist activism had to challenge, in a more thorough fashion, the funda-
mental assumption of the project of building civil society. As a matter of fact, 
many feminist scholars had argued that the boundary between the public and 
the private, which had been set by the liberals, needed to be criticized and 
that more attention should be paid to the various power inequalities in the 
so-called private sphere.94 It was this kind of challenge that had dismantled 
the foundation on which the feminists and the liberals could work together.

Divisions Brought by the Ideological Debates

Before the concluding section, I would like to highlight that the various 
debates happening in the interstitial publics during this stage had incurred 
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divisions in the social movement community. The conflict between the liber-
als and the feminists, as I have just introduced, was a case in point. Divisions 
had also occurred within single social movements. The conflict among activ-
ists from different labor NGOs provides an illustrative example here. During 
the early 2010s, labor NGOs in China had already differentiated into sev-
eral groups. The first group were those organizations engaging in subcultural 
activities. Activists from this group were often heavily influenced by Marxist 
and Maoist discourses. Organizations in the second group provided legal aid 
service to individual workers. Because of their historical cooperation with 
the liberals, these organizations more often emphasized the idea of civil soci-
ety. The last group were the so-called “collective bargaining” organizations. 
Working with the labor lawyers, these organizations intervened in workers’ 
factory-based collective actions.

When I was in the field between 2012 and 2015, I discovered that, working 
in a highly contested ideological environment, labor NGO activists engaging 
in different forms of activism employed multiple critical discourses to dismiss 
others and valorize their own activism. For example, those from the “collec-
tive bargaining” organizations argued that their organizations were the truly 
“workers’ movement organizations” (gongyunxing zuzhi), while those orga-
nizations that engaged in workers’ subcultural activities were too moderate 
and docile.95 On the other side, activists engaging in the subcultural activi-
ties argued that, by reconstructing a working-class culture, they were able to 
raise workers’ class consciousness and promote workers’ transition from a 
“class-in-itself ” to a “class-for-itself.” Therefore, only labor NGOs organizing 
cultural activities were the truly revolutionary, while the “collective bargain-
ing” organizations were “neoliberal,” because they still sought to resolve the 
conflict between capital and labor within the framework of law.96

These conflicts had not been kept private. Activists sometimes openly 
attacked each other. As I have mentioned in chapter three, because of many 
different reasons, the activists’ intervention in the “rights-defending” activi-
ties often ended up trapping the disadvantaged in a worse situation. Similar 
things had also happened in labor NGOs’ intervention in workers’ factory-
based collective actions. On some occasions, activists from the “collective 
bargaining” organizations failed to explain to workers the potential risks 
inherent to their actions, and then workers lost their job after confronting 
the management. To demonstrate that the “collective bargaining” organiza-
tions were “neoliberal” and could only harm workers, activists from those 
organizations that emphasized Marxist and Maoist discourses videotaped 
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complaints from those workers who had received aid from the “collective 
bargaining” organizations and posted the recordings on video-sharing web-
sites in China, such as Youku.

In an interview with an activist who had harshly criticized the “collec-
tive bargaining” organizations, I tentatively asked, “Isn’t solidarity in the labor 
NGO community a desirable goal?” My interviewee, who was then a student 
activist, simply avoided answering my question and suggested that it was only 
through political and cultural struggles that the labor movement in China 
was able to find its way to establish “workers’ subjectivity” (gongren de zhutix-
ing).97 However, online quarrels like this made people in the wider public feel 
very confused about the role of labor NGOs in labor rights issues. As I will 
show in the next chapter, these quarrels had also made these organizations 
more vulnerable to state suppression.

Conclusion

In this chapter and the previous chapter, I discuss the condition of China’s 
interstitial publics between 2008 and 2013. In chapter four, I argue that the 
transformation in China’s political, social, and technological environment 
had changed the way public discussion was organized. While the domination 
of the liberals was destabilized, new participants who were more interested in 
issue-oriented discussion arose. In this chapter, I demonstrate how the struc-
tural transformation of the interstitial publics had shifted the way civil society 
was debated in public discussion. I analyze and compare three social move-
ments that had claimed to represent subaltern interests, which were the New 
Rural Reconstruction Movement, the labor activism, and the feminist activ-
ism. All three social movements had challenged the liberal interpretation of 
civil society. I emphasize that, because of the different extent to which these 
movements had been institutionalized by the state and the diverse nature of 
the topics they had proposed for public discussion, the three movements had 
eventually ended up having divergent relations with the liberals.

At the end of the chapter, I talk about the “dark side” of the ideological 
debates by highlighting the divisions emerging in China’s social movement 
community. Nevertheless, I contend that these new participants’ debates 
with the liberals had largely enriched the public discussions in China’s inter-
stitial publics. On the one hand, these debates brought in important informa-
tion with regards to the concrete difficulties the disadvantaged encountered. 
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In the previous stage, the liberals had also claimed that they hoped to advance 
disadvantaged groups’ rights. However, because the liberal understanding of 
civil society was too reductionist, the real difficulties facing the disadvantaged 
were often ignored. By talking about issues like the externalities in defending 
food safety, the rise of the “new working class,” and the perplexities facing 
working women in childrearing, activists in the three social movements com-
plicated the public criticism over China’s politics and society. On the other 
hand, since the three movements had emerged and established themselves 
out of the debate with the liberals, their articulation had also complicated 
people’s understanding of the idea of civil society. Many topics that had been 
marginalized in the previous stage, such as the power inequalities within civil 
society, the multiple roles the state could play in the development of civil 
society, and the conflicting relationship between civil society and the market, 
were brought back to the public view.

But the time left for the activists was limited. Coming to the end of 
the Hu-Wen regime, the state’s regulation over the interstitial publics had 
become more intensified. As both the media sphere and the NGO sphere 
were constrained, the space for ideological debates was quickly shrinking. 
This is what I am going to elaborate in the next chapter.
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Chapter 6

The Fragmentation of Public Discussion, 
2014–2019

Once again, significant changes took place in China’s social and political 
environment after Xi Jinping became president in 2013. The occurrence of 
the Umbrella Movement in Hong Kong in 2014 forbode the approach of a 
new era. After that, the state’s intervention in public discussion became more 
arbitrary and frequent. The influence of commercial power in the media 
sphere and the NGO sphere also became more pervasive. Resultantly, many 
interstitially emergent actors who had been active in various public debates 
in previous stages, including both the liberals and those who had challenged 
the liberals, were put in a more constrained situation.

I suggest that, during this stage, as the liberals were further marginalized 
in public discussion in wider society, the political project of building civil 
society eventually disintegrated. However, the disintegration of the project 
had not brought “peace” to China’s public sphere. Nor had it implied that all 
resistance activisms had now been under state’s control. The contrary was 
true. With the decline of the liberals, various kinds of new actors and new 
forms of activisms emerged, especially in the field of labor rights and women’s 
rights. Like their predecessors, some of these new actors and new forms of 
activisms also drew on ideological discourses in their public expression and 
proposed grand political project. However, the public sphere had become too 
fragmented to allow any concerted efforts that brought the grand project and 
grassroots resistance activism together. As a result, the new forms of social 
movement activisms appeared to lack a package plan. Their impact on Chi-
na’s politics and the stability of the regime also became more unpredictable.

This chapter is dedicated to elaborating on the transformation of the inter-
stitial publics between 2014 and 2019. I choose 2019 to be the ending point of 
my historical documentation, because at the end of that year, COVID-19—a 
pandemic that had later altered many people’s political and social lives—hit 



The Fragmentation of Public Discussion, 2014–2019	 165

Revised Pages

China and the world. Nevertheless, many of the social movement activisms 
emerging before 2019 have lasted after the pandemic. This implies that some 
of the subjects I am going to discuss in this chapter are currently still chang-
ing and evolving. I will thus try to keep my discussion and analysis open.

The rest of the chapter will be arranged in the following way. In the next 
section, I briefly introduce the changing social and political environment 
in China since the mid-2010s. Then I describe the further decline of exist-
ing interstitial spaces, namely the media sphere and the NGO sphere. After 
that, I discuss the fragmentation of the liberal camp during this stage. I also 
report on the transformation of the three social movements I analyze in the 
previous chapter—the New Rural Reconstruction Movement (or the food 
movement), the labor activism, and the feminist activism. In the conclusion 
section, I discuss the political implications of the disintegration of the project 
of building civil society.

The Changing Political and Social Background Since the Mid-2010s

For major actors in the community of resistance movements in China, the 
most influential political event happening in 2014 was the Umbrella Move-
ment in Hong Kong. Being sparked by Beijing’s decision to pre-screen can-
didates for the election of the special administrative region’s chief executive, 
on September 26, tens of thousands of Hong Kong citizens started an occu-
pation campaign demanding a more transparent election. The campaign was 
later named the Umbrella Movement, or the Umbrella Revolution, refer-
ring to the umbrellas used as a tool for passive resistance to the Hong Kong 
police’s employment of pepper spray in dispersing the crowd.1 Compared to a 
later movement happening in Hong Kong—the movement against the Extra-
dition Law Amendment Bill in 2019 and 2020—the Umbrella Movement 
had aroused very few interests in China’s public sphere. Because of stringent 
state control over media coverage, discussion of the event had been limited 
to various intellectual elites, such as scholars, liberal journalists, the “rights-
defending” lawyers, and some youth activists.2

However, the rise of the Umbrella Movement had made Hong Kong a 
politically sensitive place.3 Since 2014, many interactions between social 
movement activists in Hong Kong and those in mainland China were con-
strained. The experience of political activist Chan Kin-Man was a case in 
point. Chan was formerly an associate professor of sociology at the Chi-
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nese University of Hong Kong and one of the co-founders of the ICS at the 
Sun Yat-sen University. In the 2000s, he had often been invited by various 
government departments and research institutes in China to give lectures 
on topics like “civil society and the building of a harmonious society.”4 In 
2013, to call for universal suffrage in Hong Kong, Chan initiated a campaign 
called “Occupy Central with Love and Peace,” which sowed the seeds for the 
Umbrella Movement. In 2019, he was sentenced to 16 months in prison for 
his role in the movement.5 As the Umbrella Movement gained its momentum 
in 2015, no organizations and institutes in mainland China dared to openly 
invite Chan anymore. After the Umbrella Movement, because of its close 
association with Chan, the ICS became an organization of special concern to 
Beijing. In 2016, the ICS was closed. ICS’s connection with Hong Kong even 
influenced the School of Philanthropy at the Sun Yat-sen University. Eventu-
ally, in 2017, the school was also closed.

