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Introduction

In the summer of 2014, as I was interviewing Chinese government officials 
for my doctoral dissertation fieldwork, news broke out that in Zhejiang prov-
ince officials were taking down the crosses of a few churches. I immediately 
became curious as to why such actions were taken, especially since those 
churches were still allowed to continue to operate as places of worship, and 
such initiatives would only anger their congregants. Of course, I could not 
resist this opportunity to explore the logic of how the Chinese authoritarian 
state governs its society while the actions are taking place, and, to my sur-
prise, the officials candidly acknowledged that the government does not 
gain much utility when the crosses are taken down.

So why do it? Why do it at that specific moment? Why were the actions 
taken against those specific churches but not others? Also, wouldn’t repres-
sion be more effective if churches were forced to close down rather than hav-
ing only the crosses removed? If the state is against the crosses, why allow 
them to be put up in the first place? To say that there are unbiased policy 
variations does not do justice to the intricate mechanisms of how the Chi-
nese authoritarian state governs the society, and there is a more systematic 
and nuanced logic to such state behaviors.

“It was to test the effectiveness of policy commands by the state,” the 
officials—who would prefer to remain anonymous—began to explain to me 
in detail. The state typically tolerated the newly emerged organizations 
(churches in this case) and individual actors within the society even if the 
activities were perceived to have regime-challenging potentials. When the 
state needs to test its authority, it picks some targets to exercise its repression 
capacity, and as long as orders are adhered to, and all sides are unambivalent 
about who the boss is, the episode is temporarily over, and toleration contin-
ues. It is neither necessary nor cost-effective to spend additional resources 
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and annihilate the churches when simply taking down the crosses would 
make the point, especially when such organizations could potentially 
become useful for effective governance down the road. The state also inten-
tionally saves many targets for later so that such practices of testing the effec-
tiveness of policy commands might be replicated in the future. Churches are 
also not all the same, and by tolerating their activities, the state also keeps a 
scorecard for such societal actors. The state is intentional in its differentia-
tion of actors, of the measures used, and in the timing of when repressive 
steps are taken. The answers to the questions mentioned above are so intrigu-
ing that they motivated my research for the next few years and ultimately 
compelled me to write this book.

My curiosity first made me follow the developments of the cross-removal 
campaigns. There were rumors that the whole movement was initiated 
because the then Communist Party secretary of Zhejiang province, Xia 
Baolong, did not like crosses. The personal taste of a leader might have played 
a role in the policy implementations, but it was clear that there were more 
systematic drivers and logics at work, far beyond the personalist explana
tions—for one thing, the campaigns resurfaced on and off later, even after 
Xia was no longer working in Zhejiang,1 and there were plenty of replica-
tions of similar behaviors in other provinces, such as Henan and Anhui,2 
with variations in places such as Xinjiang, where domes of mosques were 
removed.3 And the direct results of these state actions were the legalization 
of the appropriate practices with the passing of the “2017 Religious Affairs 
Regulations”4 and the “2020 Measures for the Management of Religious 
Groups.”5 These laws incorporated a ban on building large fixtures on the 
exteriors of churches and temples. The 2004 regulations—the previous ver-
sion of these laws—stipulated a process of approval for building large fixtures 
on the exteriors of these places of worship6 and clarified the National Reli-
gious Affairs Administration as the direct supervisory unit of all religious 
organizations. The cross-removal campaigns had directly led to an adjust-
ment in the laws that turned an issue that was previously approvable into a 
ban. I was beginning to recognize a process from toleration to differentiation 
to legalization taking place.

Religious organization is only one type of many actors in the nascent 
Chinese civil society. It was clear that other experiences of state-society 
interactions that had originated in different provinces, such as the handling 
of the ethnic activities in Xinjiang, would also make their ways into the stip-
ulations in the regulations mentioned above, through a similar but parallel 
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process—although the timing, methods, and strength of intervention would 
vary based on local government capacity and circumstances. The more I 
investigated, the more apparent it became that the procedures and methods 
of managing civil society organizations (CSOs), even though dynamic and 
evolving, follow specific patterns. The underlying approach by the state 
could shed light on the broader question this book intends to address: How 
do the steps taken by the Chinese state in the above-mentioned example 
reflect the logic of how China governs its society and prolongs its authoritar-
ian rule? And using China as a case, why are some authoritarian regimes 
more resilient than others?

China and Authoritarian Resilience

Since the 1990s, with the collapse of the Soviet Union and the third wave of 
democratization of authoritarian regimes, scholars have shown increasing 
interest in explaining the resilience of those who remain in power, as well as 
the prospects of their regime transitions. Specifically, Barbara Geddes finds 
that noncommunist single-party regimes last longer than military and per-
sonalist regimes,7 and Jason Brownlee asserts that uninstitutionalized or pat-
rimonial regimes are not necessarily at a disadvantage, and undemocratic 
regimes are not inherently fragile.8 Although some of the longest-running 
single-party regimes, like the USSR under the Soviet Communist Party or 
Mexico under the Institutional Revolutionary Party (IRP), have experienced 
regime changes, the Chinese state under the Chinese Communist Party 
(CCP) stands out to be a resilient one. What explains those variations?

The comparative authoritarian durability literature has provided three 
main explanations for authoritarian resilience: legitimacy, good gover-
nance, and social control. An authoritarian state could be resilient due to its 
legitimacy,9 whether traditional, charismatic, or rational-legal.10 The 
authoritarian state should either have decent performance or at least be 
capable of making people believe that it is performing well.11 In China’s case, 
legitimacy could be driven by nationalism, based on history,12 ideology,13 
the state’s co-optation,14 and performance,15 covering both physical and vir-
tual spaces.16

The second group of explanations focuses on good governance, reflected 
in the policy-making process and the outcome of increased civic participa-
tion. Institutions are set up for political participation and appeal that show 



6� disruptions as opportunities

Revised Pages

regime responsiveness and provide accountability.17 Sometimes specific rules 
and norms are genuinely set up and followed that prolong the regime.18 Other 
times institutions are simply set up as instruments to help the authoritarian 
rulers govern19 and structure political power.20 Good governance also means 
adaptability21 and the continued provision of public goods22 while utilizing 
sources for consultation.23 A regime that is willing to experiment with differ-
ent challenges at the local level,24 differentiate actors,25 tolerate civic engage-
ment education26 in order to increase participation in the political process,27 
and promote successful cases and best practices would also be more resilient.28 
The flexibility in political structure and the willingness to evolve and imple-
ment policy experiments could be a significant source of survival.

A third dimension explaining authoritarian resilience focuses on social 
control and repression. Fearing the threat from popular uprisings, dictators 
may share rent in exchange for concessions,29 channel control of the society 
through “peak associations,”30 and co-opt private entrepreneurs.31 Of course, 
informal coercive institutions and organizations could also be employed to 
provide regime resilience.32 The Chinese state has developed a unique reper-
toire of repression33 that can range from buying off demonstrators,34 muting 
rightful resistance,35 tactically intercepting petitioners,36 individualizing 
strategies to “nip elements of instability in the bud,”37 and tackling a per-
son’s social network,38 to using thugs,39 among others that can vary from 
“soft” to “hard” repression tactics.

Although appealing, those theories are not without shortcomings, espe-
cially when examining long-lasting regimes such as China. The often cred-
ited revolutionary legitimacy is less and less applicable as time goes by—the 
younger generation never had any experiences or memories of the 
humiliations—and performance legitimacy, which benefited from several 
decades of near continuous growth since the late 1979s, has become a more 
prominent factor.40 Yet, with China’s gross domestic product (GDP) shrink-
ing by 6.8 percent during the first quarter of 2020, the regime showed no 
sign of collapsing. More recently, scholars have asserted nationalism as a 
new source of legitimacy for the Chinese regime. Indeed, it is easy to use 
nationalism to mobilize support against foreign powers, given China’s “one 
hundred years of humiliation.” However, manipulatable incidents do not 
frequently arise to provide consistent regime resilience, and counting on 
nationalism could become a double-edged sword for the CCP.41

Good governance and policy making provide a sensible alternative in 
explaining authoritarian resilience in China. However, with the lack of consis-
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tent and meaningful vertical accountability,42 the CCP, being a mobilizational 
party—as opposed to a rational-legal bureaucracy envisioned by Max Weber—
relies heavily on loyalists to accomplish tasks and govern effectively.43 Many of 
the rules, whether formal or informal, are not only used as tools by the politi-
cal elites to govern and are not necessarily equally applicable to those in power, 
but such rules and laws are also manipulatable and malleable.

There are also certain more nuanced elements overlooked by the social 
control and repression explanations. The corporatist framework fails to cap-
ture the unique phenomenon of the plural and occasionally autonomous 
nature of many active CSOs in China. And co-optation is a choice with 
intentional targets and differences in timing; it does not apply to all elites 
(let alone all people), and only during certain phases of interactions would it 
be deployed. The plethora of studies that provide intricate depictions of vari-
ous repression tactics often does not tell us when and why specific tactics are 
used toward different players.

The arguments connecting adaptability to regime resilience are primar-
ily convincing. Undoubtedly, there were plenty of moments in the history of 
the People’s Republic when the regime could have fallen––from the political 
and economic grievances that culminated in the 1989 Tiananmen Square 
incident, to the robust rise of civil society activities after the 2008 Wench-
uan earthquake demanding accountability from officials, to increased col-
lective actions by workers not getting paid as they demand their rights, to 
the age of the internet that facilitates information of official corruptions, 
and to the desperate calls of loosening restrictions and providing better ser-
vices to maintain normal lives during COVID-19 lockdowns in cities such as 
Xi’an and Shanghai in 2022. Any of those moments could have ended the 
current regime. But the Chinese state was able to adapt and evolve whenever 
there was a substantive crisis or challenge. More importantly, the regime was 
not merely adapting to the changing environment and the rising challenges; 
it often was actively taking the initiative to interact with the societal forces 
to stimulate its governance apparatus to evolve further. The type of reforms 
and the space allowed for experimentation are also so mercurial and volatile 
that the conditions, timing, and scope of permitted policy innovations need 
to be further investigated to answer why and how they could sustain the 
resilience of the regime.

An important critique of this literature (including consultative authori-
tarianism, graduated control, contingent symbiosis, privatization, varia-
tions in government approaches, etc.) is that existing theories are often good 
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at explaining the phenomenon, causal relations, and mechanisms when it is 
region-specific, level-specific, case-specific, and time-specific, yet they may 
be limited in terms of the ability to generalize across these dimensions. The-
ories that point out a combination of factors explaining adaptability, flexi-
bility, and differentiation toward different CSOs are often vague in pointing 
out which factors would be applicable under which conditions. The differ-
ent explanations mentioned above are not necessarily competing and are 
sometimes complementary, as they would be more suitable under specific 
conditions. Still, a multitude of forces could work together during varying 
phases of state-society interactions under different conditions, and we need 
a more holistic and interactive approach to map the systematic logic and 
process of such interactions in order to provide a clearer picture of when 
which forces are in play.44 This book builds on this existing scholarship and 
intends to answer the question “why China’s party-state has not collapsed” 
through the lenses of institutional disruptions; it also provides a unified and 
dynamic framework and explains the logic and process of how and when 
different forces become critical drivers of authoritarian resilience. The model 
proposed in this book differs from the institutionalist arguments in that the 
key to authoritarian resilience is not in selecting and enforcing the “right” 
institutions but, rather, in following a learning process that might result in 
institutions or might not. It is the process that is providing the resilience 
rather than one particular institution.

The Argument in This Book

Before elaborating on the core argument in this book, it is necessary to define 
a few key terms. First, the use of “civil society” and “civil society organiza-
tions” or “CSOs” is broader than the typical scope in social science literature. 
I define “civil society” as the intermediary sphere between the state and the 
private sphere that is populated by voluntary associations that empower 
individuals to build networks based on trust and reciprocity. Thus, it not 
only reflects the classical definition––which analyzes an assemblage of indi-
viduals associated by a common acknowledgment of right and by a commu-
nity of interests––and the sociological definition, which examines an area of 
social life organized by private or voluntary arrangements between individu-
als and groups outside the direct control of the state (usually within the pub-
lic sphere). It also encompasses the more normative and political definition, 
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with the emphasis on legality, private property, markets, and interest groups 
as well as empowering groups prevented by allegedly prejudiced or selfish 
elites from interacting on the basis of equality with their fellow citizens. For 
example, as cases discussed in later chapters demonstrate, how the Chinese 
state governs private companies follows the logic of how it governs society 
more than how a typical state regulates its market economy. One could often 
think of “non-state actors” to conceptualize the term “civil society” dis-
cussed in this book, but the choice of the term “civil society” and “civil soci-
ety organizations” or “CSOs” is partially a matter of convenience, as it is 
intuitively a well-recognized concept that is used in this sector. The actors 
within the civil society analyzed in this book thus include not only tradi-
tional social organizations (registered or not registered) but also include 
activities and speeches in the digital space as well as societal actors, such as 
ride-sharing drivers, who are actively engaged in civil society activities 
demanding their political and civil rights in both the digital and physical 
spaces. This book, therefore, recognizes that there are China-specific cases 
that may not be best described using the term “civil society” and I try to use 
it only to capture the overall pattern and logic of state-society relations.

In this book I provide a unified interactive authoritarianism approach to 
capture the logic of how the Chinese state governs its civil society. The word 
“interactive” does not mean the state and society are of equal power and sta-
tus. In fact, the interactions between the state and society in China are often 
dominated by state actors; this is not surprising when studying authoritar-
ian politics. However, within this unbalanced relationship, the state inten-
tionally leaves significant operating room for social innovations and unprec-
edented societal behaviors. Furthermore, what is worth noting, and often 
not sufficiently captured in the existing literature, is that the Chinese 
authoritarian state is not only adaptive to new developments and the emer-
gence of new players within the society out of inertia or habit but is also 
often actively choosing a course of governance that corresponds to the 
behaviors and influences of societal actors. Being authoritarian means not 
being responsible to the people while favoring a concentration of power in 
the controlling elite. Seemingly as an oxymoron, the framework of “interac-
tive authoritarianism” acknowledges that power is still concentrated in a few 
elites in general but can intentionally be shared with societal actors or not be 
exercised based on different circumstances of interactions. Civil society can 
and often does have input in shaping the dynamic and evolving state-society 
relations in China, especially after major institutional disruptions.
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It goes without saying that the Chinese political system is complicated, if 
not completely opaque. A scholar of Chinese politics would often differentiate 
the Chinese Communist Party and the state, particularly when discussing 
state-society relations. The party has survived and thrived in the past few 
decades, while the state has retreated from society, particularly in the reform 
era. What is worth noting is that it is not just a matter of state retreating but 
involves many aspects of society growing up outside of the state, such as pri-
vate enterprise and intellectuals (not outside the universities but outside the 
strictures of party ideology and international influence). In order to most effi-
ciently lay out my argument, with full acknowledgment of the party being in 
control of the state, whenever I use the term “state” in this book, I mean the 
party-state—a state in which power is held by a single political party, here the 
CCP. In addition, the term “government” is used to describe those individuals 
who occupy the ongoing apparatus of the state at various levels.

The interactive authoritarianism framework in this book argues that the 
Chinese state has adopted an evolving three-stage interactive approach 
toward civil society actors (individuals or organizations) when new phe-
nomena/forces have been introduced to the society: toleration, differentia-
tion, and legalization without institutionalization. The first of three critical 
stages of this interactive authoritarianism approach is toleration. The tolera-
tion stage allows the state to observe and learn specific new civil society 
activities so that it does not miss out on a suitable governance mechanism or 
resource. The new activities within the Chinese society are so dynamic and 
vast that state capacity would be too limited to control everything effec-
tively. Thus, tolerating insignificant actors (whether the state is aware of 
them or not) and new actors becomes the status quo strategy. When a CSO is 
newly formed, and the state is unsure of the capacity and intention of the 
CSO, the state usually chooses to tolerate it with a “wait and see” mentality. 
Such toleration is usually at the local level when the CSO has limited 
resources and influence. The local government is confident that existing 
institutional constraints are sufficient to prevent the tolerated CSOs from 
mobilizing enough regime-challenging resources. On the other hand, these 
CSOs, even though they might not be very effective, are essential targets to 
which the state could shift accountability. By designating and outsourcing 
specific tasks to such CSOs, local governments maintain the right to claim 
the credit when tasks are effectively implemented and can blame and replace 
the scapegoated CSO when citizens are not pleased with the public goods 
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and services provided, thus improving the state’s legitimacy. It is a win-win 
situation for the state and CSOs, as risks are manageable for both parties.

Toleration is seen as the first of the three stages because the preceding 
“ignorance” stage, in which the state is not aware of the players and activities, 
is both extremely short and hard to measure. I argue that even “toleration” is 
often accompanied by an institutional disruption, because without one the 
state is likely already differentiating the actors or even preparing to legalize 
certain behaviors or domains. It is also unlikely for new players to keep them-
selves under the radar for an extended period of time—the state is watching.

While tolerated, local governments start to collect information from those 
who have the potential to either cause more trouble or provide more public 
goods and services. Even though specific actions may be taken later during the 
second stage, differentiation, CSOs may already be differentiated on the local 
governments’ books. The governments might be watching social organiza-
tions and their interactions with others (see Case I from chapter 5), or reading 
online posts without censoring (see Case II from chapter 6), or actively track-
ing locations, activities, and conversations of ride-sharing drivers (see Case III 
from chapter 7). Local governments’ capacity and the circumstances deter-
mine the degree of toleration of CSOs. Local governments that are incapaci-
tated from an institutional disruption (for example, after a major earthquake) 
or are extremely capable (such as the governments from Zhejiang that removed 
church crosses) tend to tolerate more. This is true even though decisions from 
the former are passive ones and the latter are active; such conditions are all 
part of the interactive authoritarian strategy.

The second stage of this approach is differentiation. The differentiation 
stage allows the state to assess and sort out the intentions and capacities of 
different actors and try out potential interventions and collaborations. Dif-
ferentiation includes the intent to differentiate (or differentiation on the 
state’s books) and the act to differentiate (such as terminating regime-
challenging CSOs’ legal status or cutting off their funding while actively sup-
porting regime-supporting CSOs). The intent to differentiate can happen 
throughout the three stages and as early as the state starts to collect informa-
tion about a particular CSO. The act to differentiate normally happens by 
the end of the initial toleration stage or after the toleration stage, and this is 
when the implementation of graduated controls starts. Differentiation can 
be triggered by an institutional disruption, such as an event or project that 
requires state-society collaborations, or societal actors crossing some policy 
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red lines. At this stage the local government is more aware of the resources 
and intentions of the CSOs and may become more familiar with the person-
nel of the CSOs as well as their political ties and networks. So the focus shifts 
to soliciting consultations while utilizing resources and expertise from the 
regime-supporting CSOs and collecting information from and repressing 
those regime-challenging CSOs, especially those with a collective action 
potential. The local governments are more responsive to regime-supporting 
CSOs for their consultative value and public goods delivery potentials. By 
differentiating the two types of CSOs, the state can better utilize productive 
forces within the society and reduce political risks for the future. Those 
seemingly regime-supporting CSOs can provide services, resources, and 
expertise at a much lower cost than if the government had hired a staff—
sometimes it is free.

Nevertheless, those seemingly regime-challenging CSOs posed organiza-
tional, informational, and ideological threats. This evolving stage is an inter-
mediary stage in which the CSOs’ influences are still limited to a specific 
locality or a region and the government’s confidence in the existing institu-
tional constraints is still high. The government’s priority remains to get help 
from the regime-supporting CSOs rather than to deter the regime-
challenging CSOs. The local governments, however, may use this period to 
test and hone their “regime stability maintenance measures” (维稳手段) so 
that more effective measures can be used when real and significant chal-
lenges to stability occur. This institutional adaptability means differentia-
tions not only happen horizontally between different CSOs but also longitu-
dinally, so some low-risk (but still risky to a certain extent) CSOs might be 
“saved for later” when the state needs to test its policy effectiveness. The 
cross-removal campaign mentioned at the beginning of this introduction is 
an example. If removing the crosses could make the point, it would be nei-
ther necessary nor cost-effective to spend additional resources and annihi-
late the churches. These interactions between the state and society would 
also help the state better differentiate actors in the society—some could be 
further exploited; others may need to be contained.

The testing of “regime stability maintenance measures” is a signal that 
interactive authoritarianism has already entered the differentiation stage. 
And the exercise of such measures could effectively aid the differentiation 
process, for those who vehemently resist the state’s actions would be seen as 
untamable and face more repression in the future, while those who obey sig-
nal their collaborative potential. Of course, local government officials are 
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not naïve and are not easily fooled. Those who have regime-challenging 
intentions but choose to hide their aspirations to bide their time temporar-
ily are eventually sifted through repeated state-society interactions with dif-
ferent tools, including those “regime stability maintenance measures.”