This kind of disconnection was particularly harmful to the various social 
movement organizations in the Pearl River Delta. In the early to mid-2000s, 
interstitially emergent actors in the Delta had benefited from their geograph-
ical proximity to Hong Kong. For many organizations, it was through their 
interaction with Hong Kong that they obtained resources and information 
from the international community and eventually achieved national influ-
ence in China. The ICS was a typical example.6 Another example were labor 
NGOs. According to my research on the history of labor NGOs in China, 
about two-thirds of these organizations received funds from Hong Kong-
based organizations. Major supporters of labor NGOs included the Oxfam 
Hong Kong, China Labour Bulletin, Labour Education and Service Network, 
and Worker Empowerment. Many of these Hong Kong-based organizations 
had regularly received funds from labor rights-related foundations all over 
the world.7 As social movement organizations’ interactions with Hong Kong 
were constrained, so was their capacity to launch proactive campaigns in 
mainland China. As I have mentioned in chapter two, the city of Guangzhou 
used to be one of the dual centers—alongside Beijing—of the liberal camp. 
But after 2014, no social movement organization with national influence had 
been formed in the Delta. Inadvertently, the Umbrella Movement had trans-
formed the configuration of the interstitial publics in mainland China.

Meanwhile, with Xi Jinping’s rise to the highest leader of the country in 
2013, the domestic political atmosphere in China was also slowly but steadily 
changing. On the one hand, the Xi regime launched a series of campaigns 
that aimed to solve some of the most severe problems in Chinese society. 
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Two notable examples were the anti-corruption campaign, which had started 
in 2012 and removed more than two million government officials at differ-
ent levels, and the “targeted poverty alleviation” (jingzhun fupin) campaign, 
which started in 2014, aiming to lift over 70 million rural population above 
the poverty line by 2020. Scholars have been debating the real intentions 
behind these campaigns and the extent to which these campaigns could elim-
inate problems like corruption and poverty.8 But many agreed that, through 
political mobilization in these campaigns, the Xi regime had reversed the 
tendency of the decentralization of state power that had started in the mid-
1990s and increased the state’s capacity to penetrate society.9

On the other hand, the state’s ideological control over public discussion 
had continued and become even more intensified. In 2013, Lu Wei, the direc-
tor of the State Internet Information Office, urged media professionals to 
spread “positive energy” (zheng nengliang), implying that online discussions 
should focus on the positive side of China’s social and economic develop-
ment, while expositions of the dark side should be avoided.10 This had largely 
reversed the atmosphere formed during the first term of the Hu-Wen regime 
that encouraged citizens to openly discuss and criticize social problems. 
Additionally, as China gradually built up its economic power in the global 
market, the West had lost some of its leverage to influence China in issues 
like human rights. As I have mentioned in chapter one, to save its image in 
the international community after the 1989 Student Movement and take part 
in the neoliberal globalization that was then dominated by the West, the Chi-
nese government had released quite a few political dissidents in the 1990s. 
But in the 2010s, on many occasions, the government simply disregarded 
Westerners’ demands to release political dissidents in China.11 With these 
transformations, the social and political conditions that facilitated the emer-
gence of interstitial space in the 1990s were almost gone.

Nevertheless, although the Chinese state’s capacity to regulate society had 
significantly increased, it was not able to solve all social problems. Nor could it 
eliminate all expressions of discontents. Since 2012, China’s economic growth 
had shown a marked slowdown, with growth rates declining from double digit 
levels before the global financial crisis in 2008 to around 7% in 2014. The slow-
ing growth of the economy incurred many problems, such as the shrinkage of 
new job opportunities and the increasing pressure for commodifying labor. 
Facing these problems, Chinese people, especially the younger generation, 
felt a lot of anxiety and depression. As the mainstream public discussion now 
allowed “positive energy” only, people turned to alternative channels. In soci-
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ety, various forms of subcultural activities, such as live houses, street dances, 
and talk shows, flourished. In these activities, people expressed negative feel-
ings about the dim reality and the uncertain future.12 With these transforma-
tions, the ethos of public expression took on a new look.

The Decline of Interstitial Spaces Emerging in Previous Stages

The Further Disintegration of the Media Sphere

As I have discussed in chapter four, during the second term of the Hu-Wen 
regime, commercially-oriented newspapers as a venue for producing criti-
cal public opinions had declined due to increasing state interventions and 
the rapid development of digital technologies. Because of the rise of mobile 
phones as devices for getting online, users of the internet expanded. The 
emergence of comprehensive platforms lowered the threshold for participat-
ing in online discussions, while at the same time facilitated the practice of 
censorship. As the state’s regulation over the domestic cyberspace became 
more stringent, “radical” activists like the “rights-defending” lawyers turned 
to platforms overseas, which made the online public sphere more segregated. 
Since the mid-2010s, all these tendencies had been reinforced.

In the Xi regime, because of the slumping circulation and advertisement 
revenues, the income of investigative journalists at commercially-oriented 
newspapers continued to drop. So did their professional prestige. Under such 
a circumstance, many investigative journalists changed their profession.13 
Because of the development of digital technologies, participants in cyber-
space continued to increase. With the rise of a series of video sharing apps, 
notably Kuaishou, the population who participated in the activities of online 
content generation now expanded to an even larger population, including 
people like rural migrant youth, peasants, and housewives in lower class fam-
ilies.14 Meanwhile, on these newly rising platforms as well as on some “old” 
platforms like Weibo, the influence of commercial power became more per-
vasive. Internet companies began to place more emphasis on the idea of net-
work flow (wangluo liuliang) and the possibility to liquidate. Great numbers 
of users on platforms thus turned to profit-seeking activities.15

The practice of censorship also became more institutionalized. To unify 
the previously fragmented regulation system, a new department, the State 
Internet Information Office, was established within the State Council Infor-
mation Office in 2014. Under the auspices of the new office, municipal-level 



The Fragmentation of Public Discussion, 2014–2019	 169

Revised Pages

rules targeting online public discussion were introduced, information censor-
ship demands were detailed, and a real-name registration system was estab-
lished.16 What is worth mentioning is that, during this stage, various market 
forces had been involved in the practice of censorship. Employing advanced 
technologies like big data, hundreds of profit-driven internet opinion com-
panies had helped their government clients at different levels to analyze the 
development trend of online opinions, eliminate anti-government informa-
tion and boost pro-government discourses.17 This had made the censorship 
more efficient and impersonalized.

To circumscribe state censorship and the prominent consumerist/com-
mercial culture, people holding critical and alternative political opinions 
turned to various new interstitial spaces. Some, like the liberals in the pre-
vious stage, began to use platforms or tools that were only available outside 
the Great Firewall. For example, instead of using WeChat, activists engaging 
in human rights activism began to use Signal or Wire as their major instant 
message app. Instead of writing a blog or posting entries on Weibo, activists 
now documented and discussed critical social events on Matters.

Some others turned to channels where state censorship was still porous, 
such as podcasts. Since the mid-2010s, listeners in China witnessed the emer-
gence of several podcast programs focusing on politics and history. Notable 
examples included the Left Right (Hu Zuo Hu You) and East Asia Observatory 
(Dongya Guanchaju). These podcast programs were usually run by scholars, 
journalists, editors, and enthusiasts of history, political science, and sociology. 
Unlike many content generators on comprehensive platforms who aimed to 
maximize the network flow to make profit, the producers of the podcasts saw 
their activities as a social intercourse that could help them attract fellows with 
similar interests and concerns. To avoid becoming too influential—which 
might incur more intensive state censorship—the podcast programs usually 
discussed political issues in very sophisticated ways and required listeners to 
have a relatively abundant knowledge of relevant topics.18

Naturally, these new interstitial spaces all had relatively high thresholds. 
To use platforms and tools outside the Great Firewall, one needed not only 
the money to buy Virtual Private Network (VPN) but also the technical 
know-how to use it. To participate in the discussions initiated by the pod-
cast programs and decipher the political messages hidden in the scholarly 
talks, as I have just said, one needed to be very knowledgeable in politics 
and history. Public discussion on China’s cyberspace had started from small, 
well-bounded communities. As I have mentioned in chapter two, major plat-
forms for online discussion in the 1990s were the university-based BBSes, 
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whose participants were mostly university students, professors, and alumni. 
In the 2000s, what had broken the boundary were the rapid development of 
the internet infrastructure and the intervention of commercial power. But 
in the 2010s, with the increasing pressure brought by the state and the mar-
ket, many participants of online discussion began to, passively or proactively, 
build new boundaries.

Another relatively new phenomenon emerging since the mid-2010s was 
that, to ensure that “positive energy” prevailed on the cyberspace, the Chi-
nese state now proactively intervened in many online discussions. Traditional 
party media like the People’s Daily employed languages that young people 
liked and refurbished their online contents. Some fandom groups among 
the youth echoed this effort. As young people in fandom groups fervently 
embraced nationalist discourses, the boundary between political discussion 
and entertainment was blurred.19 This further marginalized those serious dis-
cussions that sought to expose social problems and criticize state policies.

To clarify, by elaborating how the state power and the market power 
had become more pervasive in the media sphere since the mid-2010s, I am 
not suggesting that the space for criticism had been fully eradicated and the 
chance to articulate alternative opinions had decreased to zero. As I have just 
discussed, people were still trying to find new interstitial spaces. Empirical 
studies on fandom also show that, even when the expression of nationalist 
discourses seemed to be rather prominent, the alliance between the state’s 
propaganda departments and the fandom groups was rather fragile.20 How-
ever, I do want to suggest that the media sphere featuring the critical report-
age of and commentary on news and current affairs had become fragmented. 
In all the previous stages, there were one or a few leading platforms on which 
people with alternative political agendas gathered and influential critical 
public opinions were produced. In the early to mid-2000s, these platforms 
were the southern newspapers, being facilitated by a few commercially-
oriented online forums like Tianya. In the late 2000s and early 2010s, the 
major platform became Weibo. But since the mid-2010s, the articulation of 
critical public opinions was scattered on many different platforms. Criticism 
still existed. But it had become highly disorganized.