The third stage, legalization, happens toward the end of the second stage 
when the regime-supporting CSOs have grown sophisticated with some 
prestige, or when the regime-challenging CSOs’ intentions are now evident. 
The legalization stage solidifies some practices to create legitimacy for the 
state-society collaborations/co-optations that the state sees beneficial. At 
this point, policy tools have been accumulated and necessary internal 
debates within the government have occurred. The government then makes 
new laws to govern specific types of CSOs and their activities, using laws as 
instruments. Sometimes a different set of laws govern the differentiated 
groups. For example, the 2016 Charity Law is intended to govern the suppos-
edly more reassuring and domestic CSOs with the intention to let such CSOs 
be service providers and policy pioneers, while the 2016 Foreign NGO (Non-
governmental Organization) Law, on the other hand, is intended to govern 
the supposedly dangerous and foreign CSOs to constrain their space for 
operations further. The evolving developmental paths of these two laws are 
discussed in chapter 4.

It is also important to point out that legalization does not mean institu-
tionalization. Rules and laws are made as tools to help the state govern the 
society, rather than institutions that would also constrain the government’s 
actions. Such rules and laws are, therefore, malleable and sometimes even 
ephemeral based on the specific conditions, the state’s preferences at the 
time, and the experiences from continued state-society interactions. This 
means that this three-stage “toleration-differentiation-legalization” process 
is a continuously evolving dynamic process. When new CSOs join and grow 
after being tolerated, new dimensions of differentiation are created, and new 
rules and laws are introduced. Using the cross-removal campaign example, if 
a new church is to be opened, even after rules and laws have already been 
made (third stage), given that some other churches have already gone 
through the three-stage process, it would still experience the whole process, 
since the new church may be led by a well-connected priest, or it might be 
exceptionally resourceful, for instance, and thus tolerated at the beginning, 
although the length spent on each stage could vary. After the toleration 
stage, the state would then actively interact and choose a differentiation 
strategy to best outsource responsibility and learn the necessary lessons 
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before adding new stipulations to rules and laws during the third stage. Since 
the latecomer church did not necessarily join after an institutional disrup-
tion, and since others in the same sector have already gone through the pro-
cess, it may experience the three stages faster than others.

The three stages of interactive authoritarianism happen at multiple lev-
els, with toleration commonly at the local level, then moving up with dif-
ferentiation happening typically from local to provincial levels, and legaliza-
tion mostly at higher levels, including the central level. Such a fragmented 
multilevel approach is part of the design, driven by both clear intentions of 
officials and constraints that exist in the system. Actors are initially tolerated 
by local governments partly because they are new and weak, and the state 
believes that existing institutional constraints are enough to contain any 
risks. Then, at the differentiation stage, CSOs are more resourceful and capa-
ble and thus require the attention from higher-ups within the bureaucracy 
so that repression can be applied when necessary. However, many of the 
interactions are still unusual and not widely replicated in the exact same way 
in different regions, and variations in timing, intensity, and judgment occur 
based on the individuals involved and the overall political environment. 
Eventually, at the legalization stage, practices from different localities are 
solidified into rules and laws that are applicable to the larger society and that 
require the mobilization of resources at the central level.

The transition between the aforementioned three stages is not marked by 
clear boundaries, and the stages sometimes overlap. For instance, during the 
“toleration” stage, the state may have already started accumulating evidence 
and developing intentions to differentiate without having to take actual 
actions. Some actors being differentiated might still encounter periods of 
toleration, especially if these actors are deemed helpful for maintaining 
regime stability. The pilot programs informing the legalization stage also 
usually start while the state is interacting with actors during the differentia-
tion stage. Furthermore, the sequence of the three stages may not be strictly 
chronological but is logical. Major institutional disruptions can change the 
pace and timing of the three-stage progression, often enlarging the window 
for CSOs to operate, although tolerating CSOs after institutional disrup-
tions, whether the state is temporarily incapacitated or not, is still part of the 
interactive authoritarian strategy. Triggers such as collaborations demanded 
by major projects or events, or regime-challenging actors crossing red lines, 
can push the process from the “toleration” stage to the “differentiation” 
stage. Other triggers indicating that certain non-state actors have grown 
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sophisticated with some prestige or regime-challenging actors’ intentions 
have become evident can push them to the “legalization” stage.

The interactive authoritarianism approach builds on the theories of 
graduated control,45 consultative authoritarianism,46 responsive authori-
tarianism,47 and the larger “institutions as instruments” and “institutional 
adaptability” literature by unifying the strategies and behaviors of the Chi-
nese state and pointing out exactly which strategy would be the dominant 
one in a dynamic interactive process. During different stages and under dif-
ferent circumstances, the state takes different control strategies on various 
social organizations (graduated control), utilizes citizen participation chan-
nels to improve policy making (consultative authoritarianism), increases 
actual or imagined regime responsiveness (responsive authoritarianism), 
and sets up rules and norms to govern specific societal domains while adapt-
ing whenever necessary (institutions as instruments and institutional adapt-
ability). These strategies and behaviors can appear at different stages under 
the interactive authoritarianism model or coexist during the same stage.

The interactive authoritarianism approach also provides answers to the 
conflicting empirical evidence of the more plural nascent civil society activi-
ties existing alongside the more state-controlled corporatist mechanisms 
within the same country. The interactive authoritarianism approach can 
lead to the resilience of an authoritarian state, because the state can better 
time the moment and intensity of repression and more accurately target 
actors in the society for outsourcing responsibilities, leading to improved 
service provision, more effective propaganda, and more areas for economic 
growth, including job creation and industrial innovations. This approach is 
discriminatory, and it limits the costs of repression by targeting specific indi-
viduals under specific circumstances through frequent interactions while 
continuing to facilitate opportunities for activities and expressions for the 
clear majority of the nonthreatening public. The interactive authoritarian-
ism approach does not, however, suggest that the interaction between the 
state and society is between relatively equal parties. On the contrary, the 
overpowering authoritarian state, which could have utilized complete 
repression against all potential regime-challenging actors at all times, 
chooses to take the time to proactively interact with—not just reactively 
adapt to—actors in the society, using different methods and intensity of con-
trols to strengthen its governance capacity in the long run instead.

Of course, major geopolitical events, including changes in international 
environments or the top/provincial leadership, can accelerate, decelerate, or 
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even reverse the three-stage process. Such factors are discussed further in the 
case studies in order to better conceptualize the conditions and dynamics of 
interactive authoritarianism. In the following six chapters, I explore each of 
those three stages for conceptual clarity before bringing them together and 
using three case studies in different regions and domains to illustrate how 
this dynamic and unifying framework could be applicable in various condi-
tions and scenarios.

The interactive authoritarianism approach also reveals that the Chinese 
state is more resilient than its peers because of—not despite—the institu-
tional disruptions (explained in the next section in this chapter), such as 
significant challenges and crises the state faces. Those institutional disrup-
tions provide opportunities for adaptation, innovation, and renewal of the 
state. What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.

Institutional Disruption as an Important  
Condition for Analysis

This book also explores how the Chinese state uses institutional disruptions 
as opportunities to adapt and enhance its rule. Thus, major shocks to the 
system are often not destabilizers but important learning catalysts. In this 
section, I first provide a brief summary of the terms “institution” and “insti-
tutional disruption” as used in this book. Then I provide reasons why insti-
tutional disruptions are important conditions for the analysis of authoritar-
ian politics, especially Chinese politics.

Institutions, according to Douglass North, are rules of the game or, more 
formally, humanly devised constraints that shape human interaction.48 A 
crucial distinction that North draws between institutions and organizations 
is that institutions are the rules that define the way the game is played, while 
organizations are the players. Institutions reduce uncertainty and provide 
stability to socioeconomic structures and human interactions.49 Although a 
vast number of theories in social science are generated by observing the sys-
tems or structures when they are stable or undergoing gradual, incremental 
changes with a relatively high degree of certainty, there are also important 
benefits to studying them when the institutions (the rules and constraints) 
are disrupted. I call this moment an “institutional disruption,” when the 
ongoing rules and constraints of a system (whether political, economic, or 
social) are disrupted by a shock (whether external or internal, human-made 
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or natural), and the system undergoes a process of returning to an old equi-
librium or not immediately arriving at a new equilibrium. In this book, I 
treat institutional disruptions as important windows of opportunity to ana-
lyze the logic and limits of authoritarian governance of the society, for many 
potential constraints may otherwise not be as visible or accessible, and 
actors, including individuals and organizations riding on inertia, may not 
be as active when institutional disruptions are not present.

An extensive literature in social science is relevant to the concept of insti-
tutional disruption. Two examples of institutional disruptions are disaster 
and crisis, both of which are unexpected, undesirable, unimaginable, and 
often unmanageable.50 A disaster is seen in three major paradigms, includ-
ing duplication of war, an expression of vulnerability, and an entrance into a 
state of uncertainty.51 The taxonomy of crisis also has three types: sudden 
crisis, creeping crisis, and chronic crisis.52 In the demographic theory in nat-
ural science, institutional disruptions can be captured in the punctuated 
equilibria model, in which species go through extended periods of stability 
that are punctuated by short, discrete periods of change caused by either 
catastrophic events or the steady buildup of stressors.53 This concept has 
been adopted by social scientists to capture short-lived periods of uncer-
tainty or conflicts disrupting perceived long eras of stability.54 During such 
Knightian uncertainty, agents are sometimes unsure as to what their inter-
ests are, let alone how to realize them.55 Other social scientists have referred 
to similar moments as “critical junctures,”56 “moments of original sin,”57 
“external shocks,”58 “focusing events,”59 and “external perturbations,”60 
among an enormous literature with various aspects of unique features.

While the literature is extensive, almost all of the authors are examining 
the causes of such institutional disruptions or their consequences.61 Rather 
than being an accident of reality, such moments could be the representation 
of reality,62 a crisis in communication,63 or the revelation of existing prob-
lems.64 A key point of debate among scholars is whether such institutional 
disruptions would have policy implications and, if so, what type of implica-
tions. These moments could be windows of opportunity for reform,65 and 
the wider the window, the more coherent the coalition of policy entrepre-
neurs and the higher the possibility for legally constraining norms to 
emerge.66 Other scholars also discuss the opportunity for social organiza-
tions,67 the introduction of new policy approaches,68 radical changes,69 cen-
tralization of decision-making,70 heightened state power and control,71 and 
catalyst for reform and changes72 as potential consequences. On the other 
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hand, scholars such as Gilberto Capano warn against the tendency to link 
policy changes to arbitrarily selected exogenous phenomena and, as a result, 
having these exogenous events easily become a sweeping explanation for 
policy change and a source of confirmation bias.73

Although the immediate consequences of institutional disruptions are 
of theoretical and empirical importance, 74 what I focus on in this book are 
the unique conditions that institutional disruptions can bring. At the 
moment of institutional disruption, existing institutional arrangements are 
under pressure, and previously unrevealed constraints may become visible. 
Actors, especially the state, could no longer operate with inertia, for inaction 
could be seen as a failure. The restitutive mechanisms of the system in place 
may no longer function well, and the state may be forced to make decisions 
and choices.

In the case of studying state-society relations in the Chinese authoritar-
ian state, the benefits are threefold. The first benefit is data accessibility. Dur-
ing an institutional disruption, existing constraints could suddenly become 
ineffective or irrelevant. The state could either be bogged down with dealing 
with a crisis or disaster or, more simply, a new phenomenon in the society 
and could not immediately afford to assert as much control during normal 
times. Data access could be less restricted, and government officials could 
have more freedom to share their thoughts lacking strict orders that might 
otherwise forbid them to do so. More importantly, such moments allow 
researchers to observe the dynamic process of policy evolution from the 
moment of disruption to the point when it is back to normal.

The second benefit is that there are simply more activities within the 
nascent civil society when there is a power vacuum due to an institutional 
disruption. Since the subject of study is state-society relations and civil soci-
ety, it is beneficial for researchers to capture the moment when there are 
nascent forms of civil society activities, which could be entirely interfered 
with or contained during regular times.

A third benefit, and probably the most important methodologically, is 
that such moments better mimic real conditions of interest. Quite often the 
purpose of the study for many scholars of authoritarianism is to look at 
potential changes and evolutions (topics such as democratization, authori-
tarian resilience, or even revolution). These conditions are possible only 
when the state is under high pressure or faced with unprecedented chal-
lenges with high degrees of uncertainty. By looking at institutional disrup-
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tions, researchers can observe such conditions (albeit under different cir-
cumstances) so that generalizability and the credibility of inferences are 
likely to improve because the data used for inference are also collected under 
similar conditions.

The three critical institutional disruptions I examine in this book include 
an earthquake and the rapid development of CSOs, a new type of self-media 
publication online, and social media–based guerilla protests in the newly 
developed ride-sharing industry. The first is an exogenous shock by nature, 
the second is a disruption to the CCP-dominated media field, and the third 
is a disruption to both the transportation industry and old ways of organized 
collective action. The details and the rationale for selecting each of those 
cases are discussed in the next section of this chapter. For each of those three 
cases, existing institutional arrangements were temporarily disrupted, and 
the state had no immediately adequate mechanisms to deal with the new 
activities and the new players systematically. Immediately after a major 
earthquake, the constraints of governance suddenly changed from the pres-
sure to deliver high growth to the necessity to recover. Many operational 
rules and norms were abruptly altered, providing unique opportunities for 
societal actors such as volunteers and civil society organizations to play more 
active roles. At the same time, information control was a vital part of CCP 
governance and control, and the self-media publications, springing up rap-
idly during the internet age, fundamentally changed the rules and magni-
tude of censorship, creating new challenges and opportunities for both the 
societal forces and the state. Meanwhile, the transportation industry in 
China used to be limited to a few manageable state-affiliated or state-
controlled entities. However, with the startling rise of the car-sharing sector, 
in which virtually anybody could easily participate and in which participat-
ing drivers have high mobility and are well-connected through the internet 
with other drivers, such arrangements quickly disrupted the old status quo 
constraints the CCP placed on this sector, thus creating another institu-
tional disruption. Although I do not disagree with North in terms of the 
result over time producing a new equilibrium that is not that different from 
the status quo and far less revolutionary,75 during that moment there were 
still meaningful insights that could be observed, analyzed, and evaluated. 
The difference between North’s “discontinuous institutional change” and 
the “institutional disruption” discussed in this book is that the former refers 
to a process while the latter describes a point in time.
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Methods and Data

Getting data from an authoritarian state can be challenging, especially in a 
diverse and multilevel state such as China. Multiple empirical strategies 
were, therefore, utilized from 2012 to 2022 to collect the necessary data. Sur-
veys were conducted in 126 villages in Sichuan province, and over twelve 
hundred responses were collected. About seventy interviews were conducted 
with CSO leaders and government officials in Sichuan, Guangdong, and 
Zhejiang provinces. Participant observation was utilized to closely follow 
the activities of CSOs and ride-sharing drivers’ messaging groups. Several 
self-media publications were set up on WeChat, Weibo, and Toutiao, so that 
the mechanisms of censorship toward Chinese political scientists’ commen-
taries could be documented. In the meantime, an experiment and a natural 
experiment were conducted. I briefly discuss each of these empirical strate-
gies and the data collected here.

I became interested in this project immediately after the 2008 Wench-
uan earthquake, an 8.0 magnitude earthquake that struck the western prov-
ince of Sichuan, China. Just as I felt empathetic toward the families who lost 
loved ones, I was also inspired and touched by the rise of volunteerism and 
the civil society–like associational behaviors in the quake-stricken region. 
Many organizations that were unregistered, and therefore illegal, were filling 
the power vacuum where the government was incapacitated in delivering 
public goods and services. What I had in mind, therefore, was to compare 
whether the tolerance of such CSOs and individuals’ attitudes toward those 
CSOs were different between the quake-stricken region and other regions 
that were not affected, assuming earthquakes create a series of institutional 
disruptions. This is a typical natural experiment design where the treatment 
(earthquake), even though not assigned by the researcher, was such an exog-
enous shock that we could assume the specific location and time to hit was 
“as if random.” For logistical reasons, as well as the more apparent ethical 
reasons, I cannot control and introduce an earthquake. At the meantime, 
with the assumption that the earthquake was random, I could, to a certain 
degree, assume that any significant differences between the quake-stricken 
region and the non-affected region had something to do with the activities 
and developments within the condition, and institutional disruption, that 
the earthquake created.

This initial design covered forty-three counties—most of the counties 
accessible and being west of the Chengdu-Kunming railroad as well as the 



Figure 1. The region covered in the post-treatment study. 
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entire ethnic Yi region—from Sichuan province to mimic the remote rural 
population in China. The difference between these rural counties––in terms 
of economic development, social structure, and modernization level––is 
smaller than when urban counties and cities are also included.76 The major 
reason to use the Chengdu-Kunming railroad as a cutoff line was that on the 
east side of the railroad, counties faced “contamination” from the develop-
ment of the metropolitan city of Chongqing. In order to take into account 
different levels of access to transportation within the region mentioned 
above, counties were randomly selected within the block of counties that are 
less than 50 kilometers away from the nearest railroad station and within the 
block of counties that are more than 50 kilometers away (117km the farthest) 
both in the control and treatment region.

While the post-treatment observational data under a natural experiment 
setup could provide important evidence, there are crucial assumptions made 
that may not hold true. For example, one major assumption is that the vil-
lagers or communities before the earthquake would be almost identical or 
generally similar in both regions. However, it is unfortunate, theoretically, 
that the quake-stricken region (northern Sichuan) happened to be more 
developed on most economic indicators and also more diverse ethnically. 
For example, there were six different ethnic groups in my sample from the 
north but mainly one (ethnic Yi) from the south.

About two months after the first round of data was collected from those 
regions, Ludian, in northern Yunnan province bordering southern Sichuan, 
was hit by a magnitude 6.1 earthquake in the summer of 2014. Twelve out of 
the thirty-six villages originally in the control region were severely affected 
by the earthquake. Therefore, another round of surveys and interviews was 
conducted from December 2014 to January 2015 in order to capture the post-
treatment condition of both the control and treatment areas in the original 
design. This new institutional disruption allowed me to observe the changes 
that occurred in both the affected and non-affected regions, therefore mak-
ing it a difference-in-difference design. Just imagine if a researcher were to 
test the effectiveness of a new drug, and the original design measured two 
groups of people only after they took the drug or the placebo. The new design 
now provides information about participants both before and after taking 
the drug or the placebo—therefore considering the initial differences 
between the two groups—and allows the researcher to study the “change” 
(or improvement) that had occurred rather than the outcome (whether it is 
cure rate, mortality rate, or other indicators) only.



Figure 2. The region covered in the difference-in-difference study.
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Furthermore, in my study both the post-treatment observational data 
and the difference-in-difference data were utilized for the observations that 
took place at different times in relationship to the earthquake. The two 
rounds of observations of the difference-in-difference study happened two 
months before and four months after the earthquake—relatively close to the 
incident. The post-treatment observational data was collected six years after 
the major earthquake, and one year after another big earthquake that hap-
pened in a similar proximity. The CSOs were able to develop, evolve, and pro-
fessionalize during the five years after the 2008 earthquake and were able to 
practice and further improve what they had learned during the 2013 earth-
quake. Thus, the CSOs in these observations were more developed and effec-
tive in general. CSOs that initially were created but later failed or stopped 
operating due to various reasons were also included in the sample, making 
“survivorship bias” less of a concern.

Government officials from the village level to the provincial level were 
interviewed so that I could get the state’s side of the story. On the topic of 
deliberate differentiation, I also made use of an experiment by sending 
emails to 114 county-level governors in Sichuan province, inquiring about 
setting up a new social organization. The governors were randomized into 
two different groups; the treatment group saw an additional sentence 
describing the social organization as politically sensitive, while the control 
group did not see that description. The results of this experiment are dis-
cussed in chapter 3.

A self-media WeChat publication was first set up so that overseas (outside 
of China) political scientists’ political commentary publications and the 
record of being censored could be recorded, followed by publications of 
Sino-US political news and commentaries published in WeChat, Weibo, and 
Toutiao for comparison purposes. A unique advantage of publishing con-
tents directly by the researcher is that the intent to publish is known so that 
data are available for contents that are at least initially attempted to be made 
public and then either censored or not. Chapter 6 captures those details 
about how interactive authoritarianism works in the digital space.

Interviews and participant observations were used to document the 
activities of various CSOs, including officially registered organizations, 
newly formed and yet-to-be-registered organizations, as well as loose net-
works of ride-sharing drivers who would share GPS (global positioning sys-
tem) locations of themselves with other drivers within the network so that 
others who were also on wheels would immediately arrive on the scene to 
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protest together in helping the original driver. The details of these guerilla 
protests are discussed in chapter 7.

After this introduction, in chapter 1 I first discuss the overall trend of civil 
society development in China and the key players in state-society relations. 
Then I use three chapters to capture the process of authoritarian tolerance, 
deliberate differentiation, and legalization without institutionalization. 
Chapter 2 provides the background and analysis of how and why the author-
itarian state chooses to tolerate rather than completely block civil society 
activities. Chapter 3 uses interview evidence and the field experiment of 
sending emails to county governors to demonstrate how this deliberate dif-
ferentiation exists on a systematic level and the logic behind such policy out-
comes. Chapter 4 traces the process of lawmaking in the governance of CSOs 
and focuses particularly on the bifurcation of that process, leading to two 
different sets of laws (the Charity Law and the Foreign NGO Law) under two 
different departments (civil affairs and public security).

Subsequently, I use three cases to illustrate the logic of interactive author-
itarianism in further detail. The cases are structured as a most-different-case 
design, for the cases are similar in just one independent variable (the three-
stage approach of toleration, differentiation, and legalization) and in the 
dependent variable (authoritarian resilience in terms of improved service, 
more effective propaganda, and more areas for economic growth and job cre-
ation), while all other plausible factors show different values.77 For the three 
cases discussed respectively in chapters 5, 6, and 7, their type of disruption, 
space occupied, administrative region, and key actors are all different. Yet, 
for each of those cases, there is the same pattern of toleration, differentia-
tion, and legalization, and the state is prospering in those domains while the 
nascent civil society, after a few years, is severely constrained.

The state-society relations in China (and authoritarian countries in gen-
eral) are complex, not just complicated. I, thus, follow Yuen Yuen Ang’s 
approach by “systematically situating particular moments in a temporal 
sequence  .  .  . and map the mutual adaptation”78 to illustrate the dynamic 
nature of the interactive authoritarianism approach. The cases all focus on 
the period between the time when the institutional disruptions shock their 
respective fields and the time some laws and rules are made (what I call legal-
ization without institutionalization), although some basic references to the 
paths the state-society relationship had taken in that sector prior to the dis-
ruption are also briefly discussed. I document the key adjustments in the 
state’s approach in managing the society and capture reciprocal feedback 
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from key parties involved, using both quantitative and qualitative data 
whenever appropriate. This book, therefore, considers the variations of dif-
ferent cases, different developmental stages of CSOs, different levels and 
departments of the government, as well as the policy-forming processes of 
the government.

The Sichuan earthquakes provide an opening—a case of “institutional 
disruption” that many predicted would generate civil society in China. 
Indeed, as we will see from the data, social capital was developed, but the 
state was able to evolve and adapt to maintain control of the public sphere. If 
we look at other aspects of Chinese society, we see similar processes going 
on. Look at “self-media” (explained in chapter 6 in detail) that operates in 
the virtual space and the ride-sharing sector (explained in chapter 7 in 
detail), which links both the physical and virtual spaces, parallel processes of 
interactive authoritarianism exist in those cases that had led to similar out-
comes, despite their differences in disruptions, regions, and key actors 
involved (see table 1 below). The concluding chapter (Chapter 8) discusses 
the implications of such an approach and future prospects for civil society 
and authoritarian governance in China.



Revised Pages

28

Chapter 1

Governing the Nascent Civil Society in China

Background and Key Players

The role of the state in society, especially charitable activities, has been cru-
cial throughout Chinese history. State-stipulated charitable activities can be 
traced back to 400 BC. “The Book of Rites” (礼记), a Chinese classical work 
on royal regulations, includes details about where the elderly would have 
received their nourishment:

Those of fifty years received their nourishment in the (school of the) districts; 

those of sixty, theirs in the (smaller school of the) state; and those of seventy, 

theirs in the college. This rule extended to the feudal states. An old man of 

eighty made his acknowledgment for the ruler’s message, by kneeling once 

and bringing his head twice to the ground. The blind did the same.1

Such ancient texts meticulously record the state’s responsibility as the 
preeminent humanitarian benefactor and establish that aid-giving is the 
responsibility of the ruler, reducing “the people” to mere beneficiaries of the 
imperial charity. Charitable activities serve as a tool to fortify the relation-
ship between the ruler and the people. It is clear here that the process of 
receiving nourishment is, on the one hand, an opportunity for the state to 
provide public goods and services to its people and, on the other hand, an 
occasion to affirm the state’s legitimacy and absolute superiority over the 
society. Such practices continued throughout Chinese history, such as estab-
lishing public hospitals (pujiu bingfang 普救病坊) in the Tang dynasty (618–
907 AD); the Futian institution (futian yuan 福田院), a temple run, state-
funded, charity in the Song dynasty (960–1279 AD); and many others since 
the Song dynasty.2 Historically, the Chinese people viewed the rulers as play-
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ing the role of “parents” (fumuguan 父母官)—at least that was the expecta-
tion from the elites—so the informal institutions of “the state taking care of 
everyone” existed throughout history.

Unexpectedly, even though state activities in society have been domi-
nant, they did not crowd out activities in society completely, for China has 
mostly been lightly governed. At first glance, one could be mistaken that 
imperial China seems to be a typical autocracy in which the supreme politi-
cal power is concentrated in the hands of the emperor, whose decisions are 
subject to neither external legal restraints nor regularized mechanisms of 
popular control. However, the effect of such decisions has been drastically 
reduced as orders reach down through the administrative system.

Imperial China did not have a large formal bureaucracy to tightly control 
every aspect of society. The Confucian approach of small and frugal gover-
nance played an important role in leading to that outcome. As the popula-
tion grew, the size of the bureaucracy did not change much. In the sixteenth 
century and the first half of the seventeenth, there were ten to fifteen thou-
sand officials for the whole of the empire.3 The Chinese population at the 
time was about 200 million,4 so there were only 1–1.5 officials for every 
twenty thousand people. Such a ratio means that there were not enough 
civil servants to ensure effective control of the population, giving more flex-
ibility for other social forces and informal institutions such as the scholar-
gentry class and clan rules to be applied in governance. There are still lega-
cies of such arrangements in local governance today. For example, temples 
and lineage systems still lead to government accountability and the provi-
sion of public goods and services, even without formal democratic institu-
tions in rural China.5 Therefore, most activities within the society are toler-
ated by the state, and there is a high degree of flexibility and variation by 
location and time, as long as the social forces are not interpreted as poten-
tially challenging the authoritarian rule.

Since the People’s Republic of China (PRC) was founded in 1949, due to 
the totalitarian nature of the Mao Zedong era, society is no longer lightly 
governed. The people of China were constantly mobilized for political cam-
paigns for ideological unity, and any deviational thoughts and behaviors 
from the party-state line could be fatal. However, even under this totalitarian 
period, when there were factional conflicts within the top leadership, spaces 
in the society were occasionally created. For example, right after the Great 
Leap Forward and the famine afterward, the planners (such as Liu Shaoqi 
and Deng Xiaoping) wanted to try the household responsibility system even 
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though Mao strongly opposed such attempts. As the top leaders debated, 
local villagers in Anhui secretly experimented with the household responsi-
bility system. Peasants who met the grain quota could keep the extra beyond 
the quota, moving away from the collective corporative model, under which 
everything each household produced belonged to the collective. Even 
though these trials at the local level were short-lived, they paved the way for 
the promotion of the household responsibility system years later, which 
triggered the “reform and opening” era starting in the late 1970s.6

Civil Society or Corporatism?

Since the 1980s there have been discussions about the emergence of civil 
society in China. Especially in the reform and opening era, with particular 
attention to the spring of 1989, for example, scholars observed a “sudden, 
massive spread of civil society,” “nascent civil society,” and “emergent civil 
society.”7 Chinese CSOs developed at a rapid pace in the three decades fol-
lowing the Tiananmen incident. Therefore, the question of whether civil 
society could emerge without formalized democratic institutions has been 
contested.

Optimists consider the progress made by China and many other authori-
tarian countries remarkable. Even though the state still, to some extent, 
represses civil society, the nascent civil society has overcome fear and is 
pushing against constraints and opening up spaces.8 Pessimists, on the other 
hand, point out that the fundamentals have not changed and that there are 
limits and constraints that society has to face.9 For scholars specifically 
studying China, theories of Sino-exceptionalism, graduated control, and 
consultative authoritarianism have been proposed to distinguish the Chi-
nese model from Western liberal democracies.10

While the question of whether China has a civil society is already multi-
faceted, how civil society could be potentially organized also draws different 
frameworks. There are two major frameworks in conceptualizing civil society 
in China: the civil society framework and the state-corporatist framework. 
The civil society framework, tracing from Alexis de Tocqueville’s Democracy 
in America, describes civil associations’ relationships with democratization 
and how a robust autonomous civil society can check and monitor state 
power.11 Proponents of this framework draw evidence from Chinese his-
tory,12 as well as the rise of political liberalism in China in the early 1980s 
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(with the 1989 Tiananmen student movement, in particular), to claim that 
there was once a nascent form of civil society in China and that we are seeing 
the resurgence of that society today.13 The state-corporatist framework, on 
the other hand, asserts that the authoritarian state does not easily give up 
space. In fact, the state finds it effective to control society through “peak 
associations.”14 The state recognizes one and only one organization in each 
sector and creates an unequal relationship with them so that control can be 
channeled through this vertical hierarchy.15

The civil society framework underestimates the state’s involvement and 
its dominant role in associational lives in authoritarian countries like China, 
yet the state-corporatist description also fails to capture the unique phe-
nomenon of the plural and occasionally autonomous nature of many exist-
ing CSOs in China. The emergence of civil society is certainly a positive 
development in China. However, as discussed above, it is not clear whether 
the government will keep interfering from the top down with such develop-
ments and control such a space to the extent that it only helps the survival 
of the regime, or rather, allows a gradual freeing up of the space, both of 
which seem to be unfeasible for China’s civil society.

A few scholars have discussed the possibility of looking at the local level 
rather than the elite level for civil society building in China.16 Even at the 
local level, it is difficult to have meaningful reforms, because there are no 
incentives for the creation of meaningful constraints on actors, particularly 
stakeholders. Therefore, the literature points to limited space between the 
private sphere and the state in China. Institutions operating in such a space 
struggle for their legal recognition, autonomy, scope of influence, and their 
overall survival.

Alternatively, some scholars have pointed out the uniqueness of the 
China case—given Chinese CSOs’ distinct relationship with the state—that 
CSOs may not be in their interest to defy the state and that strategic alliance 
with the state is mutually beneficial.17 Blurring the boundary between the 
state and society is sometimes seen as the consequence of an assertive 
authoritarian state18 and, in other times, a more nuanced caption of the 
state being a shifting, contradictory process in constant articulation with 
other social elements.19

The state-society interactions in China not only have a long history, but 
the above discussions also point out the complexity and diversity of how 
such relations are conceptualized, particularly at the local level. In order to 
provide meaningful and systematic analyses, the cases in this book focus on 
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a few key actors from the society and the state. I discuss each of them briefly 
in the next section.

Key Societal Players in the State-Society  
Relations in China

CSOs

There are three main types of key players within the nascent Chinese civil 
society that figure prominently in the analysis to follow: CSOs, self-media, 
and ride-sharing drivers. These are actors that differ in their nature of opera-
tions, sizes, and goals and have been picked intentionally to construct the 
“most-different-case” design in order to illustrate that even with such differ-
ent actors within the society, the logic of how to govern them is consistent.

CSOs, or civil society organizations, are voluntarily organized associa-
tional entities operating for the pursuit of shared interests by individuals 
within the civil society that are non-state, outside of the family, non-market, 
not for profit, and either officially registered or not. CSOs encompass a wide 
range of entities, including underground churches, community orchestras 
or dance groups, international aid organizations, and industry associations, 
among others. This means that CSOs could be local, national, or interna-
tional; legal or illegal; political or nonpolitical.

CSOs are non-state actors, which means they are not organized by the 
state or don’t belong to the state bureaucracy. Entities that have state affilia-
tions or projects that provide services purchased by the state are still consid-
ered as CSOs in this book. Being “non-market” means CSOs are not busi-
nesses per se. Due to political and legal pressures, it is a common practice for 
CSOs to register as businesses, for businesses are treated more favorably than 
CSOs registered as social groups, social service groups (previously referred to 
as “People Run Non-Enterprises” 民办非企业), or foundations. Therefore, 
even when an organization is registered as a business, as long as the organiza-
tion’s work meets the definition provided above, it is still considered as a 
CSO. Being “not-for-profit” also does not mean the organization could not 
generate revenues or profits. Profit is the difference between revenue and 
cost. Since all operating organizations have costs, it is important to have 
some source of revenue (donations, funding, or fees for services provided.) 
Sometimes an organization does well and its revenue is much higher than its 
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costs. As long as that profit is not distributed as dividends and is still used to 
further the mission of the organization, it is considered not-for-profit. In 
other words, a profit can occur as long as the purpose of the organization is 
not to maximize profit but to achieve the organization’s specified missions.

NGO, short for nongovernmental organization, is a term that many 
researchers and practitioners choose to use when capturing organized activi-
ties in the third sector. In this book, I treat NGOs as a subgroup of CSOs that 
are formally organized. Informal entities such as a temporary community 
earthquake rescue team would be considered CSOs but not NGOs.

Self-Media

A second major category of key players in the Chinese nascent civil society is 
self-media (自媒体). Self-media refers to independently operated social 
media that publish text, audio, and video on various platforms. Although 
there are overlaps between self-media and CSOs, there are also self-media 
accounts operated by individuals or with for-profit motivations that may 
not be identified as a typical CSO but are still active players within the Chi-
nese civil society. Self-media do not necessarily have to follow state media 
discourses and sometimes cover events and issues and provide commentar-
ies in a way that is quite different from the official line. Such platforms 
include WeChat, Sina Weibo, Toutiao, Zhihu, and TikTok. The most popular 
platform was previously Sina Weibo (China’s Twitter) because commoners 
could directly follow or even interact with celebrities. In the 2010s, attention 
shifted to WeChat because it combines features of WhatsApp, Facebook, Ins-
tagram, Twitter, and PayPal with additional functions in a single platform. 
Furthermore, Toutiao and TikTok are also becoming major self-media plat-
forms that cannot be ignored.

WeChat broke the one billion active users per month mark at the end of 
2018.20 The WeChat official accounts platform allows individuals to pub-
lish original content (articles, often with pictures and videos) that could 
spread quickly among WeChat users, because users can subscribe to spe-
cific official accounts and share interesting content produced by others on 
their personal pages. Given the platform’s popularity, many state media 
felt it was necessary to register their own WeChat official accounts so that 
they did not lose this important viewership on WeChat. Even though cen-
sorship has become stricter on self-media, especially if someone is produc-
ing original content, self-media continues to be an important player in 
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state-society relations in terms of revealing scandals of officials, providing 
multi-perspective narratives on stories, or simply bringing people’s atten-
tion to important public issues.

Ride-Sharing Drivers

Ride-sharing drivers are individuals who offer rides using their privately 
owned or rented vehicles for a fee. Through a transportation network com-
pany (like Uber), passengers can request rides in a taxi-like fashion through 
an app and over the internet. In this book, I distinguish ride-sharing drivers 
from taxi drivers, since with the former the method of getting the ride (only 
over the internet), vehicles used, the number of groups of passengers allowed 
(more than one), and flexibility in working hours (flexible) is significantly 
different. Ride sharing is a newly emerged industry based on technological 
innovations in the past few decades, while the taxi industry is well estab-
lished and has been around for a long time. Ride-sharing drivers provide 
rides to others in a more casual way. For this book, the ride-sharing drivers’ 
network is also a different political force than that of taxi drivers, even 
though the history of the ride-sharing industry originated from the taxi 
industry.

The ride-sharing industry came about in China around 2012 when Didi 
(aka Didi Chuxing or Didi Dache) started to test the waters in the city of Bei-
jing. It was then designed as a platform for taxi drivers. Realizing that there 
might be a mismatch of the demand and supply of taxi rides, Didi provided 
significant financial incentives for taxi drivers who would install the app on 
their cell phones and use Didi’s system for managing reservations and rides. 
The number of registered drivers on Didi grew to 350,000, with over 20 mil-
lion users by the end of 2013.21 By 2015 Didi had already covered 360 major 
cities in China, with 1.35 million drivers. About 80 percent of taxi drivers in 
China use Didi.22

About the same time when Didi was launched, another company called 
Kuaidi also started its service in the city of Hangzhou and was soon backed 
by Alibaba, one of China’s most influential tech giants. The competition for 
market share led both companies to burn through investors’ cash by offering 
drivers and riders bonuses when using their platforms. In July 2014 both 
Didi and Kuaidi launched a private car-sharing service called ZhuanChe (or 
specialized cars). Private cars that met the standards (usually luxury cars 
with a specified minimum wheelbase) were tapped by the platform, and tar-
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gets for bonuses started to shift from taxi drivers to private car drivers. With 
Uber also entering the Chinese market in July 2014, private car owners 
started to enjoy the benefits that taxi drivers had been enjoying for the previ-
ous year and a half. Among various competing platforms such as Meituan, 
Shenzhou, Caocao, and Shouqi, Didi already had more than 550 million 
users and 31 million drivers in 2018.23

The ride-sharing drivers are different from CSOs and self-media because 
the drivers’ priority is to make a profit, and they are connected because of a 
transportation network company. However, the focus of this book is their 
organized collective actions against government officials and the taxi indus-
try. Their informal yet extremely effective networks are discussed, and I 
explain how such networks resemble CSOs in more detail in chapter 7.

The three key players within the Chinese nascent civil society being dis-
cussed here—the CSOs, self-media, and ride-sharing drivers—are neither 
mutually exclusive nor exhaustive in representing the players occupying 
this domain. There are aspects that they share, but they also have unique 
aspects in how they affect state-society relations in China. This book pro-
vides an in-depth analysis of these players and their direct interactions with 
respective government departments.

Key State Actors That Govern the Society

The Branches and Lumps of the Chinese State

When discussing the Chinese state, many people (including some scholars 
in academia) might automatically assume that it is one holistic player deal-
ing with every issue like a Leviathan. This depiction could not be further 
from reality. Not only are there dynamics between the party and different 
branches of the state (the National People’s Congress, the State Council, the 
Supreme People’s Court, the Supreme People’s Procuratorate, and the mili-
tary), but factions within the party and each branch, the variations of policy 
implementation in a decentralized system, and the regional differences in 
circumstances make the approaches to governance diverse and complex.

If one tries to understand how the Chinese state governs the society, it is 
important to understand the “branches and lumps” (条条块块, or tiaotia-
okuaikuai) of the government. Tiao (branches) refers to the vertical lines of 
authority over specific sectors reaching down from the central government 
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to the local level. On each of those vertical lines, there are five and a half 
levels,24 including the central, provincial, municipal, county level, town-
ships, plus a quasi-official village level, which is referred to as a “half” level.25 
For example, on the issue of ecology and environment, there is the central 
government (which leads the Ministry of Ecology and Environment), pro-
vincial ecology and environment departments, municipal ecology and envi-
ronment agencies, county ecology and environment bureaus, township 
ecology and environment teams, and relative individuals in charge of the 
issue within a village. The administrative systems that govern the nascent 
civil society are more complex than that of ecology and environment, and 
that particular structure is discussed in detail in this book. Along this vertical 
line of authority, each level listens to the orders given by the level above and 
gives orders to the level below or implements the orders.

Besides the branches (tiao, the vertical lines of authority), there are also 
the lumps (kuai, the horizontal lines of authority) that each level of govern-
ment uses to coordinate. While the branches are organized based on func-
tions, the lumps are organized based on the needs of the locality they gov-
ern. For example, a typical provincial government has about two dozen 
departments, such as the Department of Education, the Department of Sci-
ence and Technology, the Department of Public Security, the Department of 
Civil Affairs, the Department of Finance, and many others. Such lumps exist 
at every level of the official government structure.