The Re-Elitization of the NGO Sphere

As I have discussed in chapter four, the state’s efforts in institutionalizing the 
NGO sphere had started during the Hu-Wen era; however, because of vari-
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ous discrepancies within the state and bureaucracies’ limited infrastructure 
power to enforce rules, the state’s regulation system had been rather porous. 
This situation was eventually changed in the Xi regime. In 2016, two laws 
relevant to NGOs were passed, which were the Charity Law and the Law 
on the Administration of Activities of Overseas Non-governmental Orga-
nizations within the Territory of China. These laws specified the rules on 
the registration of NGOs, the management of charity funds, and domestic 
NGOs’ interaction with international foundations. After that, the Ministry of 
Civil Affairs also issued several enforcement regulations, detailing how local 
governments should evaluate NGOs and supervise the use of funds.21 For 
example, it was required that relevant government departments routinely 
investigate the activities of NGOs and establish a blacklist to document those 
organizations that engaged in “abnormal activities.” Those organizations that 
had been put on the blacklist would be deprived of the opportunity to com-
pete for the “government purchasing service” funds. In practice, activities like 
receiving funds from unregistered international foundations and organizing 
agitational activism could all be categorized as “abnormal.”22 With the passage 
of these laws, local governments’ influence was lessened, and the state power 
for regulating NGOs became more unified.

The transformation of labor NGOs in the mid-2010s best illustrated how 
the increasingly stringent regulation had impacted NGO activism. In 2015, 
twenty years after the first labor NGO in China was established, systematic 
regulations aimed at labor NGO activism finally came. What raised the cur-
tain was the crackdown on a couple of labor NGOs in the Pearl River Delta. 
On December 3, fifteen activists in four labor NGOs were detained.23 All four 
organizations were internationally funded and had been involved in workers’ 
protests and strikes. Although this was not the first time the state suppressed 
labor NGOs, the repression was different from the previous instances in sev-
eral ways. First, the order of repression was issued by the central government, 
rather than any local government. Second, the crackdown on labor NGOs 
and the arrest of activists were quickly publicized, while in previous years, 
these were usually done surreptitiously. On CCTV, a special program was 
broadcast, in which labor NGOs like Panyu Migrant Workers were labeled as 
“agents of overseas hostile forces” that intended to manipulate Chinese work-
ers and intensify labor-capital disputes. The repression of the labor NGOs in 
the Delta made many labor activists realize that the many “loopholes” in the 
state’s regulation system had gone.

To save their organizations, many labor NGO activists turned to service 
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provision activities. But, as I have discussed in the previous chapter, because 
these organizations had been very active in a series of advocacy campaigns 
during the second term of the Hu-Wen regime, local governments had black-
listed most of them. Even after they had completely quit the advocacy cam-
paigns, the state’s security departments continuously harassed major activ-
ists of the organizations. Raising funds also became rather difficult for these 
organizations. Because of their past experience of advocating for labor rights, 
obtaining “government purchasing service” funds became impossible. Some 
activists turned to newly emerging crowdfunding platforms on the internet, 
such as the philanthropy platform supported by Tencent. But what these 
platforms could offer was also limited, because the majority of donors on 
these platforms were the middle class who had little interest in the idea of 
class struggles.24

Under these pressures, the community of labor NGOs quickly disinte-
grated. According to my study of the historical transformation of China’s 
labor NGOs, between 2015 and 2020, 21 labor NGOs—about one third of all 
the organizations that had been active in the field in the early 2010s—were 
disbanded.25 To avoid repression, most of the remaining organizations had 
to de-emphasize the discourse of the “new working class” and the identity 
of “labor NGOs” and package their activities in other issues, such as migrant 
children’s education.

In rare occasions, some NGOs had persisted in the field of labor rights. A 
notable example was the Zhicheng Legal Aid Center for Rural Migrant Work-
ers (Zhicheng Nongmingong Falü Yuanzhu yu Yanjiu Zhongxin) in Beijing. 
Since the mid-2010s, the center had published a series of influential reports 
on labor rights issues on digital labor platforms and submitted relevant pol-
icy suggestions to the people’s congress.26 But the Zhicheng Center was an 
exceptional case. Its founder and current leader, Tong Lihua, was a deputy 
to the National People’s Congress in 2012 and legal advisor to the Ministry 
of Civil Affairs and the ACFTU. The center enjoyed many political resources 
and connections that most other labor NGOs, especially those grassroots 
organizations in the Pearl River Delta, could never obtain.

Similar trends also happened in other fields, such as environmental pro-
tection and women’s rights. As I mentioned in chapter one and two, in the 
1990s and early 2000s, major founders of NGOs in China were various kinds 
of intellectual elites who were closely connected with the state power. NGOs 
established by people from socioeconomically disadvantaged groups, or the 
so-called “grassroots NGOs,” did not emerge until the mid-2000s. What 
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facilitated the rise and flourish of these “grassroots NGOs” were the training 
programs offered by institutes like the ICS, the lowered threshold for regis-
tration, and the state funds. But in the mid-2010s, institutes like the ICS were 
suppressed, the threshold for registration was raised again, and the fund-
ing environment became extremely unfriendly to the “grassroots NGOs.” It 
hence returned to the situation that only people who were able to mobilize 
resources in the state and the market were eligible to establish NGOs. I call 
this process the re-elitization of the NGO sphere. For sure, many elites found-
ing charity organizations today cared about the welfare of the disadvantaged 
and eagerly hoped to employ innovative methods to solve social problems. 
Zhicheng Center’s advocacy of labor rights was a case in point. However, 
without far-flung networks consisting of actors from different backgrounds, 
NGOs’ capacity to detect problems in society and absorb resistance activities 
significantly dropped. I will come back to this point later in my discussion of 
labor activism and feminist activism since the mid-2010s.

The Transformation of the Liberal Camp

With the decline of the media sphere and the NGO sphere, the liberal camp 
finally disintegrated. First, due to the state’s increasing ideological control, 
some of the most radical actors in the liberal camp, notably the “rights-
defending” lawyers, were silenced. In 2015, the Chinese government launched 
a campaign targeting “rights-defending” activists all over the country. More 
than two hundred lawyers and their assistants in 24 provinces were detained, 
warned, or interrogated.27 This crackdown had ruined many activists who 
had hope to democratize China through the Weiquan Movement.

The transformation of the liberals with a relatively moderate political 
agenda varied across groups. Those who had been highly embedded in the 
state were mostly incorporated. Notable examples included scholars and 
intellectuals who had served at the research centers studying NGOs and civil 
society. As I have discussed in chapter four, as early as the late 2000s, some of 
the scholars and intellectuals, such as those at the ICS, had already begun to 
employ the state-endorsed discourses like “philanthropy” and “social work.” 
But unlike the situation in the late 2000s, when training programs offered by 
the institutes like the School of Philanthropy still tried to discuss issues like an 
independent space for participation, the NGO scholars now took the state-
endorsed discourses for real. Many of them employed theories from public 
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administration or management and conducted research that aimed to help 
the government regulate NGOs.28

Those who had been less embedded in the state and relied more on the 
resources provided by the market, notably the internet-based public intel-
lectuals, turned to new popular discourses in the public sphere, such as the 
nationalist discourses. A case in point was Lian Yue, a former journalist and 
columnist at the Southern Weekly. In the early to mid-2000s, Lian Yue was 
famous for his sharp criticism over government and his advocacy of civil soci-
ety and the Weiquan Movement.29 When the anti-PX protest arose in Xiamen 
in 2007, Lian was among the first few activists who had openly discussed the 
issue online. In the Sichuan Earthquake in 2008, when many Chinese people 
praised the government for its quick response in the rescue work, Lian hastily 
pushed people to pay attention to the government’s failure in predicting the 
occurrence of the earthquake. But in the late 2010s, Lian took a U-turn. On 
his WeChat public account, he suggested that his participation in the anti-PX 
protest was stupid and his criticism over China’s political institutions in early 
years was naïve. He also suggested that the most important thing in his career 
as a columnist now was to be patriotic.30

A couple of liberals managed to maintain their ideological position and 
critical attitude. However, facing the rapidly changing environment, many 
of these liberals had appeared to be slow to adapt to the emergence of new 
topics in public discussion, such as sexual harassment and gender equity. 
A case in point was Liu Yu’s response to the MeToo Movement in China. 
Around 2017, being influenced by the MeToo Movement in the West, doz-
ens of victims of sexual harassment began to tell their stories online. The 
alleged figures in these accusations were mostly people occupying advan-
tageous positions in academics or the entertainment industry. In an article 
posted on Weibo, Liu Yu criticized the MeToo Movement in China. She con-
tended that the movement had relied too much on populist power; without 
resorting to more institutionalized strategies like lawsuits, the movement 
could only create disturbance and disorder. She also expressed her concern 
that the movement would eventually destroy an atmosphere in which men 
and women could easily flirt with each other and establish ambiguous rela-
tionships. At the end of the article, she suggested that women who did not 
want to get involved in sexual harassment simply needed to put on more 
clothes.31 Liu’s comment infuriated many activists who had spared great 
efforts in problematizing the issue of sexual harassment in China’s online 
public sphere. They argued that Liu had ignored the many power inequali-
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ties inherent to the issue and that what she had advocated was nothing but 
blaming the victims.32

A similar instance was the liberal intellectuals’ defense of Feng Gang in 
the debate on gender discrimination in academics. Feng Gang was formerly 
a professor of sociology at Zhejiang University. In 2017, some feminist activ-
ists discovered that Feng’s posts on Weibo contained many discriminatory 
remarks. For example, Feng had often complained that graduate schools had 
enrolled too many women and contended that women were not suitable for 
academic studies. Reposting these remarks on Weibo, the feminist activists 
asked for an apology. But Feng refused to apologize. Instead, he quarreled 
vehemently with the activists on cyberspace.33 In the dispute, several liberal 
intellectuals chose to stand with Feng. For example, Xiao Han, a professor 
of political science who had long advocated for a constitutional democracy, 
wrote an article titled “Political Correctness and the Freedom of Speech” 
(Zhengzhi Zhengque yu Yanlun Ziyou). In the article, he blamed feminist 
activists’ actions as being “hegemonic” and supported Feng’s “freedom to 
express his opinion” in the public sphere.34

What is worth mentioning here is that, since the mid-2010s, quite a few 
liberals had expressed a dislike of the many policies and measures taken in 
the West that were intended to avoid offense to members of disadvantaged 
groups in society. Learning from the conservatives in the United States, these 
liberals had also used the phrase “political correctness” (zhengzhi zhengque) 
as a pejorative. Some of them even argued that social movements like the 
feminist movement and gay rights movement since the 1980s had already 
“ruined the foundation of western civilization” and advocated that Chi-
nese people learn from “a more classic and liberal United States.”35 During 
the presidential election in the US in 2016, many of these liberals became 
devoted followers of Donald Trump.36

Taking all these facts into consideration, it may not be difficult for read-
ers to understand that, in the eyes of a new generation of activists who had 
been interested in issues like labor rights and women’s rights, the term “the 
liberals” had become a distant memory. When the term was associated with 
reality, what came to young activists’ minds was often a group of figures who 
were, in many senses, conservative. In 2017 and 2018, I and my colleagues in 
the Pearl River Delta conducted a research project on youth activists. When 
talking about the liberals and their political project of civil society, many of 
our interviewees offered critical opinions. An activist in the feminist move-
ment said,
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From my point of view, what the liberals want was a political reform, or a 
reform of China’s political institution. But most of them dared not say that. 
Then they began to say things like weiquan and citizens’ actions, and pre-
sented an idealized picture, telling people that China would become democ-
ratized one day if there is a civil society. Looking back, I would say these 
people were very idealistic. I had also been under their influence. But I would 
also say they were kind of naïve.37

Another activist, who had worked in labor NGOs, said,

The liberals are allies of the bourgeoisie. Some of them advocate social 
democracy. But social democracy is just not enough for the working class. 
Civil society is a theory proposed in the 70s and 80s. In my eyes, it is a bit out-
dated. It only talks about the balance of political power. But the critical issue 
here is the distribution of economic resources. If you want to talk about the 
distribution of economic resources, you must talk about class. But the liberals 
here never talk about class.38

Except for a few young activists who had hoped to turn to academics, most 
activists engaging in social movements now no longer felt the need to debate 
with the liberals. In this way, the liberals were completely marginalized in the 
production of critical opinions in China’s public sphere.

The Transformation of Social Movements Representing  
Subaltern Interests

In the last chapter, I discuss the emergence of three social movements that 
had claimed to represent subaltern interests and analyze how these move-
ments had debated with the liberals on the applicability of the idea of civil 
society. In the following sections, I elaborate the transformation of these 
movements after the marginalization of the liberal camp. I argue that, since 
the mid-2010s, the development of the three movements had taken divergent 
paths. The New Rural Reconstruction Movement had largely become com-
mercialized. The labor activism had become radicalized in the first few years 
and then experienced degeneration due to strong state suppression. The fem-
inist activism, on the other hand, had become popularized. I demonstrate 
that the different paths taken by the three movements had to do with their 
interactions with the state and the liberals in the previous stage.
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Commercialization: The Transformation of the  
New Rural Reconstruction Movement

In chapter five, I demonstrate that the New Rural Reconstruction Movement 
experienced an “urban turn” since the late 2000s; as the movement with-
drew their support of peasants’ “rights defending” activism and turned to 
food issues, state suppression over the movement decreased and the sur-
vival space for the movement was enlarged. Since the mid-2010s, activists of 
the movement had continued their strategy. To mobilize more resources, the 
movement had even worked more closely with the commercial power in its 
practice of CSA.

As I mentioned in the last chapter, to unify the fragmented practice of 
CSA in China, activists of the New Rural Reconstruction Movement estab-
lished the CSA Alliance for Social and Ecological Agriculture. In the early 
2010s, major participants of the annual conference of the alliance were the 
“small peasants” and the scholars from the “school of rural construction.” But 
since 2016, leading actors of the conference became officials in local gov-
ernment and corporations in agroindustry. Major e-commerce platforms in 
China, notably Taobao and JD, were also invited.39 Confronting the criticism 
that the movement had become “neoliberal,” the CSA Alliance claimed that 
their purpose of introducing the commercial capital to the field was to help 
more “small peasants” start organic farming.40 But several empirical studies 
on China’s CSA show that the influence of organizations like the CSA Alli-
ance and the Little Donkey Farm on the “small peasants” had been quite lim-
ited; those who were able to benefit from the CSA model were mostly young 
peasants who had received a college education and once worked in cities—in 
China’s public sphere, these peasants were often referred to as the “youth 
returning to rural areas” (fanxiang qingnian).41

Because of these transformations, the New Rural Reconstruction Move-
ment had moved further away from a social movement criticizing dominant 
political and economic institutions.

Radicalization and Degeneration: The Transformation  
of the Labor Activism

In chapter five, I analyze the emergence of labor NGO activism and its rela-
tions with the liberals. I argue that, by emphasizing the discourse of the “new 
working class” and elaborating a more sophisticated discussion of the role 
of the state in the protection of labor rights, the labor scholars and the labor 
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NGO activism they had initiated put forward an alternative interpretation 
of civil society. Additionally, because most of the labor scholars had a strong 
belief in the value of social movement in pushing the state, during the second 
term of the Hu-Wen regime, these scholars formed a cooperative relation-
ship with some of the liberals. Together, these actors thematized many labor 
rights issues in China’s public sphere. However, since the mid-2010s, it was 
just because of these wide connections the labor activism had built, that it 
became a special subject of state suppression. As I have discussed in a previ-
ous section, most labor NGOs had either disbanded or turned to other issues 
under the increasing pressure of state control. What else had been suppressed 
were various university-based programs for training labor activists. A case in 
point was the “New Generation Project,” which had introduced many univer-
sity students to labor activism. In 2013, the project was terminated.

Facing an increasingly suppressive environment, labor activists explored 
a new interstitial space. Of particular significance here were those students 
who had worked as activists or attended various training programs in the 
previous stage. Because of the experience, some of them had become quite 
tenacious in standing with workers. For these students, holding an NGO that 
refrained from criticizing the state and the capital was meaningless. In my 
interviews, when discussing those labor NGOs that had chosen to turn to 
other issues or become “social work organizations,” these students often sug-
gested that they were “too conservative,” or even accused them of “betraying 
the labor movement.”42 To sustain the public concern of labor issues, these 
students began to experiment with alternative forms of activism.

Some student activists established university-based associations, such as 
reading groups and learned societies. Participants of these associations were 
usually those who were interested in Marxist political economic theories and 
sought to “apply” the theories into social movement practice. These associa-
tions offered night school classes to workers on campus. Sometimes they also 
intervened in workers’ collective actions. Among the collective actions these 
student activists had intervened, the most influential case was the Jasic Inci-
dent in 2018, the case I introduced at the beginning of this book. When work-
ers in Jasic, a company fabricating welding products in Shenzhen, went into 
conflict with management regarding their wages and working conditions, stu-
dent activists from the abovementioned student associations formed an alli-
ance called the “Jasic Workers Solidarity Group” (Jiashi Gongren Shengyuan 
Tuan). To attract public attention, the students demonstrated outside the 
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Jasic plant and held public speeches to criticize the company’s exploitation of 
workers and express their belief in Marxism.43

Some student activists employed social media to expand the space for 
discussing labor issues. Typical cases included Tootopia (Tudou Gongshe) 
and Hot Pepper Tribe (Jianjiao Buluo), two social media accounts estab-
lished around 2015. On these accounts, student activists introduced vari-
ous kinds of leftist social theories, used the theories to explain real world 
problems, and reported labor rights issues in China and around the globe. 
These expressions both continued and transformed the previous discussion 
on the “new working class.” On the one hand, student activists continued the 
criticism of the dehumanizing effect brought by the capitalist market econ-
omy and advocated decommodification. On the other hand, they tended to 
emphasize that the dehumanizing effect brought by the capitalist market 
economy did not just hit the socioeconomically disadvantaged class; many 
problems people commonly faced today, such as precarity and the long 
working hours, were in fact inherent to neoliberal globalization. In this way, 
student activists brought in new topics for public discussion. An illustra-
tive case was the activists’ online protest over the “996 system” in China’s 
IT industry. The term “996” referred to the common requirement that IT 
engineers worked from 9 a.m. to 9 p.m., six days per week. In 2019, some 
activists organized on Github a campaign called “996, ICU,” suggesting that 
the long working hours in the industry had almost hounded its employees 
to death.44 The campaign aroused heated discussions on labor rights issues 
among professionals.

Compared with the labor NGO activism in previous years, the organizing 
structure of the students’ activism became more diffuse and decentered. On 
most occasions, the organizations involved had been event-based concern 
groups, lacking formal decision-making structures. This kind of organizing 
structure had granted youth activists more flexibility in employing radical 
strategies. In the 2000s and early 2010s, many student activists either estab-
lished their own labor NGOs or worked with some labor NGOs organized 
by workers. Considering the long-term survival of the organizations, they 
usually employed moderate strategies, such as publishing research reports. 
But in the late 2010s, as the state’s regulation over NGOs became too strin-
gent to allow any space for social movements, student activists no longer 
expected to establish registered NGOs. Many constraints hence went away. 
Student activists’ employment of radical strategies had been well illustrated 
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in the Jasic Incident. When summarizing the difference between the student 
activists in the late 2010s and the student activists in labor NGOs in the pre-
vious stage, an activist who had worked for several labor NGOs said to me 
in an interview,

We still considered strategies—things like how to avoid state repression and 
how to protect leaders of a protest. But for the younger generation, the most 
important thing, which is perhaps also the only important thing, is resistance. 
When they have discontent, they express it. When they feel something is 
wrong, they want to immediately change it.45

Additionally, the diffuse and decentered organizational structure had 
also granted student activists more flexibility in connecting with actors from 
other social movements. For example, the Hot Pepper Tribe had been par-
ticularly proactive in joining the feminist movement in China and criticizing 
gender issues like sexual harassment in the workplace and the discrimination 
against women employees in the job market.46

Unfortunately, the student activism, like the labor NGO activism in the 
previous stage, invoked state repression. Immediately after the Jasic Incident, 
leading youth activists were detained. Those student associations that had 
attended the demonstration were forced to disband. Because of their connec-
tion with some labor scholars and international foundations, Tootopia was 
forced to disband in 2019, whereas the Hot Pepper Tribe was closed in 2021. In 
academics, the issue of labor rights became a politically sensitive topic. During 
the Hu-Wen regime, many labor scholars were grantees of China’s National 
Social Science Foundation—a state-sponsored foundation. It was with the 
support of such foundations, both the financial and the symbolic, that the 
labor scholars held training programs for labor NGO activists and introduced 
university students to labor activism. But since the mid-2010s, applying for 
grants to support research on labor rights issues simply became an impossible 
mission. Many well-known research centers that had supported labor rights 
activism, notably the Labor Studies and Service Center (Laogong Yanjiu yu 
Fuwu Zhongxin) at the Sun Yat-sen University, were also closed.

By the late 2010s, except for a few exceptional cases like the Zhicheng 
Legal Aid Center, there were no organizations or organized networks in Chi-
na’s public sphere that were able to thematize labor rights issues. While labor 
protests and strikes still now and then occurred among many different types 
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of workers, such as crane operators and meal delivery riders,47 these work-
ers’ voices remained rather fragmented. The open discussion of labor rights 
issues in the public sphere thus degenerated.