There are four intertwined and coexisting governing structures in China: 
the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) system, the state government, the 
National People’s Congress (NPC), and the Chinese People’s Political Con-
sultative Conference (CPPCC). The first two are this book’s focus, as they are 
more directly involved in day-to-day governance. At every level of the gov-
ernment, there are officials of the party and officials of the state. The CCP 
head of a province is usually ranked number one in a province, and the gov-
ernmental head (or governor of the province) is usually ranked number two. 
While the party and the state’s branch and lump structures generally mirror 
each other (the number one ranked official in the provincial ecology and 
environment department is the party secretary of the department and the 
number two ranked official is the department chief), the CCP structure does 
have its unique branches. For instance, the Office of the Central Cyberspace 
Affairs Commission is a CCP branch and has an office or staff at every level of 
the structure. At each level, the office is also part of the CCP propaganda 
department lump.
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Such a complex multilevel branches and lumps structure creates con-
flicts within the hierarchy. Furthermore, some individuals hold concurrent 
positions at different levels of the hierarchy. Therefore, to make the ranking 
clearer, the Chinese bureaucracy came up with a nomenclature system that 
identifies each official at a specific administrative rank (national/central 国, 
central department/provincial 部, provincial department/municipal 厅
局，municipal departments/county 处，department divisions/township 科). 
Sometimes, based on the number of people a person is supervising or the 
importance of the position, certain individuals may enjoy a higher or lower 
administrative rank than their peers within the same lump. Individuals out-
side of the government may also enjoy an administrative rank. For instance, 
presidents of the top thirty-one major universities enjoy the same ranking as 
a deputy governor of a province or a deputy director of a central department. 
However, even with this administrative ranking system, there are still prob-
lems and conflicts that can arise given this complex system. Under the 
branches system, a provincial Office of Cyberspace Affairs takes orders from 
the Office of the Central Cyberspace Affairs Commission. But under the 
lumps system, the same office should also take orders from the provincial 
CCP propaganda department. When the orders are different from the 
branches and lumps, there is a conflict, and there are no clear and standard 
mechanisms to resolve the conflict, since those giving orders enjoy the same 
rank and do not have to listen to each other. The lump usually reflects local 
interests, and the branch usually pays special attention to the functional 
specialty of the issue, so this dilemma is also a focal point of the center-local 
power struggle.

Civil Affairs

There are three main types of branches within the Chinese state and the CCP 
that figure prominently in the analysis to follow: Civil Affairs, Public Secu-
rity, and Cyberspace Affairs. The first two are a part of the state structure, and 
the latter is a part of the CCP structure. The Ministry of Civil Affairs was 
founded in 1978, replacing the Ministry of Internal Affairs. Its jurisdictions 
include caring for the disabled, the homeless, senior care, child care, people 
in poverty, and people’s livelihood and welfare in general, including disaster 
response. It also is in charge of family issues such as marriage and funerals. 
The most important function regarding governing society is its jurisdiction 
over charitable activities and social organizations.



38� disruptions as opportunities

Revised Pages

The Office of Civil Affairs at every level of the government is where CSOs 
are officially registered. For a long time, China was a corporatist system 
where only one interest representing a group of a kind could be registered at 
each level within a locality. This means that Civil Affairs officials made sure 
there were no redundant existing CSOs that were already doing similar work 
before they would officially register a group. Before 2004, CSOs were under a 
“dual management system.” They needed to find a Professional Supervisory 
Unit (PSU) as a sponsor, usually a government agency in a similar field, and 
then register with the Ministry of Civil Affairs. Therefore, that ministry also 
shared responsibilities with other government offices in regulating CSOs.

After 2004, with the passing of the 2004 “Regulation on Foundation 
Administration” (jijinhui guanlitiaoli 基金会管理条例, hereafter referred to as 
the “2004 Foundation Regulations”),26 CSOs were given more freedom, and 
foundations organized by private individuals could register directly with the 
Ministry of Civil Affairs. A few years later, given the robust growth of CSOs 
after the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake, in 2011 the then minister of Civil 
Affairs, Li Liguo, said during the National Civil Affairs working meeting that 
certain social organizations’ “affiliated authority” units (meaning the PSUs) 
should turn their role into “operational guidance” units and, in the mean-
time, encourage certain types of social organizations to be registered directly 
without having to find an “affiliated authority” to sponsor them. The four 
specific types that would qualify are industry associations, science and tech-
nology organizations, charities, and entities providing community social 
services.27 When the state’s grip on the society tightened again after Presi-
dent Xi Jinping took office in 2012, Civil Affairs was asked to share its juris-
dictions with other ministries again. For example, with the increasing dis-
trust of the activities that foreign NGOs are doing in China, the government 
announced in 2016 that foreign NGOs would be under the Ministry of Public 
Security’s jurisdiction while domestic NGOs would still be under Civil 
Affairs. Chapter 4 provides a detailed account of key moments of the state-
society interactions and the change of the laws and regulations.

Public Security

Another branch of the government that plays a key role in the analysis of 
state-society relations in this book is Public Security. The Ministry of Public 
Security is the principal police and security authority in charge of law 
enforcement in China. From individual affairs such as personal identifica-
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tion issuance and Hukou28 registration to routine tasks such as border con-
trol and traffic control, as well as undertakings such as crime investigation, 
counter-terrorism operations, and drug control, among many other security-
related jobs, the Ministry of Public Security is a police force with many addi-
tional functions.

Regarding the control of society, Public Security authorities often target 
CSOs that are not officially registered—therefore, treated as illegal. This is 
especially the case when associational activities have goals that are not 
aligned with those of the government. For ambiguous activities that public 
security is not yet sure about, there is usually a tolerated monitoring period, 
and collaboration between Civil Affairs and Public Security within this 
domain is quite common.

One of the newly acquired functions after the passing of the 2016 For-
eign NGO Law (which went into force in 2017) is to supervise all overseas 
NGOs. NGOs from outside of China must register with the Public Security 
authorities instead of Civil Affairs and comply with new activity and fund-
ing restrictions with added obligations. On the other hand, domestic NGOs 
are governed by the Charity Law, also passed in 2016, which relaxed registra-
tion and fund-raising requirements for most domestic NGOs. This evolution 
of jurisdictions between Civil Affairs authorities and Public Security authori-
ties indicates the differentiation of various types of CSOs. The evolution of 
the laws and regulations relating to this topic is discussed in detail in chap-
ters 5, 6, and 7.

Public Security also has jurisdiction over the internet space when the 
content is not shared publicly.29 For example, the private messaging between 
two individuals or a group of individuals is under the jurisdiction of Public 
Security authorities. If the content could be seen by the public and could be 
circulated, then it is under the jurisdiction of both Public Security and the 
Office of Cyberspace Affairs. In that case, Public Security authorities focus on 
security-related issues (counter-terrorism, drug control, hacking, extortion, 
prostitution, etc.) while Cyberspace Affairs is in charge of propaganda and 
ideological issues.

Cyberspace Affairs

The Central Cyberspace Affairs Commission is a ministry-level office directly 
led by the CCP’s Central Committee, the political body that comprises the 
top leaders of the party. In order to have more legitimacy to participate in 
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governance, the office also has a title under the State Council as the “State 
Internet Information Office.” The office was first initiated on the state side in 
2011 and formalized on the CCP side in 2014. The main functions of the 
office involve monitoring and managing content over the internet, includ-
ing, but not limited to, text, pictures, audio recordings, and videos, as well as 
comments on such content. Much of the internet censorship is governed by 
Cyberspace Affairs authorities.

Even though the bureaucracy of Cyberspace Affairs may be small, a major 
city with multimillion people may have less than five staff members. Much 
of the work and responsibilities are assigned to individual internet compa-
nies. For example, one of the largest internet companies in China, Tencent, 
owns WeChat and the official account platforms. Tencent, therefore, has to 
maintain its own content censoring team, including a regular staff team and 
the automatic dynamic word bank that screens key sensitive words. Media 
outlets also have their own specialized censor teams to perform similar func-
tions. People’s Daily, the official newspaper of the CCP, tripled its stock price 
during the first four months of 2019 mainly because its income from “con-
tent review” grew by 166 percent.30 This means that content creators on the 
internet who cannot afford their own content review teams can send their 
material to People’s Daily for a fee so that they can have the material pub-
lished. Only when those review teams are unsure about specific content do 
they pass along the content to the Office of Cyberspace Affairs for 
determination.

This chapter has discussed the historical roots of state-society interac-
tions in China and captured key debates and conceptualizations of the Chi-
nese civil society since the 1980s. Under this backdrop, important key play-
ers in the state-society relations in China from both society and state have 
been briefly introduced. The detailed processes of how these players would 
interact within the proposed three-staged interactive authoritarianism are 
discussed in the subsequent chapters.
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Chapter 2

Stage I

Authoritarian Tolerance of Civil Society Activities

Our activity is Taiwan- and Hong Kong–related, so we are supposed to declare 

ourselves to the local authority. But we haven’t—the local authority here 

does not care.1

When we organize local villagers to participate in our activities, the local gov-

ernment does not intervene—they only occasionally show interests in what 

we are doing.2

We have hundreds of CSOs here, mostly not registered officially, but the local 

government continues to let us operate.3

Three different CSO leaders from three different provinces told me in sepa-
rate interviews, reflecting a common theme, that civil society activities are 
tolerated by local governments, albeit working in different domains and 
under different circumstances. Later in this book, you will see cases that, 
along with social organizations, other types of civil society activities such as 
independent self-media publications and ride-share drivers’ organized pro-
tests are also tolerated to a certain extent under authoritarian China. What 
explains authoritarian toleration and the degree and variations of it?

The existing literature points out that toleration usually happens when 
CSOs are nonthreatening, exploitable, or the government benefits from an 
unrestrained public sphere. Repression is costly, and even authoritarian 
countries avoid needing to rule by coercion alone, as long as there are mini-
mal legitimacy threats regarding its capability to rule.4 Based on this logic, 
smaller and local actors are more likely to be tolerated. Even collective 
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actions, which are typically seen as regime-challenging and are contained at 
the national level,5 can be tolerated at the local level, especially if such 
actions are targeted at actors outside of the government (such as corpora-
tions) and the grievance focus is narrow.6 At the local level, personal connec-
tions, individual experiences, and differences in the degree and scale of law 
enforcement are all factors that can lead to toleration.7

CSOs are exploitable in many ways, and their usefulness can lead to tol-
eration. The first type of exploitation is information collection. Proponents 
of consultative authoritarianism8 and diversification of civil society9 argue 
that authoritarian states benefit from their interactions and collaborations 
with CSOs. The toleration of certain CSOs and the active use of consultative 
and deliberative mechanisms can solicit information, advice, and support 
from the society and, therefore, contribute to the resilience of the authori-
tarian rule.

The second type of exploitation focuses on the state’s need to acquire the 
necessary resources and expertise to increase its legitimacy. Many CSOs are 
specialized in terms of their expertise and resources and may not have the 
intention to make regime-challenging claims. Therefore, the state may take 
advantage of the resources of such innocuous CSOs10 and choose to enter a 
“contingent symbiotic” relationship with them.11 Similarly, if the perfor-
mance of a CSO is proven to be efficient12 and there is organizational effec-
tiveness13 in service provision, the state is likely to make a distinction toward 
those CSOs and prefer to create alliances with them.14 There is evidence that 
the funding sufficiency of a foundation impacts the government’s decision 
of whether to co-opt or restrict.15 And sometimes the motivation to tolerate 
is mostly financial and apolitical—for example, giving media more auton-
omy in order to make them more profitable.16 Of course, the resources can 
also be intangible. The state can use popular demands and public mobiliza-
tion, such as anti-foreign protests, to signal17 and provide additional legiti-
macy in its foreign policy demands.18

A third type of exploitation finds utility in non-regime-challenging 
CSOs––not necessarily because of their resources, expertise, or effectiveness 
in public goods provision but, rather, because of their potential to shield the 
state from criticism and blame. For example, when local governments want 
to see policy innovation but the actions could fall under the legal gray area, 
it might be less risky to let CSOs be policy pioneers.19 The experiences in 
Guangdong reveal that the transfer of authority to CSOs allows for innova-
tion in public administration.20 The state might outsource public services to 
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nongovernmental entities and, in doing so, not only avoid direct account-
ability21 but also shift its responsibilities to its citizens onto other sectors.22 
This type of exploitation has mainly focused on the state shifting responsi-
bilities to the private sector and, therefore, is described by Carolyn Hsu as the 
“privatization perspective.”23

Sometimes toleration toward one or a collective of CSOs has less to do 
with the CSOs themselves and more to do with the state’s need to utilize the 
unconstrained space. For example, with the online space, the Chinese gov-
ernment sees opportunities to use social media to guide public opinion in a 
direction that is beneficial to its rule.24

In the subsequent section, I first provide the empirical evidence of the 
varieties of toleration of civil society activities based on my fieldwork. 
Then I go on to explain how and why “toleration” consistently tends to be 
the first stage of the three-stage unifying model of interactive authoritari-
anism, which captures the dynamic nature of the factors and processes 
mentioned above.

The Varieties of Toleration of Civil Society Activities

Toleration is the first stage of the evolving three-stage approach (toleration-
differentiation-legalization) of interactive authoritarianism presented in 
this book. Various CSOs under different conditions are tolerated by the Chi-
nese state. The most common cases from my sample satisfy at least one of the 
following key conditions: low risk, (foreseeable) high return, and being sub-
jected to the right political and institutional environment.

Low Risk

Most organizations at their inception are considered by the state as low risk, 
for they usually lack the resources and power to pose a meaningful threat to 
the state. As a matter of fact, local governments are less concerned about 
threats than the potential competition because certain CSOs can do a better 
job than the local government in service and public goods provision, and 
the government does not want its legitimacy to be challenged. But small and 
nascent organizations are less likely to be competitive (or threatening) to the 
local government. This low-risk nature can lead to the initial toleration of 
many CSOs.
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One CSO leader mentioned that his organization worked with an insig-
nificant budget at its initial developmental stage, and because of that, the 
government did not think his organization could become an immediate 
threat. The same interviewee mentioned another CSO that does similar 
work but was significantly more resourceful and influential and was facing 
pressure from the local government to cut down its operational scope or 
move to other provinces.25

A provincial Civil Affairs leader commented that when organizations are 
small and new, like an infant, a typical approach is to keep/raise them and 
watch them (yang zhe kan 养着看):

Controlling or blocking every organization is impossible and would be waste-

ful even if it is doable. Why not wait and see what their intentions and capa-

bilities are? If they continue to be low risk, and sometimes helpful, to the 

government’s agenda, we could even give them some milk (gei dian nai 给点
奶)—give them some necessary resources.26

Another official who supervises civil affairs in a major city made the case 
that the Ministry of Civil Affairs’ announcement of only four types of low-
risk organizations was not ambitious enough:

You pick only four out of thousands of types of CSOs without backing such a 

decision with systematic analyses. It’s just meaningless. We need to classify 

all types of CSOs first—like how you classify species in biology—and then 

have specific guidelines about how to manage CSOs at each level, who we 

should administer, and who we should tolerate. It is necessary to adhere to 

Deng Xiaoping’s analogy of “crossing the river by feeling the stones” (mozhe 

shitou guohe 摸着石头过河) and be open-minded when we manage CSOs, 

especially if they are harmless and have good intentions.27

Low risk is not only indicated by the developmental stage on the tempo-
ral dimension but also by the administrative level on which the CSO is oper-
ating. A village-level organization could easily be tolerated, while CSOs oper-
ating at higher administrative levels might face more scrutiny. One of the 
organizations I interviewed even borrowed an office room from the village 
committee (cun wei hui 村委会) for day-to-day operations. The leader of the 
organization (a farmers cooperative) said that the government mostly does 
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not interfere with their activities and that the organization is independent 
and autonomous.28

The condition of being “low risk” is also relative. During a major institu-
tional disruption such as an earthquake, activities that would be heavily 
scrutinized during normal times may be tolerated. An organization that 
entered the quake-stricken region after the 2013 Lushan earthquake was not 
only organizing community collective activities to mobilize the mass for 
self-help but was also collecting data through surveys and interviews. The 
institutional disruption changed the power structure in many villages in the 
region. Due to large sums of money made available through donations and 
government funding from the above, many township governments stripped 
the village governments of their autonomy, or even authority, so that they 
could decide directly who would get what in terms of resources. CSOs were 
thus able to form alliances with village governments and carry on with their 
missions. Even though the township governments did not trust the CSOs 
completely, the services that CSOs were providing were low risk in nature 
(caring for seniors, the young, and women in need). Therefore, most CSOs 
were still tolerated and allowed to operate.29 After the quake-recovery period 
was over, many of the previously tolerated CSOs faced increased obstacles 
(such as being forced to go through the process of “getting on the record” or 
备案), but still quite a few managed to continue with their operations. On 
the other hand, in other localities where local governments are confident 
about their capacity to repress when CSOs act out of bounds, toleration is 
also more likely to happen than in localities where bureaucratic capacity is 
limited.30 Therefore, toleration happens when bureaucratic capacity is com-
pletely disrupted (unable to repress) and when bureaucratic capacity is high 
(do not need to repress, since there is a credible threat and the situation is 
under complete control).

Sometimes the lower risk has something to do with the individuals who 
are running the organization or the individuals being served. If the leader of 
an organization has previously worked with local leaders/authorities under 
other capacities, then the foreseeable risk of the organization in the eye of 
the local state is smaller.31 At times it is based on personal ties,32 other times 
it is because of business dealings,33 and occasionally it is due to a retired mili-
tary officer or government official leading the organization.34 If an organiza-
tion is serving children, the handicapped, or seniors, all of whom are less 
likely to organize and pursue regime-challenging agendas, it is also consid-
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ered low risk.35 In addition, student volunteer groups have applied for fund-
ing from the central government, so having the status of “being funded by 
the state” they can also provide additional incentives for toleration. If the 
higher-ups think they are all right, why should the local government resist 
their service?36

High Return

CSOs are not automatically considered the enemy of the state. Quite often it 
is their “usefulness” that catches the local officials’ eyes. Such “usefulness” 
can be mutually recognized through interactive signaling. Immediately after 
the 2013 Lushan earthquake, a CSO went into a quake-stricken village to pro-
vide quake relief and, later, to initiate the rebuilding process. The leaders and 
volunteers from this organization consistently embraced a discourse that 
CSOs should complement the work of the government and shoulder the 
work the government does not do or could not do without causing trouble 
(butianluan 不添乱). Their work with the community—especially engaging 
women and children for environmental protection, helping each other, and 
caring for the elderly—was exceptionally effective. Their normal practice is 
to pull out after the quake response period, but the village officials and the 
villagers begged them to stay. The local government even recommended 
that the village serve as a model village due to their work with the commu-
nity. The CSOs’ work was recognized not only by the villagers they helped 
but also by the local government for the public goods and services they pro-
vided and the capacity building and individual empowerment.37 This CSO 
conducted tasks that met the demands of the local people and government 
and filled the gaps in service provision that were nonexistent (disaster 
response). And the CSO was more effective than the local government in 
areas that the government covered (community development).

It is apparent that many CSOs were not officially registered when operat-
ing initially. But interviews revealed that local governments have a demand 
for the work they do; in particular, many of them provide the expertise and 
effectiveness that other organizations or local bureaucracies cannot pro-
vide.38 To better acquire CSOs’ productivities, the city of Ya’an created a mass 
organization center that provided office space, and sometimes funding, for 
dozens of CSOs. Officials from both the Sichuan and Guangdong provinces 
mentioned that quite often the government is not able to “get the point” 
(mo bu zhao dian 摸不着点), and they see huge benefits in bringing commu-
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nity social organizations to help with governing, because they are quite 
often better at such tasks.39

Specific subgroups of the population that many CSOs focus on can also 
generate high returns for the government. “Unstable groups,” in the eyes of 
local officials, are often targets of service provision by CSOs. By helping the 
children of migrant workers, mothers (including those who lost their only 
child during the earthquake), and those with various grievances, the CSOs 
have the effect of providing regime stability (weiwen 维稳).