Popularization: The Transformation of the Feminist Activism

In chapter five, I introduce the emergence and development of the feminist 
activism in China since the World Women’s Conference held in Beijing in 
1995 and elaborate how the advocacy of women’s rights had moved from 
organizations highly embedded in the state to grassroots-based organiza-
tions and networks. In analyzing feminist activists’ contestation over the 
idea of civil society, I emphasize that it was in the public debate on women’s 
rights issues that the liberals’ dichotomous understanding of the relationship 
between the public and the private was thoroughly challenged; that was also 
why irresolvable disputes emerged between the feminist activists and the lib-
erals around 2010.

Although the feminist activism in the late 2000s and early 2010s was far 
less proactive than the labor activism in terms of the number of issues activ-
ists raised and the extensiveness of solidarity networks these activists built, 
the feminist activism nonetheless initiated controversies and created distur-
bances. Hence, in the mid-2010s, when the Chinese state decided to “clean 
up” social movement activists in the public sphere, the feminist activists had 
not been able to escape. On March 6, 2015, five feminist activists who had 
engaged in the “action art” activities (Li Maizi, Wu Rongrong, Zheng Churan, 
Wei Tingting, and Wang Man) were arrested in Beijing for planning a protest 
against sexual harassment. This arrest sparked outrage, both domestically 
and internationally. Confronting the backlash following their detention, the 
Chinese government eventually released the five activists on bail on April 13. 
However, for many, the arrest of the Feminist Five signified that the issue of 
gender equity and women’s rights, which had also often been raised by the 
Communist Party, was no longer a “safe” topic in the public sphere.48 To avoid 
political persecution, major supporters of the feminist activists, notably Lü 
Pin, chose to stay in the West after 2015. The “action art” activism, which used 
to be prominent around 2010, was then largely suppressed.

The state’s increasingly stringent control over the media sphere and the 
NGO sphere had also influenced feminist organizations. In 2018, Feminist 
Voices’ Weibo account was cancelled. Around 2016, the Anti Domestic Vio-
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lence Network and the Women Law Studies and Service Center at Peking 
University, two NGOs established in the 1990s, were forced to disband.49 
Although, a few months later, major activists of the two organizations man-
aged to register new NGOs, the new organizations became even more cau-
tious about getting involved in confrontational or agitational activities.

Surprisingly, unlike the situation in the labor field, feminist activism in 
China had not disappeared from the public horizon. Instead, it had become 
even more popularized. Major actors in a new round of feminist activism 
were a group of feminist bloggers on Weibo. The emergence of the femi-
nist bloggers had to do with the adjustment of Weibo’s marketing strategy 
since the mid-2010s. To reduce potential political risks, Sina, the corporation 
launching Weibo, decided to weaken the influence of the “big Vs” who had 
often appealed to the “general interest” in discussions of public issues and 
support a new generation of content creators who were better adapted to the 
vertical market, that is, those bloggers who were able to offer content specific 
to an audience with specialized needs.50 During this process, dozens of blog-
gers who focused on talking to women emerged. Notable examples included 
Mu Dama, Woshi Luosheng, Maiyu Xiangyi, and Lin Maomao.

These feminist bloggers had diverged from the feminist activists in pre-
vious stages in many ways.51 As I have discussed in chapter five, since the 
late 2000s, a younger generation of feminist activists arose. Unlike an older 
generation of feminist activists, who had been highly embedded in the state, 
activists from the younger generation were mostly grassroots-based. None-
theless, connections widely existed between the two generations of activists. 
It was from their communication with the older generation of activists that 
the younger generation came to know concepts like social movements, or 
even the political project of building civil society. For example, many feminist 
activists who had attended the “action art” activities were participants of the 
One Dollar Commune in Beijing, while the founders of the One Dollar Com-
mune were a group of activists who had engaged in NGO activism in China 
since the 1990s. Before the organization disbanded, the idea of civil society 
was a frequently raised topic among its participants.52 Therefore, although it 
was based on their reflection upon their own life that these young women 
became activists around 2010, they had not been unfamiliar with the many 
abstract political ideals the liberals and other kinds of intellectual elites had 
proposed in China’s public sphere since the 1990s. However, the feminist 
bloggers arising since the mid-2010s had been disconnected from any of the 
intellectual groups I have discussed in previous chapters. Instead of appealing 
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to any abstract political ideals like “civil society” and “citizenship rights,” these 
bloggers intended to share with their followers very concrete suggestions on 
how women could maximize their interests in a society where there lacked 
gender equity.

On the other hand, while many feminist activisms in the previous stage 
had been organized on the street, leading participants of these activisms had 
often thought of the possibility of pushing the state and promoting policy 
changes. But since the mid-2010s, as major channels through which social 
movement actors could influence the state were blocked, the feminist blog-
gers no longer considered the possibility of transforming the larger policy 
environment. Instead, many of them began to argue that protecting wom-
en’s interests was about women’s own choice. These bloggers’ discussion of 
marriage and reproduction was a case in point.53 Around 2015, a frequently 
mentioned topic raised by the feminist bloggers was Chinese women’s disad-
vantaged position in the institution of marriage and reproduction. On Weibo, 
these bloggers criticized phenomena like the public ignorance of domestic 
violence and the devaluation of housework. However, instead of promot-
ing the transformation of relevant policies and laws, the bloggers advocated 
that the best solution for women was not to get married. These advocacies 
were later generalized into a widely spread slogan on the cyberspace—“No 
marriage or children if you want to stay safe” (Buhun buyu bao ping’an)! In 
their daily interactions with Weibo users, some of the feminist bloggers even 
abused women who chose to get married and called these women the “wed-
ding donkey” (hunlü).

Feminist bloggers’ public expressions incurred strong backlash. On the 
cyberspace, discontents invented various labels to stigmatize these blog-
gers. A notable example of these labels was “countryside feminist” (tianyuan 
nüquan) (see Figure 4).54 Another commonly used label was “feminist fist” 
(nüquan).55 Critics suggested that the feminist bloggers had intentionally 
faked the antagonism between men and women and that what these bloggers 
had wanted was nothing but a gender-based privilege.56 But for many users 
on Weibo, especially those young women without much social and economic 
resources, reading content offered by these bloggers was an “enlightening” 
experience. According to these young women, it was through these feminist 
bloggers’ posts that they came to understand that the current institution of 
marriage exploited women and that there existed alternative modes of life.57 
On Weibo and other online platforms, these young women turned the pejo-
rative “feminist fist” upside down and built upon it a new identity, the “fem-
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inist boxer” (quanshi). Whenever gender-related issues were raised in the 
public sphere, the “feminist boxers” showed up to engage in an activism of 
what they called “boxing” (daquan), which usually consisted of confronting 
the mainstream patriarchal, masculine culture and harshly criticizing gender 
inequality inherent to various social institutions and practices.

The gathering of online participants being interested in gender issues 
eventually produced social and political consequences. An illustrative exam-
ple here was the rise of the MeToo Movement in China since 2017. In the 
movement, although it was mainly victims of sexual harassment and their 
various resourceful friends that had initiated the exposition online, sup-
portive measures by “feminist boxers,” including activities like reposting and 
commenting, played important roles in sustaining public attention.58 Among 
several events in which the alleged figures were professors at prestigious state-
sponsored universities, the government’s initial response to the impeach-
ment online was to remove all relevant discussions. However, as reposts and 
comments of the impeachment continued to accumulate strength, govern-
ment censorship was made impossible or appeared to be rather ridiculous. 
In those cases, the government and the universities had to conform to a cer-
tain degree, dealing with the accusations with care, or even penalizing those 
professors who had committed sexual harassment or misbehaved in teacher-

Figure 4. Icons of “Countryside Feminism” on Cyberspace. Source: Wapbaike.
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student relationships.59 On some occasions, the online collective actions even 
turned offline. In 2018, Xianzi, an intern at CCTV sued Zhu Jun, a nationally-
renowned TV host for sexual harassment. As Xianzi’s posts on Weibo won 
wide sympathies, many of her supporters gathered at the court when the trial 
of her case was conducted.60

Because of the power and strength exemplified by the new wave of fem-
inist activists in movements like MeToo, many activists in previous stages, 
especially those activists who had engaged in the “action art” activities around 
2010, held a relatively positive attitude toward the expansion of the feminist 
community in China. In the opinion of some elder activists, although feminist 
bloggers’ discussions of gender issues were rather crude, it was through these 
discussions that feminist ideas became genuinely popularized in China.61 
To show their support, some of the elder activists also began to use labels 
like “countryside feminist” in a positive fashion. For example, Xiao Meili, a 
feminist activist who used to engage in the “action art” activities, launched 
a podcast in 2019 called “Into the Field” (Youdian Tianyuan, which literally 
meant “somewhat countryside”). The podcast mainly discussed gender issues 
in China.

Nevertheless, the new round of feminist activism had its limitations. As 
I have just mentioned, the feminist bloggers had seldom considered the pos-
sibility of promoting policy changes. Hence, fragmented feminist voices on 
the cyberspace were rarely crystallized into any operationalizable political 
agenda. In fact, most of the feminist bloggers had not even considered the 
existence of structural constraints that were not solely gender based, such 
as the many constraints imposed by the authoritarian government. In public 
discussions of many political issues, such as human rights in Tibet and Uygur, 
quite a few feminist bloggers embraced nationalist discourses, supporting 
state conducts, and emphasizing that they and their followers were patri-
otic.62 This phenomenon made those liberals who had kept watching China’s 
public sphere feel even more dissatisfied with the feminist activism. But many 
of the liberals would acknowledge that the issue of gender equity had become 
one of the most heatedly discussed topics in the wider public.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I discuss the transformation of the interstitial publics since 
the mid- 2010s. I argue that, during this stage, the liberals and their networks 



186	 The Death and Life of Chinese Civil Society

Revised Pages

were further marginalized. State suppression over social movement activism 
and alternative public discussion played a major role in this process, while 
the pervasion of commercial power also helped. Consequently, the political 
project of building civil society eventually disintegrated. I also describe the 
development of the three social movements that had in different ways chal-
lenged the liberal interpretation of civil society during the second term of the 
Hu-Wen regime. I demonstrate that, due to their different relationships with 
the state and the diverse nature of the issues they had raised, the transfor-
mation of the three movements had taken divergent paths after the decline 
of the liberals. The New Rural Reconstruction Movement had become com-
mercialized. The labor activism had become radicalized in the beginning and 
quickly degenerated after state repression, while the feminist activism had 
become popularized.

The impact brought by the decline of the liberals was complex. First, 
various competitors of the liberals, including the new leftist scholars in the 
“thought sphere” and several groups of social movement activists repre-
senting subaltern interests in the late 2000s, had hardly benefited from the 
disintegration of the political project of building civil society. As the state’s 
control over the public sphere became more stringent, many organizations 
and networks formed by these competitors were also suppressed. In recent 
years, with increasing economic and cultural frictions between China and 
the West, nationalist emotions became prominent in China’s cyberspace. As 
the economic growth slowed down, people’s concern over the issue of equity 
and social justice rose. These sentiments echoed many topics the compet-
itors of the liberals had proposed in the public sphere. However, because 
of the lack of organization, the public expressions of these sentiments were 
rather disorganized. In an environment in which any controversies and dis-
turbances could be read by the state as a potential threat to the stability of the 
regime, the leftists—be they theorists or social movement activists—were by 
no means in a more advantageous position to articulate their ideas and set 
political agenda.

Second, ironically, even if we see the history of the rise and fall of the 
project of building civil society in China from the perspective of the authori-
tarian state, we can hardly say this is a successful story. On the surface, since 
the mid-2010s, the Chinese state had successfully wiped out almost all orga-
nizations and networks that were able to produce critical public opinions in 
previous stages. But the state was far from capable of controlling all possible 
expressions of discontents. As was shown in the development of the labor 
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activism and the feminist activism, resistance activities kept emerging from 
new interstitial spaces. What had made things worse for the state was the fol-
lowing transformation: In the late 2000s and early 2010s, many organizations 
and networks that were critical of China’s politics had very concrete goals 
and were willing to communicate with the government. The labor scholars 
who submitted policy suggestions on reforming China’s social insurance sys-
tem and the feminist organizations promoting the passage of the law against 
domestic violence were both typical examples. Yet the new interstitially 
emergent actors tended to have very obscure goals and lack experience (or 
perhaps willingness) to consider social issues from the perspective of policies 
and laws. In another word, by eradicating the many organizations and net-
works in the interstitial publics, the Chinese state had also deprived itself of 
the various sensors that could react to society-wide problems and stimulate 
constructive public opinions.

Time will tell how the new interstitially emergent actors evolve. Chances 
are that these actors’ voices remain fragmented. Under certain conditions 
that we currently cannot fully predict, these actors could also gather strength 
and promote more profound changes. But one thing is clear: the disintegra-
tion of the project of building civil society is not the end of the story; the fall 
of the liberals only signifies that political and cultural conflicts in China have 
been pushed into a new terrain.
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Conclusion

In the previous six empirical chapters, I focus on the condition of the Chinese 
liberals and document the rise and fall of civil society as an ideational move-
ment in China’s public sphere. I argue that the liberals’ capacity to incorpo-
rate various social movements into their political agenda had to do with the 
structure of the publics, which had been shaped by the changing political, 
social, and technological environment during China’s reform.

In specific terms, the liberals rose in China’s public sphere during the 
New Enlightenment Movement in the 1980s. Although the movement was 
suppressed after 1989, due to the pressure from the international commu-
nity and the influence of the neoliberal ideology, Chinese state’s control over 
society had remained porous throughout the 1990s. To restart their enlight-
enment project, the liberals began to advocate the idea of civil society. It was 
argued that civil society as an independent space could constrain the state 
power and promote democratization. In the beginning, the discussion of the 
idea was limited to the circle of intellectual elites. Things began to change in 
the early to mid-2000s. As China entered the Hu-Wen regime, new spaces 
for alternative public discussion, namely the media sphere and the NGO 
sphere, became well-developed. This provided the liberals with opportuni-
ties to project their imagination of politics onto people in wider society. By 
reducing various resistance activisms to the confrontation between state and 
society, the liberals successfully incorporated many social issues into their 
project of building civil society.

During the late 2000s, the domination of the liberals in the public sphere 
was destabilized under increasing state intervention. The further devel-
opment of digital technologies and the routinization of the NGO sphere 
brought in new participants for public discussion. Around 2010, several 
groups of activists who claimed to represent subaltern interests, such as the 
labor activists and the feminist activists, began to challenge the liberal inter-
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pretation of civil society that dichotomized state-society relations. None-
theless, because the state’s control over the alternative spaces was still con-
strained, the liberals remained influential in the formation of critical public 
opinions. Resultantly, many debates between the liberals and those activists 
representing subaltern interests had been kept within the framework of civil 
society. It was not until the mid-2010s, when the power of the state and 
the market became more pervasive in the alternative spaces, that the lib-
erals were completely marginalized. As newly emerging actors in the pub-
lic sphere no longer felt the need to debate with the liberals, the project of 
building civil society finally disintegrated.

In this conclusion chapter, I will summarize my empirical findings and 
discuss the theoretical implications of this book. The rest of the chapter will 
be arranged in the following way. In the next section, I summarize how my 
findings have in several ways diverged from extant studies on civil society 
and the public sphere in China. After that, I discuss three implications of the 
book, which are the interstitial space as a location of the public sphere, the 
political consequences of the global dissemination of the idea of civil society, 
and the paradox of an ideational movement.

Toward an Alternative Interpretation of China’s Public Sphere

My presentation of the project of building civil society in China diverges from 
the extant literature in several important ways. First, I emphasize the conti-
nuity between the social movement activisms in the 1980s and those in the 
1990s. Many extant studies on social movement activisms in China in the 
’90s highlight the rupture brought by the failure of the student movement. 
It is argued that, since the student movement was suppressed and the Chi-
nese state commanded more techniques to control resistance activism, in 
the 1990s, movements advocating grand, abstract political ideals subsided 
and movements proposing concrete social and economic demands rose.1 My 
documentation of the interstitial publics in the ’90s questions the existence of 
the rupture. I suggest that many intellectuals engaging in the theoretical and 
ideological debates in the “thought sphere” in the ’90s were also the “enlight-
eners” in the ’80s; the first wave of NGO activists in the ’90s were mostly 
participants of the 1989 student movement.

More importantly, the political project of building civil society was largely 
the inheritor of the spirit of the New Enlightenment Movement—the liberals 
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in the ’90s inherited the dichotomous thinking of politics and history, which 
had been prominent in the ’80s, reflected upon it and packaged it in new 
discourses. If we acknowledge that the project of building civil society had 
become rather influential in China’s public sphere before it declined in the 
mid-2010s, we may reach an alternative understanding of the continuity of 
the history of social movement activism in China after the economic reform: 
the spirit of the New Enlightenment Movement had not died of sudden, arbi-
trary state repression in 1989; rather, it faded away around the mid-2010s, 
under progressively intensified pressure from the state, the market, and the 
changing technological environment.

Second, I offer an alternative interpretation of various resistance activ-
isms happening during the first term of the Hu-Wen regime. Analyzing 
activisms like the production of critical news reports, environmental cam-
paigns, and homeowners’ protests, quite a few scholars, both in China and 
from abroad, used to argue that Chinese people’s rights consciousness was 
rising and an independent space being able to check the state power was 
in the making.2 By seeing the dissemination of the idea of civil society as an 
ideational movement, I challenge this view and contend that what had arisen 
was only the liberals’ capacity to incorporate social issues into their political 
agenda, rather than a popularly-based resistance movement community with 
common values and ideology.

I suggest that the overly optimistic interpretation of resistance activisms 
in China in the 2000s had to do with the way the knowledge of these activ-
isms was produced. Many of the scholarly works on these activisms, both in 
Chinese and in English, had been written by those who were closely asso-
ciated with the liberals, or even the liberals themselves.3 Moreover, when 
scholars from abroad traveled to China to do fieldwork, they often relied on 
research institutes led by the liberals, such as the ICS at the Sun Yat-sen Uni-
versity, to search for informants. The informants with whom these scholars 
talked with usually only included activists who had closely worked with the 
liberals. Therefore, it was not surprising that the scholarly interpretations of 
resistance activisms in China were to different degrees under the influence of 
the liberals. Based on a more thorough examination over the construction of 
various weiquan activism, I suggest that the liberal argumentation that a Wei-
quan Movement was rising in China lacked corroboration; the unification of 
various resistance activities was only at the discursive level and the solidary 
networks formed by the liberals were fragile.

Third, I highlight the rise of movements representing subaltern interests 
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around the late 2000s, namely the New Rural Reconstruction Movement, the 
labor activism, and the feminist activism. In the recent decade, many schol-
arly works on these movements trace their historical origins and analyze their 
transformation.4 However, while most of these works focus on the interactive 
relations between these movements and the state, the interactive relations 
between these movements and the liberals are largely bypassed. In my anal-
ysis, I pay attention to the triangular relations among these movements, the 
state, and the liberals. I contend that the contestations between these move-
ments and the liberals were important because it was through these contesta-
tions that many themes that the liberals had ignored in their interpretation of 
civil society were brought back to the public sphere. These themes included 
the formation of class in civil society, the role of the state in the protection 
of rights, and the relationship between market and civil society. To reiterate, 
the New Rural Reconstruction Movement, the labor activism, and the femi-
nist activism were not just “new forms of civil society activisms” emerging in 
China, alongside those activisms that had emerged earlier, such as environ-
mental campaigns and homeowners’ protests; ideologically, these activisms 
had brought in critical new themes for public deliberation.

Moreover, I contextualize the emergence of these contestations. I empha-
size the special political, social, and technological environment in the late 
2000s and early 2010s that had destabilized the domination of the liberals 
yet left the liberals the space for adaptation. Before the late 2000s, most 
grassroots-based, socioeconomically disadvantaged activists were margin-
alized, while the new leftist intellectuals lacked interest in attending social 
movements. After the mid-2010s, under an increasingly tightened politi-
cal atmosphere, both the liberals and many activists representing subaltern 
interests were suppressed. Ideological debate over the project of civil soci-
ety was thus gone. These imply that the critical articulation of an alternative 
interpretation of the idea of civil society had only happened in a very specific 
historical context.

Lastly, this study also offers an alternative interpretation of the conse-
quence of current state’s control over resistance activism in China. As the 
Chinese state’s regulation over the media sphere and the NGO sphere 
became increasingly stringent in recent years, commentaries suggest that the 
authoritarian state has regained its power; as the state power becomes more 
pervasive and the government commands better techniques for supervising 
societal actors, any proactive social movement activism that may challenge 
the regime is suppressed.5 I agree with these commentaries on the many 
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negative impacts brought by state suppression on social movement activism. 
However, I also highlight the unintended consequences of the suppression. 
As is shown in my discussion of the labor activism and the feminist activism 
since the mid-2010s, it was simply because many institutions and organiza-
tions that had been able to unify people’s voices and produce critical public 
opinions in previous stages were suppressed that the expression of discontent 
became increasingly fragmented, abrupt, and unpredictable.