Besides political and social benefits, the economic gain created by toler-
ated CSOs can also be an important motive for tolerating them. A CSO 
turned many village houses into motels and incorporated them into their 
experiential tours. Such efforts brought tourists into places that rarely 
encountered visitors and thus played significant roles in stimulating the 
local economy. Unlike some other CSOs that received the majority of fund-
ing from large charitable foundations, this CSO largely sustained its own 
operations. Therefore, it was not competing with the local government for 
resources. In the meantime, the organization was creating new jobs and 
increasing local incomes. “We get the local government’s full support,” the 
leader of the CSO told me.40

The Right Political and Institutional Environment

A third essential condition that leads to toleration of CSOs is the right politi-
cal and institutional environment. There are local, provincial, and some-
times national political environments that can facilitate the toleration of 
CSOs. For example, officials from one village I interviewed distrust CSOs and 
fear that CSOs are cult organizations that could potentially challenge the 
legitimacy of the local CCP’s authority. Without the earthquake, the local 
government would probably not allow CSOs to enter their jurisdiction. Even 
after the CSOs started providing effective services that the local government 
might not be as good at, the officials frequently asked the members of the 
CSOs when they planned to leave. However, the local Communist Youth 
League was very supportive of the CSOs and reassured the local officials that 
specific CSOs were low risk and could bring high returns. Such reassurance 
led to a longer-term collaboration between the CSO and the local govern-
ment and also extended the toleration period.41

At the provincial level, toleration has a lot to do with the leaders’ per-
sonal beliefs. Multiple interviewees mentioned that when Wang Yang (汪洋) 
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was the governor of the Guangdong province, he encouraged CSOs to be 
more active and the government to be less intrusive in their activities. Wang 
wanted to mobilize societal forces, simplify politics, and empower the non-
government sectors (jianzheng fangquan 简政放权). Therefore, CSOs and their 
activities were tolerated to a tremendous degree. Once Wang left Guang-
dong, the situation changed immediately and the space for CSOs was tight-
ened.42 Similar incidents also happened in many other provinces with differ-
ent open-minded leaders at various levels of the bureaucracy. There are 
plenty of officials who intend not only to tolerate CSOs but also want them 
to be autonomous and sustainable.43

On the other hand, many officials believed that the existing institu-
tional constraints were sufficient to deter malicious activities by CSOs so 
that they could focus on letting the regime-supporting CSOs better them-
selves and be more useful to local government. For example, since CSOs in 
general cannot publicly raise funds (unless going through an extremely 
challenging process), officials believed that as long as they could control 
the funding, they could also control the organization.44 Some local gov-
ernments even came up with their own rating systems, defining which 
types of CSOs are “good.” Since higher-rated CSOs had better chances of 
receiving funding from foundations and from governments’ service pur-
chasing efforts, many CSOs would voluntarily adjust their behaviors to be 
“good.” In order to be “good,” some CSOs would put on a show when 
reviewed by officials or examiners. “They ask us, ‘Are you clear?’ And we 
just pretend to be their grandchildren (Zhuang sunzi 装孙子).” One inter-
viewee mentioned that patience during such grading reviews could get 
them significantly enlarged space and flexibility to operate.45 The local 
government officials were also confident that as long as they hold the lever-
ages, CSOs would not be able to do too many damages.

This understanding leads to the toleration of many CSOs that the gov-
ernment is not sure of but has the patience to wait and see whether they 
could remain low risk and become useful in bringing high returns. For exist-
ing risky and especially politically sensitive groups, the government inten-
tionally lured them into the domain surrounded by the current institutional 
constraints. For example, the government organized workshops to teach 
rights-claiming individuals how to protect their rights based on the laws (yi 
fa wei quan 依法维权). Many workers were asked to go to these training ses-
sions on a regular basis so that they would then protest within the official 
channels rather than challenging the official channels.46
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One interesting observation against conventional wisdom is about col-
lege students. College students are typically seen as dangerous to authoritar-
ian regimes, for they are well-educated, have critical thinking skills, and can 
organize collective actions against the regime. The 1989 student movements 
(and the student movements in the 1980s in general) manifested this line of 
thinking. However, the interviews reflected that college students who regu-
larly attend voluntary activities and participate in these activities under the 
existing institutional arrangements are more tolerated. The reason is that 
officials believe there are already so many institutional hurdles that these 
students have to jump over and so much scrutiny that they have to be under 
that no significant risk is foreseen. It is those who do not regularly partici-
pate in activities within the institutional constraints that could become sur-
prises and be dangerous to the regime.47

Toleration as the Initial Stage of  
Interactive Authoritarianism

Even though still being an authoritarian state, China in the twenty-first cen-
tury is different from its totalitarian past under Mao. A space exists between 
the state and the private sphere, albeit heavily scrutinized and sometimes 
controlled. This space is where toleration happens.

Unlike many scholars’ intuition that an authoritarian state would auto-
matically and immediately assert complete control and crack down on all 
civil society activities that have emerged within this space, what I observed 
is quite the opposite. The de facto response is often toleration, as newly 
emerged CSOs are typically low risk, have high return potential, and are 
sometimes in the right political and institutional environment. The officials 
are confident that existing institutional constraints are sufficient to deter 
major and imminent risks so that toleration can potentially cultivate part-
ners in government who can contribute to the regime stability that local 
governments are aiming for.

The word “toleration” may indicate that the government is already aware 
of all players and activities and chooses to permit their continued existence. 
However, toleration in the interactive authoritarianism model is not limited 
to the period of “knowing” but could extend to the period beforehand. 
When any new players and activities emerge, it is possible for them to stay 
under the radar for a while, despite the advanced technology of surveillance 
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and bureaucratic capacities. The Chinese state does not preemptively and 
exhaustively mobilize resources to prevent new civil society activities. Thus, 
such an “ignorance” phase could also be seen as part of the toleration stage 
due to the intentionality to tolerate even when the players and activities are 
unknown to the government.

Toleration, as the initial stage of interactive authoritarianism, can often 
be expanded by an institutional disruption. During or immediately after the 
institutional disruption, new conditions and constraints may arise that 
would prevent the default state-society arrangements of the past from con-
tinuing to function. While new players and activities start to emerge, new 
rules and constraints have not come about or are not solidified. Newly 
emerged actors could also experience a brief period of “ignorance.” Such a 
combination of factors leaves an administrative gray area where the state 
could choose various degrees and methods of control.

As a result, new CSOs moving from the state of being unknown to being 
known but are still not resourceful or capable enough to become useful in 
the eyes of the local governments eventually would be tolerated. Once the 
CSO is known, the government could immediately start its data collection 
process, trying to understand the nature and capability of the CSO. Thus, 
differentiation (stage two of the three-stage model) could already be happen-
ing on the government’s books. However, the government may continue to 
tolerate the CSOs while accumulating data.

The state-society relationship during the toleration stage is also interac-
tive. On the state side, the government is not passive or merely reactive to 
what happens but actively monitors and engages with newly emerged CSOs. 
Local officials often create opportunities to interact with CSOs, asking what 
they need48 or even providing them with office space49 or connecting them 
with volunteers.50 While strengthening CSOs operations, the government 
can also monitor CSO activities closely. On the society side, CSOs also 
actively take initiatives to take advantage of this toleration period. Most 
CSOs try to speak the language of the officials, quoting provincial or central 
government leaders’ speeches or other documents frequently,51 signaling 
that they are not the enemy or that their goals align with those of the gov-
ernment. Some may secretly operate activities that are not in the interest of 
the government (especially the local government), but the performative 
legitimacy can usually get the CSOs through the toleration stage. Other 
CSOs may have nothing to hide and have goals aligned with the govern-
ment, so they are willing to engage the government to the fullest extent, 
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declaring themselves and their activities (baobei 报备) wherever they operate 
and creating Communist Party branches or Communist Youth League 
branches within their organizations without being asked to do so. Some 
CSOs within this group deliver results such as creating jobs and economic 
activities or assisting those in need or left behind. Such performance legiti-
macy almost certainly guarantees toleration from the local government, 
especially if the CSO is still small and new. CSOs also seek connections to the 
decision-makers within the jurisdictions they operate so that the initial trust 
can be established. Whether it is through the CSO’s performative or perfor-
mance legitimacy or by using personal connections to sustain the tolera-
tion, CSOs actively make adjustments to their actions and public narratives 
and constantly interact with the local government, presenting themselves as 
low risk, high return societal partners of the government and creating favor-
able political and institutional environments.

There is consistency between today’s China and the imperial China in 
terms of the state’s involvement in society and welfare provision. The 
bureaucracy is strong and powerful but still lacks sufficient personnel and 
resources to control and govern every aspect of society tightly at every 
administrative level. The state remains heavily involved in welfare provision 
but welcomes the contribution and participation of society to improve the 
effectiveness of welfare delivery and to increase social stability. The result is 
lightly governed local societies where many CSOs and their activities are tol-
erated, if not encouraged. It is definitely an atypical civil society model, for 
the toleration could be terminated at any time at the will of the state, but it 
is also not a typical corporatist system, as multiple competing and loosely 
controlled groups can operate at the same time. The logic for toleration is to 
cultivate potential helping hands rather than to shut down the social forces 
completely.

There are, of course, specific types of CSOs that are deemed risky and are, 
therefore, contained once their regime-challenging intentions (or appear-
ances) are determined by the local state. This usually happens after the more 
ambiguous toleration period and is the subject of discussion in the next 
chapter. The state continues to cultivate those CSOs that they deem helpful 
with their governance while differentiating, and sometimes eliminating, the 
regime-challenging CSOs at the same time.
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Chapter 3

Stage II

Differentiation—Outsourcing Responsibility  
for Governance

Given the multitude of activities and types of CSOs operating within the 
nascent civil society in China with various missions and under different 
political and institutional conditions discussed in the previous chapter, it is 
not surprising that toleration toward newer and smaller CSOs is a common 
approach by local governments. However, the intent to differentiate CSOs 
might exist as early as during the toleration stage, and when CSOs become 
mature and their capabilities and objectives become more apparent, they are 
no longer tolerated in a similar fashion and are likely to be differentiated.

The second stage of the interactive authoritarianism approach can be 
described as “deliberate differentiation,” in which the local governments have 
a tendency to intentionally treat different types of CSOs—sensitive and non-
sensitive—with varying policy responses.1 However, scholars provide a multi-
tude of reasons as to why deliberate differentiation exists. The dominant 
explanation appeals to the priority of cracking down regime-challenging 
CSOs while collaborating with those aiming to provide services. The gradu-
ated controls approach sees the CCP dividing CSOs into those that might 
become antagonistic and problematic versus those that can safely be allowed 
to enhance public goods provision,2 with some arguing that the state’s fear of 
the collective action potential may be the primary determinant.3 Thus, social 
(rather than political),4 small-scale,5 and regime-supporting CSOs tend to be 
treated differently. Of course, there are scholars who see this differentiation 
behavior as non-intentional. The Chinese state is not monolithic,6 has multi-
ple agencies horizontally, and is decentralized vertically; therefore, the CSOs 
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can be treated differently due to regional and administrative variations.7 There 
are also variations in personal experiences, beliefs and expertise,8 political 
ties,9 and networks.10 In some cases, it is simply because of insufficient epis-
temic awareness of CSO activities in certain places.11

What warrants further investigation is whether such differentiation 
exists systematically and, if so, which factors or motivations actually drive 
the state’s deliberate differentiation. Some factors may be more important 
than others, whereas some may be irrelevant. In short, I see an opportunity 
to test falsifiable claims about the sources of variation in China’s authoritar-
ian responsiveness to CSOs.

Drawing evidence from an online field experiment and dozens of in-
depth interviews with government officials and leaders of social organiza-
tions in the Sichuan province, this chapter first demonstrates that policy 
differentiation toward CSOs exists and, second, that at the local level differ-
entiation aims primarily to increase productivity and outsource responsibil-
ity for public goods provision. While higher levels of government and more 
urban localities may be focused on collecting information from CSOs or dis-
ciplining potential regime opponents, local governments concentrate more 
on getting the most out of “good” CSOs than repressing “bad” ones. Under a 
decentralized system, grassroots county-level officials have the freedom and 
motivation to allow various CSOs to exist, particularly those that provide 
public goods and contribute to the stability of the regime. Local officials 
encourage and facilitate CSOs in sharing the workload and let the groups 
face public criticism if necessary. Furthermore, contrary to what Xueguang 
Zhou suggests,12 self-organized grassroots CSOs are primarily seen not as 
sources of spontaneous collective action at the county level but as new 
sources of bureaucratic support. In sum, evidence reveals that the variation 
in the treatment of CSOs is common and is determined in ways that are dif-
ferent from what existing theories suggest.

The term “outsourcing responsibility” in this chapter has two dimen-
sions: shouldering the burden of workload and being accountable in case of 
potential retribution. It is clear that local officials intend to not only solicit 
help from the “good” CSOs but to also ensure that the organizations take the 
blame when things go wrong. Therefore, what is outsourced to CSOs is both 
the responsibility to assist local governance and the responsibility to protect 
the reputation of the local state by shielding it from blame.

Thus, the deliberate differentiation approach by the local Chinese gov-
ernments is not merely a tactic to collect information, to manage the society 
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with a variety of tools (consultative authoritarianism), and to control and 
deter threats (graduated controls); rather, it is intended to have “good” CSOs 
be much more integrated into its local governance. The logic is similar to 
why township governments need to have village governments, even though 
the official five-level bureaucracy (central, provincial, municipality, county, 
and township) does not include the village level. “Good” CSOs are intended, 
just like village governments, to provide services, shoulder responsibilities, 
buffer criticism, and channel controls.

At the theoretical level, this chapter also serves as a response to the 
authoritarian responsiveness and authoritarian resilience literature. Respon-
siveness is a pivotal marker of the local state’s treatment of a CSO, and regime 
resilience may be an outcome of how shrewdly it manages civil society. A 
growing body of literature exists that aims to explain authoritarian respon-
siveness, whether in terms of fearing collective action,13 gaining support 
from loyal insiders,14 pleasing higher-ups for better job prospects,15 collect-
ing information,16 or setting up mere window-dressing channels to increase 
public satisfaction.17 However, the cases selected by existing studies tend not 
to be systematic. Those more systematic studies using methods such as 
experiments are typically at the national level and assume that policy imple-
mentation is relatively centralized. Most field experiments on related topics, 
though pretested, also do not originate treatment conditions from what 
actual individuals (that is, the sender or the receiver of the information) in 
such scenarios would do.

Differentiation discussed in this book consists of two types: the intent to 
differentiate and the act of differentiating. As mentioned previously, the 
intent to differentiate can happen as early as the toleration stage. Even when 
a CSO is largely tolerated, the government may already be keeping score and 
accumulating impressions, positive and negative. The experiment in this 
chapter focuses on the intent to differentiate, as the treatment condition 
largely reflects a potential CSO that the government has not taken action 
upon yet. The language from pre-experiment interviews with real CSOs try-
ing to get registered and newly registered CSOs was used directly to construct 
the treatment condition. The follow-up interviews with government offi-
cials and CSO leaders were conducted to investigate the underlying logic of 
the experimental results with a focus on the act of differentiating.

This chapter finds that the government is less responsive to politically 
sensitive CSOs, which receive slower and lower-quality responses to their 
requests for information, and is more responsive to those regime-supporting 
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CSOs that could increase the bureaucracy’s productivity and shoulder the 
burden and responsibility of the local state. Getting help from regime-
supporting CSOs would strengthen the state. Sometimes after interacting 
with a questionable CSO, government officials decide they would rather 
keep it close (perhaps by providing it with office space at the incubation cen-
ters) rather than risk setting it loose without supervision. This chapter con-
firms that such relations are not static, as both the government and civil 
society organizations interact with each other and adjust their policies and 
behaviors accordingly.18 These learning experiences create a dynamic, inter-
active process for both the state and society.

With respect to authoritarian resilience, the contribution here is to sug-
gest that an authoritarian regime might deliberately adopt some democratic 
institutions not because it is forced to by a contentious society or interna-
tional actors, nor as baby steps toward more thoroughgoing political reform, 
but rather as tools to improve governance in the service of perpetuating con-
trol by the ruling elites. This chapter also makes a quantitative contribution 
to the vigorous debate among China scholars about the nature of the rights 
consciousness of Chinese citizens19 by focusing specifically on the unaccept-
ability of rights claims. The distinction demonstrated here is that while orga-
nizing is acceptable, demanding rights is not, although how rights claiming 
is framed still matters.20

Research Design for This Chapter

To confirm whether such policy differentiation exists and to explore the 
motivations for it, I conducted in-depth interviews and a field experiment. 
The experiment assessed, via email inquiries, local governments’ relation-
ships with CSOs.21 Rival hypotheses were tested in order to demonstrate 
whether the state’s main motivations were collecting information and pre-
venting collective action or increasing productivity and outsourcing 
responsibility.

Preliminary interviews revealed that organizations working with vulner-
able populations (such as mothers who lost their only child) and with groups 
claiming rights (such as workers who were owed significant backpay) were 
politically sensitive.22 The government dislikes such organizations due to 
their potential to organize collective action, challenge the state’s legitimacy, 
and disturb the stability of the regime.23 Such organizations are perceived as 
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anti-government and tend to receive no support (if not hostile treatment) 
during registration within their jurisdictions. This was a consistent finding 
across all levels of government, though officials may frame the differentia-
tion in slightly different ways, calling one kind of CSO the “rights claim and 
advocacy group” and the other the “service provision only group.”24

Less sensitive, yet still eliciting caution, are religious organizations and 
international organizations. According to several officials, “Religious organi-
zations are ideologically driven and provide an alternative to our socialist 
ideology.”25 Even when dealing with religious organizations, however, offi-
cials suggested that local and more peaceful religions (here mainly referring 
to Buddhism and Daoism) should be promoted in place of foreign religions 
with anti-state potential (such as Christianity and Islam).26 Christian and 
Islamic groups are seen to have more current foreign connections and, there-
fore, have more subversive inclinations on both the ideological and security 
fronts.27 Such differentiation based on political sensitivity informed the 
experimental design.

Methodologically, the approach used in this chapter resembles audit 
studies, which also measure discrimination directly with experimental field-
work.28 To assess the political logic of how different CSOs would be treated, I 
sent emails to county governors to inquire about new CSO registration. This 
strategy was chosen because it is realistic and convenient. In 2007 the State 
Council announced the “Open Government Information Ordinance” 
(OGI), which required governments at the county level and higher to 
increase transparency, leading many local governments to establish official 
websites.29 Most counties have a “county governor’s inbox” so that people 
can voice their complaints. By emailing county governors, I could conduct a 
randomized experiment aimed at revealing the underlying logic of the pol-
icy behaviors of the Chinese authoritarian state.30 In addition, inquiring 
about starting a new CSO is something commonly done at the local level, 
according to the CSO interviews. At the county level, administrative heads 
are still directly involved with CSOs. By looking at the creation of CSOs, this 
research also offers a unique perspective on how a nascent civil society is per-
ceived and dealt with in China.

The internet in China is an important platform for public debate, prob-
lem articulation, and new kinds of protests.31 The government is not pro-
moting the internet to build participatory democracy. Rather, it sees the web 
as a useful tool for promoting development, setting policy agendas, super-
vising its bureaucracy, and increasing public legitimacy.32
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The CCP supports the internet as a legitimate yet controlled channel for 
communication between China’s government and its people. There are 
many reasons for this, including the rising cost of stability maintenance33 
and the need to acquire reliable information about the populace without 
face-to-face confrontation.34 The cadre responsibility system motivates local 
officials to collect accurate information in the form of public feedback to 
improve their job prospects.35 Therefore, the county governor’s inbox takes 
not just complaints but also policy suggestions. A recent study found that 
officials are similarly receptive to citizens’ suggestions submitted through 
traditional channels and the internet, provided there is no perception of 
hostile intent.36

During the randomization process, each of the 114 county governor’s 
inboxes had a 50 percent chance of being assigned to the treatment group. 
In order to include a robust and less ambiguous treatment in the experiment, 
I included in the treatment email the phrase from the interviews 
“organization[s] . . . protect vulnerable groups’ (ruoshi qunti 弱势群体) indi-
vidual interest and citizen rights (gongmin quanyi 公民权益).” The control 
group received an email inquiring about the process of potentially starting a 
social organization within the county’s jurisdiction and asked the county 
governor to point the sender to the right resources. All of these words were 
meant to be politically sensitive and to indicate a misalignment of the gov-
ernment’s and the CSO’s interests and goals. Below is the full text sent in 
Chinese and the translation in English (the underlined text showed up only 
in the treatment emails but not the control emails):

尊敬的领导：

您好！

学习了《党的三中全会关于深化改革的若干决定》里提到的“社会组织在
农村兴办各类事业”、“激发社会组织活力”、以及“交由社会组织提供公共服
务” 等词条我深受鼓舞 。特别想请教一下咱们这组建社会组织的流程是怎么
样的，可以找谁来办理此事，需要哪些材料？已经有哪几个组织可以学习、借
鉴的？我特别希望了解如何办一个社会组织来维护弱势群体的个体利益，保
障公民的权益。

非常感谢您百忙之中为我答疑。
请回复我邮箱： xxx@xxx.com
谢谢!

mailto:xxx@xxx.com
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Dear Mr. County governor,

Greetings!

After studying the “Chinese Communist Party’s Third Plenum deci-
sion about deepening reform” and reading “to ask social organizations 
to set up various enterprises in villages,” “motivate the vitality of social 
organizations,” and “let social organizations provide public service” and 
other quotes, I am greatly encouraged. I want to inquire about the pro-
cedure of how to set up a social organization in the county, whom I 
should contact, and what materials I should prepare? Are there any 
existing social organizations that you can refer me to? I particularly wish 
to inquire about how to start an organization to protect vulnerable groups’ 
individual interest and citizens’ rights.

Thank you very much for answering my questions.
Please reply to my email: xxx@xxx.com
Thank you!