I would even go so far as to argue that this tendency has been reinforced in 
the past few years. While the Chinese state has been able to suppress critical 
news media and NGOs engaging in agitational activism, there are still many 
crises the state lacks capacity to deal with, such as the continuously decreas-
ing fertility rate, the economic growth that has been slowed down, numerous 
financially strapped county governments, and the deteriorating environment. 
When old channels for expressing anxiety and discontent are blocked, peo-
ple look for new ones. It is true that suppression and regulation over new 
channels often immediately follow up. However, there are still two problems 
the state cannot solve. First, suppression and regulation over the production 
of critical public opinions are costly, which implies that the growth of state 
power in this field is not limitless. Second, as the state power becomes more 
pervasive and expansive, common people also get more opportunities to rec-
ognize state’s incapacity to cope with crisis and the many injustices in the 
exercise of state power.

The online activism commemorating Dr. Li Wenliang during the COVID 
pandemic was a case in point. Dr. Li Wenliang was an ophthalmologist in 
Wuhan, the city where the pandemic started.6 In December 2019, when both 
government officials and the public had not yet recognized the threat of the 
disease, Dr. Li shared through a WeChat group information on the emer-
gence of several mysterious “pneumonia” cases. A few days later, Wuhan 
police summoned and admonished him for “making false comments on the 
Internet about unconfirmed SARS cases.”7 In January 2020, the outbreak was 
confirmed to be SARS-Cov-2, a new coronavirus. Since it became clear to 
the public that the new virus was even more threatening to human society 
than SARS, Dr. Li was dubbed a whistleblower. As the admonition letter 
issued by Wuhan police ordering Li to stop “spreading rumors” was dis-
closed, public anger was rampant. This emotion was excessively provoked 
on February 6, when Li tragically died of COVID. On Weibo, the hashtag 
“We Want Freedom of Speech” gained over two million views and 5500 posts 
within five hours. Research shows that many participants of the activism had 
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never attended any political or social activism before. These people suddenly 
became interested in political rights issues because Dr. Li’s case “visualized” 
not only the state’s pervasive supervision over public communication but 
also the immensely harmful consequence of the supervision.8

In the 2000s and early 2010s, various social movements emerged and 
pushed the state to deal with the many social problems arising during China’s 
economic reform. By allowing some forms of discussion of the problems and 
responding to some demands proposed by the movements, the legitimacy of 
the state was enhanced. But nowadays, as the space for rational and critical 
public discussion shrinks, the mechanism for generating legitimacy is also 
waning. In other words, while preempting the formation of organized resis-
tance activism, the Chinese state’s intensified control over the public sphere 
has also made its rule more fragile.

Interstitial Space as a Location of the Public Sphere

In his early work, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, Haber-
mas argues that the public sphere in western societies has originated in bour-
geois spaces like cafes and table societies.9 Later, to search for a more decon-
textualized, universal model for the public sphere, Habermas begins to locate 
the public sphere in a lifeworld that is outside systems, that is, the bureau-
cratic state and the capitalist market.10 It is argued that the integration of 
social actions in systems relies upon the steering media of power and money, 
which is not open-ended; therefore, it is only in a space that is independent 
of the systems can the social integrative power of communication, which is 
also the foundation of a public sphere, prevail. This independent space has 
sometimes been described as civil society, or a rationalized lifeworld.11

I fully agree with Habermas’s criticism on the overexpansion of the sys-
temic powers of the state and the market. I also agree with his advocacy of 
using the social integrative power of communication to check the state and 
the market. But in my empirical research on the public sphere in China, I 
find that, with respect to how critical and alternative public discussion could 
emerge in a society, my case has contradicted Habermas’s theory. First, many 
actors and organizations that had played crucial roles in promoting the for-
mation of critical public opinions in the 1990s and 2000s were by no means 
independent of the Chinese state; rather, they were to different degrees 
embedded in the state. It was through complex interactions between forces 
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from within the state and outside the state that social issues like environ-
mental pollution, domestic violence, and the increasing urban-rural gap were 
problematized and thematized. Second, being outside the state, or even being 
independent of the state, does not guarantee the participation of critical pub-
lic discussion. As is shown in my analysis, by stipulating the rules for regis-
tration and fundraising, the Chinese state incorporated NGO activism into 
its social work system by the mid-2010s. In terms of their routine activities, 
NGOs nowadays have already achieved a large degree of autonomy from the 
intervention of the administrative state. However, compared with their pre-
decessors in the 1990s and 2000s, these organizations now show much less 
interest in engaging in social conflicts. While these organizations still provide 
services to disadvantaged groups, they have already lost their critical edge.

To conceptualize the emergence of alternative and critical public dis-
cussions in China since the 1990s and the later transformation of these 
discussions, I borrow from Michael Mann’s discussion of interstitial space. 
In Mann’s theoretical framework, an interstitial space is defined as a space 
where the exercise of power has not yet been fully institutionalized; it is often 
in an interstitial space that social change takes place.12 Following the thread 
of this argument, I highlight that the occurrence of critical public discussions 
in China has been polygenetic. Some of these discussions have emerged from 
“new” social spaces, such as the internet space brought by the development 
of new digital technologies. Yet some of them have also emerged from some 
forms of “old” spaces, such as the many state-run universities and research 
institutes. I call these different activisms as constituting various interstitial 
publics. Moreover, I emphasize that the freedom interstitially emergent 
actors enjoy tends to be ephemeral; when interacting with powerful, domi-
nant institutions, these actors and their practices could be institutionalized. 
This is shown in my elaboration of the transformation of the media sphere 
and the NGO sphere since the second term of the Hu-Wen regime.

Based on my research, I contend that, compared to civil society, the idea 
of interstitial space serves as a better conceptual tool for searching the loca-
tion of the public sphere and describing the sphere’s changing dynamics. I 
suggest that the concept is especially useful in places like China where the 
differentiation of major institutions in society is limited and the boundary of 
these institutions is rather unclear.

For researchers studying other regions, the idea of interstitial space also 
has implications. The first implication is that the location of the occurrence 
of critical public discussions cannot be envisaged beforehand, because there 
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will not be any stable relations between interstitial space and major institu-
tions in human society, notably the state and the market. The condition of 
major institutions in society, including the state and the market, is histori-
cally specific. In many real-world situations, the “system integration” of these 
major institutions is far from being total—not to mention that many regions 
still lack an effective bureaucratic state based on formally rational laws and 
a formally free and open market. Interstitial spaces that could nurture the 
formation of critical public opinions thus may well exist within these institu-
tions. Readers who have looked for a more general or universal model of the 
public sphere may feel disappointed here. But this is exactly my point. Instead 
of focusing on a few seemingly independent organizations and institutions, 
such as NGOs, voluntary networks, and independent media, we need to 
broaden our scope in our empirical studies of the public sphere. Political and 
social actions that have the potential to check and challenge the systemic 
powers may arise in certain unlikely spaces.

A second implication is that the formation of a space for producing crit-
ical public opinions is not a battle that can be accomplished at one stroke. 
This can also be seen as a takeaway message for social movement activists. 
When I was in the field, I was often a bit surprised to see activists’ reckless 
effervescence with newly emerging opportunities. In 2012, when the Chinese 
state’s control over online activism had already become savvy, many activ-
ists still held a strong belief in the power of technology. In an interview, one 
activist told me, “Internet is a gift of God (laotian geide liwu). With such a 
technology that the government cannot fully control, China will sooner or 
later have freedom of speech.”13 Some activists had similar attitudes toward 
the power of market economy. In an interview, one activist said, “As long 
as China insists on the market economic reform and does not go back to 
socialism, we will have an increasingly open society and Chinese people will 
eventually understand the value of democracy.”14 Things happening later have 
already shown that these judgements are too optimistic. In my opinion, the 
problem lies in these activists’ ignorance of the institutionalization of inter-
stitial space. As dominant power institutions like the state gradually learn the 
nature of interstitial space and the necessary techniques for governing the 
space, practices in the space could become so routinized that they no longer 
constitute any challenges to these institutions.

Nevertheless, seeing this story from a different perspective, we can also 
say that, even when certain interstitially emergent resistance activism—in the 
China case, these are the NGO activism and the production of critical news 
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on commercially oriented media—decline, we can still keep hope. Because 
the influence of a dominant power structure in human life can never be total, 
interstitial space always exists. This implies that new forms of activism may 
be gathering strength in those spaces that “old” activists have not yet fully 
recognized. Keeping hope is important because we need to be prepared—the 
political struggle between the state and the market as institutionalizing forces 
and social movements as interstitially emergent actors may have already 
entered a new round.

The Project of Building Civil Society: Past and Present

Since the 1980s, with the rise of neoliberal policies in the West and the polit-
ical transformation in eastern Europe, people have witnessed a revival of a 
new round of discussions on the idea of civil society. It is argued that civil 
society offers an alternative to the bureaucratic state and the capitalist mar-
ket economy; with civil society, people are more likely to achieve democracy, 
solidarity, or even sustainable development. Being influenced by this idea, 
governments, foundations, and corporations invest a great many resources 
in a rather heterogeneous field, which involves actors like NGOs, social 
movements, and voluntary associations. To some extent, the dissemination 
of the idea of civil society has become a global ideational movement. I sug-
gest that what had happened in China since the 1990s can be seen as a part 
of this movement.

The development of civil society in China has often been constituted as 
an unsuccessful story vis-à-vis its counterpart in eastern Europe.15 In eastern 
European countries like Poland and Czechoslovakia, social movement activ-
ism advocated the idea of civil society and eventually brought about regime 
change. In China, although many of the liberals who talked about civil society 
in the 1990s had learned this idea from the democratic transition in east-
ern Europe and very much hoped that similar things could also happen in 
their own country, the rule of the Chinese Communist Party has remained 
rather stable over the past three decades. In this book, I highlight the many 
“achievements” of the project of building civil society in China. I argue that 
the liberals’ advocacy of the idea of civil society played a crucial role in sus-
taining China’s reform. It is through the liberals’ merciless criticism over state 
power and their tireless advocacy of an independent space for participation 
that many problems arising during the reform got to be revealed. Without the 
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liberals’ activism of building civil society, the Chinese state might have lacked 
motivation for coping with these problems.