CSO leaders have reported that officials tend to be more responsive and 
supportive when the leaders are speaking the same “language.”37 Prelimi-
nary interviews suggested that most CSOs (whether officially registered or 
not) have some connections with local governments, and such connections 
can be personal (shared experiences or strong ties) or institutional. CSOs 
actively learn about government documents and “key phrases” when inter-
acting with the government. Therefore, the first few sentences of the emails 
reflected sender awareness of ongoing political developments and familiar-
ity with newly issued government documents. This tactic made officials 
more likely to take the email seriously and gave a better approximation of 
what a CSO leader looking to register an organization would say. By convey-
ing political sensitivity in a context-appropriate way, the treatment avoided 
being provocative in a way that might lead officials to doubt that the requests 
came from their localities.

The randomized assignment of treatment was done before the emails 
were sent, so it is assumed that the variation in the response time, rate, and 
content can be attributed directly to the treatment rather than other poten-
tial confounders related to the experiment. Because in China, officials of the 
same bureaucratic rank generally avoid speaking to one another for fear of 
being accused of conspiring38 and no major official meetings were ongoing 

mailto:xxx@xxx.com
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during the period of the study, one can also safely assume that there was 
minimal interference between the control and the treatment groups. The 
task was designed to be minimally burdensome for the officials (or their 
offices), as it only marginally increased their workload. Such a minor request 
also ensures that future researchers’ ability to utilize similar approaches will 
not be infringed.39

Doing the experiment at the county level allowed me to see policy varia-
tion more clearly and make sufficient observations. Preliminary interviews 
with local officials revealed that policies related to civil affairs are mainly 
decided at or above the county level. Below the county level, officials are pri-
marily involved in implementing policies. Policies sometimes vary at the 
township level, but the differences are mostly in implementation.

Sichuan province was chosen as the site for the experiment and the inter-
views because the massive 2008 earthquake, an institutional disruption, trig-
gered CSO development in the region, potentially increasing incentives for 
government responsiveness to CSOs. Since “not replying” in this experiment 
is treated as “one type of response” rather than missing data, the assumption 
is more valid in a region where the local government is generally expected to 
respond to emails of this kind. Therefore, a “non-reply” is more a deviation 
from the expectation. Previous studies of authoritarian responsiveness in 
China suggest the national response rate is around 30–40 percent, with the 
baseline group response rate being around 30 percent.40 Various treatments, 
such as the threat of collective action or reporting to superiors, can increase 
the response rate. The response rate in the control group from Sichuan prov-
ince in this study was 60 percent, a figure much higher than that of existing 
studies. This could be because of the treatment condition being directly from 
interviews with leaders of CSOs. Government responses may be in the form of 
policy outcome, direct action, or information provided.41 As a standard prac-
tice in this literature for ethical and practical reasons, this study requested 
only information for the benefit of the sender.

There are 165 county-level administrative regions in Sichuan province. Sev-
enteen of their website inboxes required a personal identification number to 
send an email (which the government can trace to the sender). Another 26 
had pages where the email function did not work properly or the link did not 
exist. There were eight websites that selectively posted responses from past 
emails, but the emails had not been updated within the previous six months. 
In this study, for obvious reasons, I chose to leave out those websites that re-
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quired a personal identification number.42 I also discarded the non-updated 
websites, as well as those without functional email inboxes. With the re-
maining 114 counties, it is reasonable to assume that, ceteris paribus, we 
could expect similar potential responses from them. The above exclusion 
process may affect the study’s external validity, as those offices that require 
an identification to send an email or do not have a properly functioning 
email mechanism may be different in their bureaucratic capacity or local 
conditions.

Because the sample size was not extremely large, it was worth checking 
the assignment outcome to see whether the procedure, ex-post, produced 
treatment groups correlated with county characteristics. Table 3.1 reports 
the results of logistic regression of each county being randomized into the 
treatment group on eight different county characteristics, including area, 
number of families, number of townships, number of communities, the 
population in 10,000s, work population, agricultural population, and num-
ber of firms.43 These geographic, demographic, and socioeconomic covari-
ates were also included in various models during analysis when assessing the 
duration of response and quality of response, as such indicators may reflect 
governance capacity, request frequency, and other confounders that should 
be controlled.

As expected, the results indicate that the county characteristics were not 
predictors of the treatments assigned, individually and jointly. The stan-
dardized differences for stratified comparisons would show the similarly bal-
anced assignment of treatment having fewer assumptions.44 For the 114 
counties, 55 were assigned to the control group, and 59 were assigned to the 
treatment group. The emails were sent during the weekend of August 17, 
2014.

Results and Analysis

As table 3.2 shows, among the 55 counties in the control group, 33 responded, 
and 22 did not. Among the 59 counties in the treatment group, 22 responded, 
and 37 did not. The total response rate by officials was not very different from 
the results of similar designs utilized by other scholars.45 Of the 55 total 
responses received, the majority were received during the first ten days. As 
we can see from figure 3.1 (response frequency by the number of days), the 
number of responses also diminished as time went on.
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The estimated treatment effect (difference in means) is -0.23, while the 
p-value for the t-test result is 0.0151. The reply rates from the control group 
and the treatment group are statistically different from political sensitivity, 
leading to a lower response rate from the county governors.46 The effect can 
also be estimated through permutations. With statistical packages devel-
oped by Jake Bowers, Mark Fredrickson, and Ben Hansen, and with one mil-
lion permutations, a confidence interval was constructed with the upper 
bound of -0.05 and the lower bound of -0.40 for the effect.47 This means that 
when the treatment is included, the probability of getting a response from 
government officials will be reduced by 5 to 40 percentage points.

The duration of the reply time also varied among the responses (see table 
3.3). It took the treatment group longer to respond than the control group. 
Here the response duration variable is an ordinal variable based on reply 

TABLE 3.1. Logistic regression of the treatment assignment

Treatment  

Area –4.61e-11
(–0.54)

Families 0.00000469
(0.54)

Towns 0.0134
(0.67)

Communities –0.000874
(–0.23)

Population in 10,000s 0.000000147
(0.36)

Worker population –0.0000230
(–0.69)

Agriculture population –0.00000379
(–0.58)

Firms 0.00973
(0.61)

Constant 0.227
(0.44)

N 114

t statistics in parentheses
* p < .10, ** p < .05, *** p < .01
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time. “No response” technically means it took an infinite number of days for 
a response, but on a continuous scale, disproportionate influence will be cre-
ated from these observations. Therefore, an ordinal variable was created to 
convert the number of days into seven ordered categories. Grouping by week 
also reflects the typical work cycle, as the expectation of response during the 
weekend can be different from that during the weekdays. The variable, there-
fore, is coded from 0 to 6. Response within 1 day is coded as 6; 2–7 days is 
coded as 5; 8–14 days is coded as 4; 15–21 days is coded as 3; 22–28 days is 
coded as 2; 29 and above is coded as 1; no response is coded as 0. Since the 
latest response was received on the 35th day, each category covers one week. 
A smaller number indicates a longer response time.

The response speed models suggest that when sensitive CSO requests 
were made, the negative treatment effect was present regardless of model 
specification. Therefore, politically sensitive CSOs had to wait longer for a 
reply. When a reply was received, there were several different kinds. The 
quality of the responses was incorporated into the study, as some responses 
were less meaningful than others. It is important to note that non-response 
in this study has meaning and should not be treated as “data missing.” Sim-
ply responding by seeking more information from the sender has less quality 
(and potentially different intention) than detailed answers. Referring the 
question to another person also has less quality than directly answering the 
question. Therefore, the response quality variable is coded with the instruc-
tions described in table 3.4.

Such coding is ordinal because each higher number satisfies and improves 
upon the conditions of the previous number. The basic ordinal logistic 
regression indicates that the treatment email negatively and significantly 
affected the quality of the response. In other words, responses were received 
from both the control and treatment groups, but the quality of response dif-
fered between the two groups. All but one detailed personalized response 
was from the control group. A research assistant who was not aware of the 

TABLE 3.2. Response table by treatment assignment

Replied

Condition No Yes Total Replied

Control 22 33 55 60%
Treatment 37 22 59 37.3%
  Total 59 55 114 48.2%
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details of the research performed an inter-coder reliability check. The result 
had a Cohen’s Kappa inter-coder agreement of 99.24 percent.

Estimates of the treatment effects controlling for other covariates, such 
as county area; population size; worker population; agricultural population; 
and the number of townships, families, communities, and firms, would pro-
duce similar outcomes. The treatment effect of lower response quality is sig-
nificant across different model specifications. This result indicates that 
replies to requests from sensitive CSOs tend to be less meaningful. The popu-
lation size of the county is positively correlated with responsiveness. This 
point may require further investigation, as the size of the population might 
be directly related to the size of the staff and, therefore, the capacity to 
govern.

A simple word count was also used as a more direct way of approximating 
the quality of response. Since “no response” has meaning in this study, the 
word count was turned into an ordinal variable in which “no response” was 
coded as 0 with successive categories covering a range of 500 words (that is, 
1–500 was coded as 1; 501–1000 was coded as 2; etc.). The quality of response 

Figure 3.1. Response frequency by number of days
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was consistently lower when more sensitive CSOs made requests. As in the 
coded model, the word count model also indicates the negative treatment 
effect (see table 3.3).

The effects, if the experiment can reveal any, may be underestimated 
because the government has incentives to allow some politically sensitive 
organizations to operate. The option of being able to crush such organiza-
tions would not only set an example for others but would also be seen by 
officials as a routine exercise of their authority (discussed in chapter 2). One 
government official, describing hostile actions against religious organiza-
tions (such as taking down crosses from the top of churches in Zhejiang 
province), said that the government’s actions are sometimes purely for the 

TABLE 3.3. Experimental results by different dependent variables

Dependent Variables Replied Reply Speed
Reply Quality

(ordinal)
Reply Quality
(word count)

Treatment Effect –0.23** –0.725** –0.850** –0.807**
t statistic –2.468 –2.04 –2.36 –2.22

* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01

TABLE 3.4. Instructions for coding response quality

Value Type of Response

0 Non-response.

1 “We are sorry that you did not provide sufficient information and therefore we 
will not be able to help you.”

2 “We have received your email/request and are looking into the matter. We will 
reply as soon as we can.” (No further response.)

3 A very brief response with instructions to look for another particular person 
for additional help.

4 A very brief response with a list of questions to answer.

5 A brief response, including a phone number or a particular location (e.g. the 
Bureau of Civil Affairs’ service window), inviting the sender to speak directly 
or face-to-face.

6 A very detailed response with procedures and relevant regulations about 
starting the social organization.

7 A personalized response that provides everything in the previous response and 
addresses particular questions in the email to better assist the sender.
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purpose of testing the effectiveness of its policy commands. Similarly, offi-
cials may test their authority and power using the CSOs they do not like.48 
The literature also suggests that authoritarian governments tend to want to 
collect information about their bureaucracies and identify potential 
threats.49 Therefore, even a small treatment effect is worth examining 
because it is likely to be underestimated, which supports the argument made 
in this chapter—differentiation exists.

These experimental results differ from and are complementary to the 
national study in China by Jidong Chen, Jennifer Pan, and Yiqing Xu, albeit 
with different treatments.50 The key difference is that the study by Chen and 
his colleagues introduced an “immediate” threat, while the potential threat 
the treatment condition in this research may pose to the government would 
occur in the long run (social organizations might form and, in the future, 
organize collective action). This contrast provides potential evidence, which 
may need further exploration in future research, for a temporal dimension 
in authoritarian response to political threats (whether it is collective action, 
bureaucratic competitiveness, insufficient loyal support, or lack of informa-
tion). The response rate would be lower when the potential threat is not 
imminent.

In addition, it has been assumed in the existing literature that authori-
tarian responsiveness attenuates or eliminates potential threats. The treat-
ment condition in this research is unique because responsiveness by the gov-
ernment might enlarge the threat by assisting the regime-challenging CSOs. 
The treatment can also tease out whether officials are more interested in 
avoiding potential threats or collecting information. If they are more inter-
ested in collecting information, then the response rate should be higher in 
the treatment group; if they are more concerned about the potential for col-
lective action, then the response rate should be lower in the treatment 
group. The results accord with Gary King, Jennifer Pan, and Margaret E. Rob-
erts’s finding that the Chinese government is more concerned about poten-
tial collective actions even at the expense of losing information.51

A Dynamic Process of Deliberate Differentiation as  
the Second Stage of Interactive Authoritarianism

The preliminary interviews with government officials in Sichuan province 
revealed the common theme that they are not worried about sensitive orga-
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nizations, especially for newer and smaller CSOs that have low risk, high 
potential return and are situated in the right political and institutional con-
ditions (see the detailed discussions in chapter 2.) From the experimental 
results, we have also observed that deliberate differentiation of regime-
challenging and regime-supporting CSOs exists, and the intent to differenti-
ate can be present as early as when CSOs are still nascent.

The follow-up interviews, in combination with the experiment, revealed 
that the policy focus of the act of differentiating was not eliminating regime-
challenging groups but, rather, cultivating potential partners among regime-
supporting groups to extract productivity while outsourcing responsibility 
to those partners. In other words, the primary concern for many officials was 
not the fear of lack of information and the control of politically sensitive 
groups but the lack of sufficient support from service-provision groups that 
could ease the burden of local governments.52 As a city-level official told me:

Local governments face many social governance challenges, and we hope 

social organizations can play a role. Recognizing the limitations of local gov-

ernments, especially their inability to deal with the mismatch between poli-

cies from the top and implementations at the grass roots, we need to cultivate 

social organizations and make them step up. We can help them find the right 

people, and most importantly, we can also purchase services when 

necessary.53

Another city-level government official praised the work that CSOs typically 
do:

Most social organizations are good. For organizations that are into advocacy, 

we are strict whenever necessary. However, if you are providing service, 

restrictions should be as loose as possible—they are helping you to do good 

work.54

In order to share the responsibility of the local government, groups that 
are seen as politically non-sensitive and have the potential to provide ser-
vices needed by the locality would likely be invited into a mass organizations 
center (quntuan zhongxin 群团中心) or an incubation center. In these types of 
centers, the actual productivity of the groups is monitored and assessed. 
Through this process, the local governments are able to identify the regime-
supporting groups through the differentiating strategy first and then culti-
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vate the groups with higher productivity to form partnerships and outsource 
responsibilities.

Of course, groups’ behaviors are not either black or white. Sometimes the 
differentiation stage takes a while as the local officials see elements of both 
“good” and “bad” in certain organizations. Their attitude toward such orga-
nizations can thus fluctuate, and the impression might be changed from 
“regime-challenging” to “regime-supporting,” back and forth. However, ini-
tial impressions are more important, as one CSO leader reflected:

We work on various issues from youth empowerment, housekeeping, senior 

care, and community medical service—most CSOs only choose to work on 

one of those issues, but we have comprehensive operations. Local officials 

were not sure exactly what we do or what our focuses were initially. They are 

typically nicer to certain helpful organizations and harsh towards those they 

see as trouble makers. They couldn’t figure us out first. It took them two years 

to finally understand us and believe we are helpful to them.55

Such policy differentiation was not always the case; before 2008 there 
were limited CSOs operating in China, which were more commonly referred 
to as “NGOs” by officials. The translation in Chinese—非政府组织—often led 
government officials to misunderstand them as “anti-government organiza-
tions.” Local governments often had an antagonistic attitude toward the 
CSO sector as a whole.56 There was not much differentiation at the time, and 
all of the organizations faced similar control, manipulation, and penetra-
tion from the government. To reduce the interference from local govern-
ments, CSOs often registered as private companies or kept a low profile by 
not registering at all.57

Since the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake, many local governments have 
had the opportunity to witness closely the work done by CSOs during quake 
relief efforts; some CSOs did an impressive job providing social stability and 
local governance. Many local governments have since realized how valuable 
these “good” social organizations can be, especially if CSOs do not take 
resources (money, time, staff, etc.) away from the government.58 Such effects 
were not limited to Sichuan, as government officials and CSO leaders from 
multiple provinces all point out the spillover effect—in other words, what 
happened in Sichuan made governments and CSOs adjust their behaviors in 
their own localities.59

Why would local governments not profess concern about regime-
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challenging CSOs and the need to actively and heavily monitor them? Offi-
cials interviewed typically pointed to existing institutional constraints. 
Before the 2016 Charity Law, domestic organizations needed to have a 
“sponsor organization,” either a government department or government-
organized nongovernmental organization (GONGO), in order to be regis-
tered.60 Such sponsor organizations usually could threaten to shut down the 
operations of the CSO by rejecting its annual budget should the CSO cross 
any lines.

Even after the 2016 Charity Law, CSOs still need to submit annual reports. 
A local government might keep an “abnormal list” to identify individual 
organizations with bad records. The 2016 Charity Law further shows that the 
Chinese government intends to provide the necessary leeway but also retain 
constraints within which “good” social associations need to operate.61

Another powerful constraint on CSOs is financial support. The 2016 
Charity Law did not grant public fund-raising rights to social service organi-
zations or CSOs in general. This means that CSOs mainly get money from 
foundations (usually government-affiliated) or through the governmental 
purchase of services.62 Because the 2016 Foreign NGO Law has cut off foreign 
support for local CSOs, the government has even stronger control over CSO 
funding.

Besides legal status and funding, the government has also reshaped peo-
ple’s behaviors. Members of CSOs (whether regime-supporting or poten-
tially regime-challenging) said in interviews that they intentionally put on a 
cooperative face when interacting with the government. Such behavior 
change was evident from the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake to the 2013 
Lushan earthquake. Many of the CSO leaders have since formed the habit of 
reporting to local governments and putting themselves on the record (bei’an 
备案) before starting their operations.63 For example, scholars have docu-
mented positive changes happening in environmental protests across 
China, capturing how the anti-PX campaign (an environmental movement 
by citizens of Xiamen protesting the establishment of a PX factory in the 
city) might be changing the landscape of state-society relations in China.64 
However, in interviews, almost all environmental groups mentioned that 
they had made the conscious decision to pick their fights and no longer 
want to be involved in anti-PX campaigns, since the government is sensitive 
to those specific protests.65 Such adaptation is consistent with Timothy Hil-
debrandt’s argument that CSO emergence in China may not weaken the 
state but could effectively strengthen it.66 CSO leaders reported such prac-
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tices as beneficial because they made local governments less suspicious of 
CSO activity.

But the Chinese government is warier when it is less able to verify what 
CSOs are doing and aim to introduce more regulations and constraints to 
uncover where CSO funding comes from, who is operating what projects, 
and what the actual objectives of a group might be. The Foreign NGO Law67 
is one example. Within the legal domain, there is a difference between how 
domestic and foreign CSOs are treated. Control over domestic organizations 
seems to be loosening while control over foreign NGOs is tightening (to be 
discussed in chapter 4).68 That being said, there are exceptions to these 
trends, and the situation is a dynamic one. For example, there were 221 for-
eign NGOs officially registered in China during the first nine months of 
2017, and 291 events operated by foreign NGOs were officially documented.69 
We could potentially see an increase in the number of “good” CSOs helping 
out governance in China despite the concern of foreign influence.

Differentiating CSOs is a dynamic process, proceeding in three overlap-
ping phases: an ambiguous first encounter (usually accompanied by the 
intent to differentiate immediately), initial differentiation (the act to differ-
entiate), and the decision whether or not to outsource responsibility (to reap 
utilities from differentiation). In phase one the government is exposed to a 
new CSO. The intent to differentiate can already exist even though the orga-
nization is still completely tolerated and uninterrupted.70 After some initial 
observations and when officials are unsure of an organization, they like to 
keep it close by, perhaps by providing the group with office space at incuba-
tion centers. Several cities in China have piloted social service organization 
incubation centers that nurture and assist newly organized grassroots orga-
nizations, providing resources that the groups desperately need but also 
making sure the government gets to know them. The government, the party, 
or other entities trusted by the government may organize the incubation 
centers. It is clear that as long as an organization is not clearly antagonistic 
toward the local government, they are assumed to be “keepers” during the 
first encounter.

Institutional disruptions can also provide opportunities for groups to 
demonstrate their usefulness during this first phase of the differentiation 
stage. During normal times, many individuals in the society who have the 
potential to create new CSOs or initiate relevant activities may fear repres-
sion from the authoritarian state and choose not to organize. Because insti-
tutional disruptions like an earthquake could be viewed as a consensus cri-
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sis,71 in which different parties are motivated by a common goal to undertake 
practical tasks, the toleration of civic engagement activities is more expected. 
Once CSOs are operating, they stand a chance to be viewed favorably by the 
local government. CSOs also actively seek to be viewed favorably during this 
interactive process. Institutional disruptions could shorten the length of the 
“undecided” period, as the number of opportunities to observe and differen-
tiate CSOs could increase significantly and intentions and behaviors during 
special circumstances are also more convincing. If when local governments 
are incapacitated, the CSO is still helping maintaining stability, providing 
the needed services, and listening (at least pretending to be listening) to local 
officials, then when normal times return (or the institutional disruption is 
normalized), there is less reason to doubt that the organization would pur-
sue regime-challenging goals.