Some critics point out that the global dissemination of the idea of civil 
society represents the hegemony of western neoliberal policies.16 I have 
mixed concerns over this criticism. On the one hand, I find that this criticism 
has not been ungrounded in the empirical world. Some of the Chinese liber-
als who had advocated the idea of civil society did have strong beliefs in the 
validity of the free market and the private ownership of property. Many of 
these liberals did have ignored substantive inequalities in their organization 
of resistance activism. It is also true that the project of building civil society in 
China did bypass many issues that were relevant to the citizens’ social rights. 
A notable example is the reform of state-owned enterprises since the 1990s, 
which had deprived millions of workers of their welfare compacts and caused 
a great many social unrests all over the country.17

But on the other hand, based on my review of the historical transforma-
tion of China’s public sphere, I would argue that the partialities of the project 
of building civil society in China had more to do with the concrete strategies 
intellectuals and activists had taken than the intension of the idea itself. As is 
elaborated in chapter one, there used to be several different interpretations 
of the idea of civil society in the “thought sphere” in the 1990s. It was simply 
because the new left chose to support a strong bureaucratic state that the 
project of building civil society became the liberals’ project. It was not until 
the late 2000s that issues the new left was concerned with, such as workers’ 
social rights, were brought back to the civil society debate. At that time, the 
reform of state-owned enterprises that had created millions of “laid-off work-
ers” had already drawn to an end, and more systemic state regulation over the 
public sphere was approaching. The new leftist intellectuals thus missed the 
historical opportunity to combine their political ideal with social movement 
activism and create a more leftist civil society in China.

From the China case, we can see that the “strength” of civil society as an 
ideational movement lies in its abstractness. The idea of communism reduces 
all evils to the private ownership of property and calls for a society that aban-
dons constitutional democracy, state, political parties, families, and division 
of labor. The idea of neoliberalism suggests that the solution is always the 
omnipotent market—if the introduction of market mechanisms does not 
solve your problems, you simply need to introduce more. Compared to these 
strong ideological programs, the project of building civil society appears to 
be rather empty. Except for advocating the making of an independent space 
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for participation, it does not specify any institutional arrangement. Nor 
does it specify any concrete actors, such as certain social classes or groups. 
It is this emptiness that has enabled the Chinese liberals to build allies and 
incorporate resistance activisms of different kinds into their own political 
agenda. However, the “weakness” of the project also lies in its abstractness. 
Once the dominant power institutions like the state command more sophis-
ticated techniques for dealing with resistance activism, participants of these 
activisms may become more interested in deliberating specific policies and 
develop their own agenda. Resultantly, the project of building civil society 
becomes fragmented, or performs practically no function. This is exactly 
what had happened in China since the late 2000s.

Ironically, as the state intensifies its control during Xi’s presidency and 
prohibits many public discussions that used to be tolerated, the political envi-
ronment in China nowadays has become suitable again for a resistance move-
ment that unifies people from different social groups and proposes grand 
plans for political reform.

Nothing illustrates this point better than the political struggles during the 
COVID pandemic. Since the Wuhan lockdown in 2019, the Chinese govern-
ment had enforced a stringent zero-COVID policy that required all people 
who tested positive and their close contacts to be quarantined. Because of the 
high contagiousness of the disease, lockdown became a frequently employed 
measure, which had severely violated citizens’ privacy and hurt the econ-
omy. However, public debate over the issue was strictly forbidden. Even after 
December 2021, when the predominant variant in circulation had already 
become Omicron, a variant that had been proved to cause less severity, news 
media were still only allowed to publish commentaries that were consistent 
with Beijing’s opinion, which suggested that the zero-COVID policy was the 
best option for China and the policy embodied the superiority of China’s 
political system. Finally, in November 2022, triggered by the fire in Urumqi 
that killed ten people—which was believed to be associated with the lock-
down policy—university students in dozens of cities and their supporters 
among urban residents launched protests. On most occasions, participants 
of the protests simply expressed strong emotions. But in some cases, the 
expression suddenly became politicized, involving themes like opposition to 
Xi Jinping’s reelection, or even the one-party rule.18 Recognizing that the pro-
tests spread quickly and were becoming uncontrollable, Beijing lifted most of 
its COVID policies at the beginning of December 2022.

Nonetheless, the emergence of these protest activities does not imply that 
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the liberals and their project of building civil society will necessarily recover. 
After all, the social, economic, and technological environment has changed. 
With the rapid development of short video platforms like TikTok, intellec-
tual elites’ monopoly of public communication has further been constrained. 
Unlike the situation in the 1980s and 1990s, when China had just opened up 
to the international community, Chinese people nowadays have already been 
exposed to many foreign cultures and ideas. More importantly, the younger 
generation tends to have different feelings and intuitions toward the West. 
For people like me, who are often referred to in China as the generation of 
the ’80s (baling hou), Western culture and institutions contain progressive 
values. We know there are many problems in American democracy. Yet we 
also believe that there are things inherent to this political institution that we 
can learn from. But the younger generation has grown up during the histor-
ical phase in which China has gradually become the world’s second largest 
economy. This is also the historical phase in which political crises emerge 
in several major Western countries. Instead of gaining insights from an idea 
that has originated from the West, the younger generation is perhaps more 
interested in exploring an approach with “distinct Chinese characteristics.”

Going Beyond the Paradox of an Ideational Movement

Then, if the idea of civil society is not good enough for promoting solidarity 
in a resistance movement community, is it possible that we come up with a 
new, better idea for achieving this goal? Many people have made attempts in 
this aspect. For example, in the 2000s, pointing against the neoliberal poli-
cies that had destabilized citizens’ social compacts, the concept of precarity 
emerged as the central organizing platform for a series of social struggles that 
later spread across the space of Europe.19 In the China context, a younger gen-
eration of intellectual activists expressed discontent with the fragmented and 
disorganized condition of resistance activism and called for the formation of 
new political allies.20 Xu Xiaohong, a late Chinese sociologist and an active 
participant of many social movements in China and Hong Kong, coined the 
term sociological liberalism (shehuixue ziyouzhuyi) to initiate a program for 
building an “active society” (xingdong shehui) in the “global east and south” 
(quanqiu dongfang nanfang shehui). According to Xu, the idea of sociological 
liberalism insists on principles that have been articulated in classical liberal-
ism, notably the freedom of speech and association. But it also goes beyond 



200	 The Death and Life of Chinese Civil Society

Revised Pages

classical liberalism. A sociological liberalism is also dedicated to helping the 
oppressed and “politicizing” (zhengzhihua) these people’s concerns in the 
public sphere.21

I think these efforts are inspiring. But I also think people intending to ini-
tiate a new ideational movement could learn from my story. What the proj-
ect of building civil society in China reveals is that the fate of an ideational 
movement usually does not fully depend on the “intellectual quality” of the 
idea that is waiting to be disseminated and advocated; the development of an 
ideational movement tends to be tortuous because a movement like this by 
itself contains paradox. In the first place, ideas, especially those that aim to 
propose programs for reforming society, are often reductionist. No matter 
how refined they appear to be, they are an abstraction and simplification of 
sophisticated and unbounded realities. This implies that, when intellectual 
activists try to build associations between an idea and concrete social and 
political issues or incorporate activisms rising from very specific concerns 
into a presumed intellectual agenda, ignorance of details and subtleties is 
almost unavoidable.

My analysis of the Weiquan Movement in China shows that the prob-
lem of abstraction is that it may reproduce power inequality. This is because, 
when abstraction happens, it is often the concerns of socioeconomically dis-
advantaged groups that are bypassed and ignored. My analysis also shows 
that the existence of power inequality may harm the sustainability of a resis-
tance movement. Once socioeconomically disadvantaged participants dis-
cover that their real needs and wishes are only of secondary importance to 
those advocates of a certain intellectual agenda, mistrust spreads and the 
rapport between different groups of actors within the resistance movement 
is endangered.

A possible “remedy” for the problem of abstraction is to keep the agenda 
of an ideational movement open and let more people participate in the 
debate about the idea. This is what had happened during the second term of 
the Hu-Wen regime, when labor activists and feminist activists debated with 
the liberals about the relevance and applicability of the idea of civil society. 
My study of this period shows that, by bringing more themes and more per-
spectives for understanding these themes back to public discussion, the con-
testations over the idea of civil society had largely destabilized the monop-
oly of the liberals and pluralized China’s interstitial publics. Moreover, these 
contestations had even increased the vitality of civil society as an ideational 
movement. In a time when the state’s regulation over alternative public 
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discussion had been intensified, leading public intellectuals had been stig-
matized, and many “old” forms of civil society activism were losing critical 
edge, the flourish of labor activism and feminist activism demonstrated to 
the public that the project of building civil society was not parochial; rather, 
it could be more widely connected.

However, any open debate runs risks. If the initiators of an ideational 
movement want to keep the contestation over the idea real and sincere, they 
cannot predetermine participants. This implies that participants of the con-
testation may include people whose concerns and ideological positions are 
to different degrees divergent from those of the initiators. To some extent, 
this is also what had happened to civil society as an ideational movement 
in China. Among those who contested the liberals, there were labor schol-
ars who largely identified with the idea of civil society and wanted to trans-
form the project of building civil society from within; there were also the 
new leftist intellectuals and some youth activists who believed that the proj-
ect of building civil society was neoliberal and hence should be abandoned. 
We cannot imagine what would happen to the project if the Chinese state 
had not suppressed the public sphere and all the contestations had contin-
ued since the mid-2010s. Chances are that the liberals and social movement 
activists representing subaltern interests would construct solidarity on a new 
basis and advocate a civil society project that is more inclusive. But it can also 
be that different groups of actors simply cannot agree with each other, and 
the resistance community becomes disintegrated. From my documentation 
of the different relations formed between the liberals and the three groups 
of activists who claimed to represent subaltern interests, both endings are 
possible. My point is that, once the debate is truly open, its consequence is 
out of control.

Thus, the critical task for activists who want to initiate an ideational 
movement may not just be coming up with a brilliant idea. Rather, the crit-
ical task lies in how we should face those people the movement intends to 
incorporate, yet at the same time hold contrastingly different concerns and 
priorities. Here I propose that we take the risks of open debate. This is not 
because I like the value of open debate—though I do like it. My rationale 
is that keeping the debate open is the only way to sustain the vitality of an 
ideational movement. Imagining a situation in which the burden of advocat-
ing and disseminating an idea in society falls on a single group—even if the 
group is sufficiently powerful—can show that their narration of the idea may 
become monotonous and tedious. To maintain and periodically refresh the 
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connection between the idea and the common people’s concrete, everyday 
concerns, we need to repeatedly discuss and contest in public discussions 
the intension, relevance, and applicability of the idea. Having such kinds of 
dialogues requires intellectual activists to consider the detailed mechanisms 
through which the enhancement of humanity is hindered in a specific con-
text and be ready to accept the fact that, although people often face some 
“common enemies” like the authoritarian state, they tend to have rather dis-
tinct feelings and desires. On the surface, these discussions and contestations 
could slow down the organization of collective resistance. But without these 
efforts, we cannot form real solidarity and build an emancipatory project at 
a more substantive level.
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