Once the local governments know more about a CSO, the officials start to 
take actions to differentiate based on the logic and actions described above, 
thus entering phase two of the differentiation stage. However, differentia-
tion does not necessarily mean repressing all regime-challenging organiza-
tions instantly. A leader of one rights-claiming group mentioned that he is 
very clear about the type of reactions he will face due to previous interac-
tions with the local authorities. The strength of repression he would face in 
his locality is based on the number of people he organizes when holding a 
meeting or protesting. As long as the number of people is less than two hun-
dred, and no major political event (such as a CCP plenum or a visit by an 
important head of state) is ongoing, the government does not care too much. 
Of course, this measure varies by locality, but it indicates that even with anti-
government collective actions, participation needs to be large enough, or 
the timing has to be sensitive enough, before the government takes action.72 
Such experiences and expectations are gained through repeated interactions 
between the local government and CSOs, so small-scale protests are still 
occasionally allowed, while local officials, knowing CSO leaders are aware of 
the boundaries, can prolong and expand toleration of certain regime-
challenging CSOs.

CSOs can also utilize phase one and phase two of the differentiation pro-
cess to create a good relationship with local governments and adjust their 
operations so that they can actively establish their image of being regime-
supporting rather than regime-challenging. Natural disasters, a typical insti-
tutional disruption, can be catalytic for increasing trust and building rela-
tionships between CSOs and local governments. Both CSOs and government 
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officials see such institutional disruptions as opportunities to potentially 
cultivate win-win relationships.

The gradual adaptation of CSOs to state preferences is also apparent 
when comparing interviews between 2011 and 2017. In 2008, CSOs were not 
as organized and sent people directly to the quake-stricken region to provide 
services instead of first coordinating with other CSOs or with the govern-
ment. After the government regained control of the localities in the immedi-
ate aftermath of the disasters, some CSOs faced severe scrutiny and interfer-
ence while others started to build trust and a working relationship with the 
local government. By 2013 many CSOs had adjusted their working proce-
dures and voluntarily registered with local governments to report about 
their intended activities before entering a jurisdiction. This comforted many 
government officials and built trust between the government and the orga-
nizations.73 The CSOs reported that by voluntarily becoming subordinate 
(or at least appearing to be subordinate), they enjoyed a much larger space to 
conduct their projects, and fewer suspicions and confrontations arose.

Voluntary subordination leads CSOs to adjust both their goals and the 
ways they conduct their projects. In interviews, several religious organiza-
tions emphasized that during the quake relief period, they entered the 
quake-stricken region by abandoning or downplaying the religious aspects 
of their organizations.74 For example, a Christian organization involved in 
relief focused on helping the local people, not spreading the gospel. Adjust-
ing one’s goals to align with those of the government and eliminating dis-
aligned projects might help a CSO survive in an authoritarian regime like 
China’s but, unfortunately, makes CSOs less diverse.

Local governments also realize that maintaining a bureaucracy is very 
costly. Since the tax and fees reform, local governments’ sources of income 
have been reduced tremendously. For tasks such as quake relief, it may not be 
realistic to utilize a government-run team. For other tasks, such as mental 
health assistance, the government lacks expertise. Therefore, it is better to let 
the CSOs take care of such tasks, and the government can provide money to 
support the CSOs.75 Thus, one of the main purposes of the differentiation 
stage is so that regime-supporting CSOs’ productivity can be used to help 
achieve the government’s goals.

During the third phase of the differentiation stage, the local government 
routinizes the process of outsourcing responsibilities to the regime-
supporting CSOs while maintaining checks on the regime-challenging ones. 
“Widely integrate social forces” (guangfan naru shehuililiang 广泛纳入社会力
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量) is a phrase mentioned by several government officials interviewed, and 
some even complained about not having enough active organizations in 
their jurisdiction. Through the intent to differentiate and the act of differen-
tiating phases, the interactions between CSOs and local governments have 
generated enough trust. During the third phase, officials are focused on get-
ting enough help from those trusted social forces. The government has 
invested in building relationships with CSOs, and they would like to see con-
crete returns—after all, avoided risks are not usually showable achievements. 
But the progress made in economic development, poverty alleviation, and 
more social safety nets covering the vulnerable population could get officials 
promoted. CSOs also would like to maintain long-term relationships with 
local governments by demonstrating their high productivity so that poten-
tial boundary-spanning activities (intended or unintended) down the road 
may not trigger irreversible repressions and crackdowns. High productivity 
is often a combination of strong capabilities and the choice to work on the 
right issue areas (discussed further in chapter 5’s case study). Through this 
process, CSOs increase their chances of survival, and local governments can 
get additional help and even additional responsible parties to shoulder the 
blame when things go wrong.

The differentiation of CSOs may not solely depend on the issues the 
CSO is promoting or the capability of the CSO, as CSO leaders’ personal 
backgrounds and past government-CSO interactions can have a significant 
impact. For example, one CSO in the study is led by a married couple, and 
the husband is a retired military officer. In interviews with his counterparts 
in the government, officials mentioned that such organizations run by for-
mer government officials or retired military officers are more trustworthy 
and easier to work with than other organizations. The authoritarian gov-
ernment sees democratic activities facilitated by this CSO (such as com-
munity deliberation, freely elected autonomous governance groups, etc.) 
as promoting the stability of local communities and therefore condones 
the efforts, even if the activity is creating an alternative source of power 
and decision-making mechanism. The organization now trains govern-
ment officials routinely on facilitation and deliberation skills. This CSO 
passes on expertise to government officials, thereby gaining more govern-
ment trust along the way.76

It is worth pointing out that only the CSO leader’s personal expertise 
and reputation, not the CSO’s role in society, has been legitimized in the 
eyes of the local government. This phenomenon explains why, during the 
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county governor’s email experiment, several responses sought to learn more 
about the individual behind the request and the details of the project before 
making any decisions regarding the organization.

During an institutional disruption, new constraints and realities come 
about, and they facilitate the occurrence of the toleration and deliberate dif-
ferentiation stages. However, once the business is back to normal and there 
has been a routinization of interactions between certain CSOs and local gov-
ernments, lessons learned from such interactions are formalized, and the 
third stage of the interactive authoritarianism model, legalization without 
institutionalization, emerges. The following chapter discusses this process 
in detail.
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Chapter 4

Stage III

Legalization without Institutionalization

The interactive authoritarian governance process moving from toleration to 
differentiation is neither stable nor final. The third stage, in which the state 
makes an attempt to set boundaries and make new rules to normalize behav-
iors and relationships, is referred to in this book as “legalization without 
institutionalization.” This means that new rules and laws are proposed, 
deliberated, and even passed. Yet, they are only intended to be used to gov-
ern and contain the social forces rather than subjecting the state and the 
ruling elites to the same set of rules—therefore, no institutionalization. Dif-
ferent rules and laws, following the differentiation stage, can target specified 
CSOs and can also be altered when deemed necessary by the state.

The legalization stage is an important component of the Chinese state’s 
policy experimentation and diffusion, which temporarily solidify incremen-
tal achievements and store newly learned experiences in institutional mem-
ories. Policy experimentation has been well documented by the scholarly 
community, often seen as evidence of “Chinese exceptionalism.” Central 
policy makers recognize, and sometimes encourage, specific policy innova-
tions at the local level to tackle challenges faced not just by the local com-
munity alone, then transmit the innovative methods, if proven to be effec-
tive, to other localities, eventually leading to the formulation of national 
policies, usually in the form of new laws, regulations, and guidelines. The 
“point to surface” (youdian daomian 由点到面) policy experimentation pro-
cesses have led to rapid economic growth and transformation but have so far 
restricted meaningful political reforms.1

Some scholars, although being disputed, have noted that the history of 
policy experimentation of the Chinese Communist Party can be traced back 
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to the early days of the CCP in the 1920s in situations where the Marxist-
Leninist prescriptions would not offer details about how to lead a peasant 
revolution in rural China. Therefore, improvising and gaining experience 
from successes became a strategy that was often used to defeat both the Japa-
nese and the Nationalists.2 The “experimentation under hierarchy” 
approach continued and evolved after the PRC came to power, and particu-
larly in the post-Mao era, as risky policies were tested at the local level and 
then enacted nationwide as laws or regulations if proven to be successful.3

There are several unsolved questions about policy experimentation in 
China. First there are disputes about the source of such experimentation. 
Gerard Roland gives credit to the township and village enterprises (TVE), for 
TVEs successfully developed within the non-state sector and became the 
main source of economic growth and transition.4 Hongbin Cai and Daniel 
Treisman, on the other hand, assert that the appearance of experimentation 
is the outcome of factional competition at the top level. Top leaders belong-
ing to different ideological factions used local experiments to demonstrate 
the effectiveness of their chosen policies.5 The criticisms of the experimental 
zones during the reform and opening era by the conservatives, particularly 
the accusations of such experiments as capitalist practices, have also been 
documented.6 While some see these experiments as genuine scientific meth-
ods to test the effectiveness of policies, others argue that sometimes policy 
experimentation is manipulated as a political symbol to create performative 
legitimacy.7 Jinghan Zeng observes that the Wenzhou financial reforms in 
2012 were means to maintain socioeconomic stability during the power suc-
cession at the 18th Party Congress rather than to produce meaningful policy 
efficiency.8

The process of policy experimentation is also disputed among scholars. 
Some scholars see it as center-led first and then followed by the local imple-
mentation process; others argue that the central government does not have 
predetermined goals and targets before the experimentation and utilizes 
selective control and adjusts preferences throughout the experimentation.9 
Scholars like Shaoguang Wang see the adaptation of innovative policy by 
both the decision-makers and advocates as crucial to the experimentation 
process.10

Experimentation involves promoting and enacting policies that are not 
yet stipulated by the legal system or, sometimes, even directly in conflict 
with the legal system. Therefore, experimentation in China is also associated 
with the discussion of the “benign violation of the constitution.”11 Sebastian 
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Heilmann points out that such a process to implement policies before law-
making is in direct conflict with the “rule of law” concept that many West-
ern countries have.12

While much of the policy experimentation literature talks about experi-
mentation’s role and significance in China’s economic development, not 
much has been written on how similar processes would work outside of the 
economic domain, when the goal is not clearly growth and economic 
development—with the exception of very few studies, such as Wen-Hsuan 
Tsai and Nicola Dean’s “experimentation under hierarchy” model.13 Both 
coherent logic and unique aspects exist as to how the Chinese state governs 
the society with experimentation and how the “legalization without institu-
tionalization” stage of the interactive authoritarianism model I propose 
brings out the intrinsic mechanisms of policy experimentation when the 
Chinese state governs the society. The rapid increase of civil associational 
behaviors and the development of CSOs in the past two decades, especially 
after the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake, also provides a good opportunity for 
us to study policy experimentation in society. Such research may help us to 
clarify the questions and disputes mentioned above in the literature.

Taking advantage of the institutional disruptions that could accelerate 
the process of policy experimentation, this chapter demonstrates how legal-
ization is an essential component and a natural third stage of the interactive 
authoritarianism model. Following the differentiation stage discussed in the 
previous chapter, I use process tracing and in-depth interviews to illustrate 
how different CSO activities—particularly domestic charitable activities ver-
sus foreign NGO operations—are legalized. The evidence I have gathered 
suggests that policy experimentation in the society combines a top-down 
and a bottom-up process that is initiated by individual citizens, CSOs, and 
local governments—what I call “interactive experimentation.” Such a pro-
cess would happen in a legally gray area, in what Tang Tsou calls the “zone of 
indifference.”14 The linkage between the three stages in the interactive 
authoritarian model is also addressed in order to show how the state initially 
tolerates the relevant CSO activities (discussed in chapter 2), and then mid- 
or top-level governments intervene once certain practices reach a scale and 
use resources and mandates to provide guidance and boundaries so that the 
experimented activities gradually align with the goals of the government. 
The reactions toward actions with potentially regime-challenging (or mis-
aligned) goals and regime-supporting (or aligned) goals can lead to deliber-
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ate differentiation (discussed in chapter 3). Eventually, as boundaries of 
activities become more evident and new rules are proposed to govern the 
relevant actors and their behaviors, state-organized legalization occurs.

Divide and Rule: Experimenting with Chinese Society

This section demonstrates the interactive experimentation and the transi-
tion from toleration and differentiation leading to the state-organized legal-
ization process by the Chinese government toward civil society actors. As 
illustrated in table 4.1, I compare and contrast the process of how charitable 
CSOs and foreign NGOs are governed. These two types of CSOs faced similar 
conditions and treatments after their initial emergence in China. The vari-
ous institutional disruptions accelerated their growth, and as experiments 
moved forward, these organizations and their activities were tolerated, 
interacted—with initiatives from both the state and society—and replicated. 
It was only the differentiation from the top that put the two types of CSOs 
on separate trajectories of legalization, eventually leading to the Charity Law 
and the Foreign NGO Law that would govern them, respectively.

Initial Conditions and Institutional Disruptions

For a long time, the totalitarian Chinese state penetrated every corner of the 
society that no formally codified documents were in place to stipulate how 
society, and the actors within, should be governed. The first law relating to 
CSOs in China since the establishment of the People’s Republic in 1949 was 
the 1989 “Provisional Regulations for the Administration of Foreign Cham-
bers of Commerce in China” (waiguoshanghui guanlizanxingguiding 外国商会
管理暂行规定, hereafter referred to as the “1989 Regulations of Foreign 
Chambers of Commerce”).15 In the same year, the “Regulation on Registra-
tion and Administration of Social Organizations” (shehuituanti dengjiguanli-
tiaoli 社会团体登记管理条例)16 was announced. Both regulations were prod-
ucts of previous legalizations consistent with features of an interactive 
authoritarian state. This indicates that legalization, even though being the 
third stage of the interactive authoritarianism model, is still an imperma-
nent arrangement in a continuously evolving process. For illustration pur-
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poses, this chapter uses the 1980s as the initial condition for process tracing, 
which is a time when the laws were inadequate and required incremental 
regulation patches when necessary.

Institutional disruptions could create new motives to change or update 
procedures of governing the society by the state and to provide societal 
actors with windows of opportunities to enlarge their presence. The Chinese 
state realized that economic development could benefit from foreign NGOs. 
Therefore, in 1987, alongside the Ministry of Civil Affairs, the Ministry of For-
eign Trade and Economic Cooperation, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and 
the Ministry of Finance requested approval from the State Council to set up 
the China International Economic and Technical Exchange Center to facili-
tate foreign NGOs’ support (mainly monetary) for economic development 
in rural areas. In about six years, more than one hundred foreign NGOs con-
tributed over 50 million RMB (renminbi) to China through the center.17 In 
1988 the Ford Foundation, having observed an opportunity, became the first 
foreign NGO to acquire formal status in China, after negotiating with the 
State Council and eventually having the China Academy of Social Sciences 
as its Professional Supervisory Unit (PSU).18 During most of the 1980s, for-
eign NGOs were seen as friendly forces that could be utilized for China’s eco-
nomic development.

Even though the 1989 Tiananmen incident alerted the government 
about the potential “ulterior motives” of foreign NGOs, Deng’s 1992 south-
ern tour, which changed China’s priority back to economic liberalization, 
and the 1995 UN Women’s Conference in Beijing further stimulated devel-
opment of foreign NGOs in China, disrupting existing institutional con-
straints as perceptions about foreign NGOs and their activities continued to 
evolve. In 2004 the phrase “foreign foundations” first appeared in the 2004 
“Regulation on Foundation Administration.” Anticipating being welcomed, 
more and more foreign NGOs started to set up offices and operate in China, 
following the precedent set up by the Ford Foundation. However, there were 
no standards set regarding the procedures or rules about the application pro-
cess, as they were mostly done on a case-by-case basis.

On the domestic side, the 1998 flood in the Yangtze River led to an out-
pouring of societal donations. The cash and goods donated by the public 
were reported to be at least 7.2 billion RMB (about 1 billion USD),19 not 
including donations from Taiwan, Hong Kong, Macau, and foreign coun-
tries. Although this is not comparable to the 76.2 billion RMB worth of cash 
and goods received after the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake,20 it was already a 
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significant amount at that time. Back then, China had no regulations about 
managing these donations or maintaining accountability for the usage of 
the donations. These new developments could also be viewed as institu-
tional disruptions. While the emergency response was mainly made by the 
government and military, individuals started to organize donations to help 
those in need. In the meantime, the making of both the 1998 “Interim Regu-
lations on Registration Administration of Private Non-Enterprise Units” (民
办非企业单位登记管理暂行条例, hereafter referred to as the “1998 Regula-
tions”)21 and the “Law of the People’s Republic of China on Donations for 
Public Welfare” (zhonghuarenmingongheguo gongyishiyejuanzengfa 中华人民共
和国公益事业捐赠法, hereafter referred to as the “Donations Law”)22 were 
sped up.

The 1998 regulations were seen as a milestone in the legal development 
of the CSO sector. The concept of “non-enterprise unit” in the regulation 
mainly refers to CSOs that are privately run by individual citizens. The rules 
state that they are not allowed to have ownership, no regional branch offices, 
no tax breaks, nor can they get loans from banks. Such an incentive structure 
pushed many social entrepreneurs to register their CSOs as commercial com-
panies rather than “non-enterprise units,” because commercial companies 
pay no more taxes yet are less politically sensitive. While the state continued 
to be cautious and heavily involved in controlling activities in the society, 
the 1998 regulation did formally grant some space for CSOs. It recognizes 
CSOs’ legal status and stipulates the detailed process of how to register and 
operate a CSO in China, therefore providing legitimacy to organizations that 
were previously operating in the shadow.

The 2004 “Regulation on Foundation Administration” (jijinhui guanli-
tiaoli 基金会管理条例, hereafter referred to as the “2004 Foundation Regula-
tions” )23 was another major step forward, providing new space for CSOs. 
Before 2004 all CSOs were under a “dual management system.” CSOs needed 
to find a PSU as a sponsor, usually a government agency in a similar field, and 
then register with the Ministry of Civil Affairs. Thus, CSOs could only be 
“state-run” or “state-affiliated” before 2004. The “2004 Foundation Regula-
tions” allow private individuals to organize private foundations. These foun-
dations, not allowed to raise funds publicly, could then directly register at 
the Ministry of Civil Affairs without the PSU. This symbolic break away from 
state affiliation was a step toward more autonomy for some CSOs.

The 2008 Wenchuan earthquake was another critical moment for CSOs 
operating in China, whether the CSOs were locally --grown or foreign-born. 
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Immediately after the earthquake, there was an explosion in the number of 
new CSOs, mainly informal, non-registered community associations. Seeing 
this new development in society, the Ministry of Civil Affairs started to 
research and prepare the drafting of the Charity Law to improve its gover-
nance of the new players in the society.24 However, because the state knew 
little about the prospects of the development of the CSO sector, the condi-
tion was not yet mature enough to make laws. Thus, the initiation of draft-
ing the Charity Law was abandoned in 2009. With such a background in 
mind, I now describe how seemingly similar trajectories of interactive exper-
imentations led to very different outcomes of legalization of domestic and 
foreign CSOs’ activities.

Interactive Experimentation: Domestic CSOs’ Activities

Step I: Tolerate

As discussed in chapter 1, the Chinese government has five official adminis-
trative levels: national, provincial, municipality, county, and township. The 
village level (which is below the township level) is semi-formal because cadre 
wages are paid out of local funds, while the township (and higher) level cad-
res’ wages are from state funds. Individual village cadres also do not need to 
pass the civil service exam (公务员资格考试) to take office. As a result, many 
of the operations are open to creativity and adjustments based on local con-
ditions. This is also why it was acceptable for competitive elections to hap-
pen at the village level while those moving up toward the township or 
county level faced tremendous hurdles.

To a certain extent, there are many similarities between village govern-
ments and government-run social organizations. With the government 
mandate and the party secretary sent down from above, village governments 
have government sponsors (township governments) above them while 
maintaining some autonomy and flexibility at the local level. This is also 
why there are many variations of relationship types between local govern-
ments and CSOs (described in chapter 5). CSOs and local governments can 
share or compete for the same resources. They can also share or differ in their 
mission and goals. Based on the existing capacities of the local government, 
there are also variations in government effectiveness. Therefore, cases can be 
found in almost every category when a few of these main variables differ.
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When CSOs are dealing with governments at the county level and above, 
the power dynamic is much more clear-cut. The governments at these levels 
are much more dominant. They can wield their power over CSOs. On the 
other hand, they are also relatively more confident in dealing with CSOs, 
thus more willing to explore different options.

The 2008 earthquake was a critical juncture for CSOs in China. Most 
regions struck by the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake had volunteers and CSOs 
flooding in after the quake. These CSOs––whether self-organized or orga-
nized by other, more established CSOs, whether developed organically from 
within or supported by outside resources––started to bond with local com-
munity members. Local governments saw both opportunities and risks with 
this new development within society.25 To any authoritarian regime, abrupt 
changes in society’s structure, especially with increased associational behav-
iors, may enlarge the risk of organized opposition. Furthermore, there were 
no adequate legal constraints to contain the actions and behaviors of those 
newly created CSOs. Yet, with the experiences of interactions between the 
state and these CSOs, the state would gain more knowledge about who these 
CSOs were and what their intentions might be. The officials also saw how 
these CSOs could potentially do a good job in delivering public goods and 
services––maybe even with a much lower (or zero) cost. Therefore, instead of 
crushing all CSOs at once, the local governments looked for ways to manage 
both the risks and opportunities and maximize the benefits. The local gov-
ernments also noticed what was already happening with the CSOs.26

Chengdu, the capital of Sichuan province, was within the quake zone 
during the 2008 earthquake, although the infrastructure in Chengdu was 
not severely affected. The toleration of domestic CSO activities and even the 
coordinated actions by CSOs were visible immediately after the earthquake. 
Unlike in rural areas, where formally established CSOs were rare back then, 
and where most associational behaviors were informal and based on lineage 
and temple, in major cities like Chengdu, CSOs were already flourishing, reg-
istered or not. The 2008 Wenchuan earthquake had several significant effects 
on these CSOs:

	 1.	 CSOs started to coordinate actions and specialize tasks using their 
competitive (or comparative) advantage after the earthquake.

	 2.	 Volunteers, especially those formerly working for another CSO, be-
came a key source to produce leaders of new CSOs.

	 3.	 Local governments noticed the networking behaviors of the CSOs 
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and allowed (sometimes illegal) experimentations while providing 
an enlarged space for CSOs. Such experimentations of local gover-
nance are imitated by governments from other localities once experi-
mentation proves to be successful.

	 4.	 CSOs formerly not registered sought legitimization, and the state 
also tried various ways to accommodate the rise of CSOs, including 
putting together a new law to regulate the sector.

The networking and coordination between different CSOs started imme-
diately. There were two major platforms that were established for CSO coor-
dination in Chengdu: the Sichuan Joint Disaster Relief Office (四川联合救灾
办公室, hereafter referred to as “Joint Relief Office”) and the 512 NGO Ser-
vices Center (四川512民间救助服务中心, hereafter referred to as “512 Cen-
ter”).27 The former is mainly in charge of goods and service delivery, while 
the latter is in charge of information verification and the planning of 
resource allocation. In other words, the latter is responsible for thinking and 
the former is responsible for execution. The leaders of the two platforms are 
also good friends.

GZ28 was both a government official and the leader of a GONGO in the 
city of Panzhihua in southern Sichuan before the earthquake happened. He 
was nominated as the coordinator of local CSOs to start the Joint Relief 
Office right after the earthquake. He hesitated mainly because of the poten-
tial pressure he could face from the government but eventually agreed to 
take the role.29

The Joint Relief Office was in charge of the delivery of essential goods and 
services to the quake-stricken region during the first week after the earth-
quake. Government vehicles are usually trucks that would not be able to 
enter the mountainous regions after the earthquake, while the Joint Relief 
Office was able to organize a fleet of SUVs owned by CSOs and individual 
volunteers that were able to enter the quake-stricken regions. As a result, the 
Joint Relief Office was an effective complement to the government and mili-
tary; it was also a time to utilize the specialties of different CSOs. Individual 
CSOs might not have the capacity to carry such complex tasks, but once they 
are coordinated, certain organizations that excel at inventories are in charge 
of inventories. Others are in charge of organizing volunteers, goods purchas-
ing, and fund-raising, respectively. The individual leaders and volunteers 
built a strong trust and a tight network through this effort.30

In Sichuan, CSOs were not seen by the government and their peers as 
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organizations but as “a leader plus a group of staff or volunteers.” People usu-
ally identify CSOs by their leaders’ names rather than the name of the orga-
nization. For example, the name “Joint Relief Office” is usually replaced with 
“GZ’s team.” Such practices not only indicate the organizational dynamics 
for CSOs (less about the brand name, more about personal reputation) but 
also have significant consequences. Local governments tend to collaborate 
with those organizations led by leaders they trust more (whether based on 
past interactions or the individual’s background). Donors also tend to con-
tribute more resources to organizations led by leaders they know better. 
Therefore, if an organization changes leadership, the organization usually 
needs to reconfigure its relationships with the local government and the 
donors. Organizational relationships are the extension of personal 
relationships.

The individual-based approach directly led GZ into trouble. The major 
donors wanted to transfer funding directly to GZ, indicating that they did 
not trust anyone else but him. They also did not want to wire the money to 
GZ’s GONGO, as the bureaucracy would slow down the process and the 
money would not be used in time to save the people in the quake-stricken 
region. They wanted the money to follow GZ because he was the one they 
trusted. On the other hand, putting donations directly into an individual’s 
private account violates the law. Even GZ’s GONGO did not have the creden-
tials to receive donations directly. Donations have to be wired to founda-
tions having credentials first, then given to CSOs that are registered, and 
eventually used for projects. GZ thought that being a government official 
himself, he could take the responsibility later and that the punishment 
would not be that severe. He was later investigated by multiple departments, 
including being taken away for a month by people from the National Secu-
rity department. Yet, because they did not find any evidence of GZ’s embez-
zlement of the money—he had spent all the money on individuals who were 
in need in the quake-stricken region and had followed good record keep-
ing—no case was brought against him. What brought GZ down was not the 
legal system but a factional fight within the political system. There were con-
servatives and progressives within the Panzhihua government, and GZ was 
one of those progressives. Given that GZ had received donations directly 
and put the money into his personal bank account, the conservative faction 
attacked him vehemently, and he was forced to resign less than three weeks 
after the earthquake.

Because GZ was under investigation and entangled with this factional 
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fight, those CSOs that had already registered were quite reluctant to partici-
pate in the Joint Relief Office platform, fearing their license would be 
revoked. Instead, those unregistered CSOs played a vital role in this network-
ing and coordinating endeavor. The Joint Relief Office lasted only about two 
weeks before it was dissolved. GZ argued that its only mission was emergency 
rescues, and they planned to exist for only about seven to ten days to begin 
with. Some people have speculated that GZ’s investigation and factional 
fight might have had something to do with the dissolution of the office.

GZ mentioned during an interview later that he was touched by the vol-
unteers’ compassion and motivation even after the office had been dissolved. 
Since he had already quit his job three weeks after the earthquake, he and his 
friend WZ initiated the NGO Disaster Preparedness Center, or NGODPC 
(NGO 备灾中心). NGODPC continued the work of the Joint Relief Office in 
the city of Mianzhu (at the epicenter) in post-disaster reconstruction. Some 
of the volunteers previously working for GZ also started their own CSOs after 
the dissolution of the Joint Relief Office. By the time of my interview in 2013, 
GZ had registered NGODPC in the city of Dujiangyan and had branch offices 
in counties including Shifang and Mianzhu. GZ was aware that if the 1998 
Regulation on Registration and Administration of Social Organizations is 
strictly enforced, he might be under investigation again. So far, the local gov-
ernment is comfortable with its power, knowing that whenever they want to 
shut down NGODPC, they can; it is experimenting with NGODPC by not 
enforcing the law.

The 512 Center led by HG, a social scientist from Sichuan Academy of 
Social Sciences, was the second major platform that was initiated because of 
the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake.31 HG believes that many people with small 
actions, if coordinated, can create a major impact. HG is well respected in the 
CSO community in Sichuan. When she facilitated the initiation of the 512 
Center, many existing CSOs joined. The 512 Center has several teams, includ-
ing information, volunteer, material supply, and finance. They played a sup-
portive role in all CSOs during the quake relief period. The idea was mainly 
to keep a list of all volunteers, money, and goods so that energy and time 
would not be wasted for duplicated work by different CSOs. Suppose a CSO at 
the front line of rescue wanted specific goods and resources. In that case, 
they looked up the information from the 512 Center’s list, and then another 
CSO in charge of goods delivery was dispatched to deliver the goods or 
resources. The 512 Center also facilitated meeting spaces, communication 
support, and logistical support. After the earthquake, the 512 Center contin-
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ued to facilitate the betterment of resource allocation among CSOs for post-
quake reconstruction and economic development. Thirty-seven CSOs have 
signed a memorandum of understanding (MOU) with the 512 Center, and 
over eighty CSOs maintain more extended collaboration and information 
sharing with the 512 Center.

The 512 Center realized that it would be a mismatch if it continued to 
operate as a post-disaster platform while the main work it does is less and less 
disaster-related but supports CSOs in general. It also operated without for-
mal registration, so it was, in fact, an illegal organization. The government 
was aware of that and allowed the center to be temporarily affiliated with the 
Chengdu River Research Association for accounting and legal purposes, but 
that was not going to be a permanent solution. Therefore, the center regis-
tered under the Sichuan Department of Civil Affairs, using the Sichuan Soci-
ety Scientific Community Federation as its PSU in March 2012.32 They con-
tinue to focus on public welfare information sharing and service and play a 
key role in creating a network to connect CSOs in Sichuan.

Step 2: Governments Participate and Then Take Initiatives

Besides the toleration of the 512 Center and the Joint Relief Office, both of 
which played vital roles immediately after the earthquake, other localities 
developed social innovations that would coordinate not only the CSOs but 
also the government and businesses during the recovery period. On June 21, 
2008, forty days after the Wenchuan earthquake, the government of Mian-
zhu was invited to participate in a forum organized by the China Social 
Entrepreneur Foundation (友成企业家扶贫基金会) and McKinsey and Com-
pany to discuss post-disaster reconstruction in Mianzhu. A month later, the 
Mianzhu post-disaster social resources coordination platform (hereafter 
referred to as the “Mianzhu platform”) was created.

The Mianzhu platform relies on resources from the government, busi-
nesses, and a private foundation to coordinate and support CSOs for post-
disaster reconstruction. The platform has four main teams: project and 
emergency response, organization and public relations, integration and 
management, and development and outreach. Such a structure provides 
human capital, technological support, capacity building, volunteer train-
ing, and coordination to CSOs. The project and emergency response team 
plans sustainable development projects, evaluates projects during different 
phases, and formulates plans when an emergency happens. The organiza-
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tion and public relations team conducts event planning (such as group 
dances or choirs), media relations, and volunteer recruitment. The integra-
tion and management team conducts research on social demand, organizes 
data collected, monitors ongoing projects, and keeps records of meeting 
minutes and relevant documents. The development and outreach team 
focuses on capacity building, social innovation, social collaboration, and 
CSO support.33

The Mianzhu platform was seen as a great success. It optimized resource 
allocation, promoted the development of CSOs, increased the efficiency of 
the government, and, of course, enhanced the positive image of the govern-
ment. Initially, the government was invited to join the forum only to delib-
erate solutions for post-disaster reconstructions, but it ended up being one of 
the key participants in the Mianzhu platform. China had no rules or prece-
dents of the government, businesses, foundations, and CSOs, in general, col-
laborating to achieve a common goal together under such integrated mecha-
nisms before the Mianhzu platform, and it was an experiment that largely 
succeeded.

Other local governments learned lessons from the Mianzhu platform 
experiment, and adjustments were made in the experiments that followed. 
On April 20, 2013, there was another major earthquake in Sichuan province 
in Lushan County, less than one hundred miles south of Wenchuan. The 
CSOs immediately followed previous examples of the Joint Relief Office and 
the 512 Center and formed a network of CSOs for emergency response. The 
city of Ya’an (where Lushan County is located) imitated the Mianzhu plat-
form and initiated the Ya’an Mass Organizations Social Service Center (here-
after referred to as the “Ya’an Mass-Org Center”).

A few changes were made. Instead of directly involving the local govern-
ment (and therefore being responsible), the Communist Youth League was 
designated to coordinate government affairs. During an interview, the leader 
at the Ya’an Mass-Org Center emphasized that they did not want to leave the 
image that the government or the Communist Party are heavily involved, so 
they decided to let the Communist Youth League take the lead. They also 
involved the many mass organizations that are mainly GONGOs, including 
the Federation of Trade Unions, Women’s Federation, and China’s Disabled 
Persons’ Federation, among others. Such actions ensured that the govern-
ment was present and could be reached yet also prevented (at least the image 
of) the heavy and direct involvement of the local government.34

The Ya’an Mass-Org Center set up a permanent office and not only facili-
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tated the post-disaster reconstruction efforts and coordinated the CSOs to 
provide goods and public services to villagers in the quake-stricken region 
but also, after the disaster, provided office space and some funding for CSOs 
to continue their developmental work, as some of the CSOs have expertise in 
farming and raising animals.

Step 3: Promote Successful Models and Further Replication

The Ya’an Mass-Org Center, learning from the experiences from the Mian-
zhu platform, was a great success. Therefore, from 2013 to 2017 the Sichuan 
provincial government decided to set up such a center at the provincial 
level and let other county-level governments set up their own mass-org 
centers. The provincial-level mass-org center had by then registered as a 
social organization called Xieli Gongyi (协力公益),35 while at least eighteen 
cities and county-level mass-org centers are up and running.36 In 2015 the 
central government organized a Mass Organizations Conference in Beijing 
to promote the Sichuan experiences so that other provinces could also set 
up mass-org centers to coordinate work between the government, busi-
nesses, and CSOs.37

Experimentation with CSOs was not only going on in the quake-stricken 
region in Sichuan. Guangdong province also started to experiment with 
more straightforward and accessible ways to get CSOs registered. Guangdong 
disconnected industry and business associations from local governments, 
increased the transparency of CSOs, and developed new types of CSOs that 
would be able to tackle new challenges in society. Of course, the initiation of 
party structure within CSOs was also experimented with and later adopted.38 
Other cities, such as Ningbo, Shanghai, Tai’an, Tianjin, Shantou, and a 
dozen provinces, also had various experiments with CSOs.39 Some experi-
ments were replicated, such as the evolution from Mianzhu Center, to Ya’an 
Mass-Org Center, to mass-org centers all over Sichuan, and, eventually, 
nation-wide; other experiments were only tested locally. This was a clear 
strategy of “from point to surface,” just like what happened in the economic 
domain in the 1980s–1990s.

While the experiments were going on, the state used this opportunity to 
adapt and learn and eventually use innovative strategies to control and gov-
ern society. The earthquakes led to the sudden increase of CSO activities in 
the quake-stricken zone. The government, on the other hand, was incapaci-
tated. So how could the government check and monitor the large number of 
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CSOs within their jurisdictions? The Sichuan provincial government 
decided to recruit a few hundred social supervisors (社会监督员) about ten 
days after the earthquake. They accepted applications from the public and 
selected 308 social supervisors from over 2,600 applicants.40 If the govern-
ment did not have the capacity to check on society, it could co-opt parts of 
society and use them to monitor other parts of society. These social supervi-
sors were hired for three months and monitored the whole process of pur-
chasing, stocking, delivering, and distributing goods. They reported directly 
to the provincial government and were well received by both citizens and 
local governments.41

Chapter 3 discussed the deliberate differentiation strategy adopted by 
the government. Letting society check society and report suspicious activi-
ties to the provincial government also made CSOs less likely to organize 
regime-challenging activities. The bureaucracy’s size is limited, but once the 
state has parts of the society working for the bureaucratic apparatus, it 
becomes more effective in deterring regime-challenging activities. Based on 
the study done by Huimin Bian, Zhenyao Wang, Puqu Wang, and Yan Feng, 
even though the over three hundred CSOs had various themes and empha-
ses, almost all organizations limited their functions to disaster response and 
post-disaster reconstruction, regardless of the original mission of the organi-
zation.42 The government was also happy to facilitate the operations of these 
CSOs, including providing office and activity spaces; helping their commu-
nication with upper-level governments; arranging room and board for vol-
unteers and staff; and providing consultation, transportation, and financial 
support.

It is worth noting that some of the CSOs built relationships and trust 
with the government due to their interactions during the quake relief peri-
ods. A few of these CSOs would be able to lobby effectively, resulting in pol-
icy change. For example, XR, a CSO leader who provides support to farmers 
about rabbit-raising techniques and resources, noticed that the design for 
rebuilding had turned farmers’ homes into apartment buildings or town-
houses. Some people in Sichuan like to raise chickens, ducks, or pigs in their 
backyards. Backyards are also an excellent place to store farming tools. 
Therefore, XR wrote a letter to the government to petition to leave at least 
45–60 square meters of backyard for each household in the design. He also 
framed the issue as “protecting Sichuan’s culture,” a strategy proven to be 
quite effective in China.43 As a result, the new homes in Mianyang, Deyang, 
and Shifang all had backyards for about 65 square meters.
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Step 4: Legalization

While the experiments and state-CSO interactions were happening in the 
field, the central government was also starting to reconsider drafting the 
Charity Law to govern the newly evolved better and replicated interactive 
experimentations. Previously, researching and drafting were initiated by the 
Ministry of Civil Affairs in 2009, but the efforts were paused due to a lack of 
familiarity with the CSO developments. In 2010 the Interior Judicial Com-
mittee of the National People’s Congress (全国人大内务司法委员会) again 
made attempts to research the Charity Law, hoping to accompany it with the 
Social Assistance Act (社会救助法), which was also being considered at the 
time. However, not much meaningful progress was made, and the Charity 
Law was put on hold again. In 2012 the CCP’s 18th Party Congress decided to 
make social development a key national development component. Social 
organizations, providing an opportunity for citizens to participate in public 
affairs, became a critical domain for societal governance. The third plenum 
of the 18th Party Congress also announced the decision about deepening 
reform––specifically, to ask social organizations to set up various enterprises 
in villages, to motivate the vitality of social organizations, and to let social 
organizations provide public service.44

Based on the experiences and development at the local level, especially 
the benefits the government saw with CSOs providing public goods and ser-
vices cheaper and often better45 than the local government or GONGOs, the 
State Council announced the “Plan for the Institutional Restructuring of the 
State Council and Transformation of Functions Thereof” (国务院机构改革和
职能转变方案),46 which suggested emphasizing the development of four 
types of social organizations: industry and business associations, science 
and technology associations, public welfare and charitable associations, and 
urban and rural community service organizations. This indicates that there 
are specific public goods and services the government would want to extract 
from the productivities of specific CSOs but not necessarily others.

The utilization of local CSO resources and productivities also started to 
appear in government agendas. For example, in 2014 the Ministry of Civil 
Affairs and the Ministry of Finance jointly announced the “Notice on the 
Support and Normalize the Service Purchasing from Social Organizations by 
the Government” (关于支持和规范社会组织承接政府购买服务的通知)47 as 
well as the “Selections from the Policy Documents of Government Purchas-
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ing Services” (政府购买服务政策文件选编), which was used to train 136 bud-
getary units of the central and local government Civil Affairs officers.48 The 
government was apparently preparing to persuade specific regime-support 
CSOs to be more involved in local governance.

In November 2014 the State Council released the instructions about 
“Promoting the Healthy Development of the Charity Industry,” which was 
the first time the central government released a policy document specifically 
targeting the charity industry. As a result, the Charity Law drafting team was 
formed, an effort directly led by the Interior Judicial Committee of the NPC. 
After about twenty months, on October 30, 2015, the draft law was discussed 
in the NPC for the first time. The law was then immediately released to the 
public for additional input. Two months later, the revised draft law was dis-
cussed and released again to the public for the second time. During the NPC 
and CPPCC meetings (两会 or two sessions) in March 2016, the draft law was 
discussed again and was passed on March 16. President Xi Jinping immedi-
ately signed the law so that it could be put into effect on September 1, 2016.

The legalization of domestic CSO activities was seen as a positive step to 
provide guidance and support for individuals and CSOs to participate in 
public goods provision. For example, people and organizations that do not 
have the qualifications to raise money publicly (公开募捐) can now do it 
legally through collaborations with organizations that do have those quali-
fications or use directional fund-raising and target a specific group to raise 
money independently (定向募捐). The new Charity Law also replaced the 
concept of “people-run non-enterprises” (民办非企业) with “social service 
groups” (社会服务机构) so that charitable organizations could be in the 
forms of foundations, social groups, and social service groups. However, 
charitable activities are not limited to charitable organizations. It is now 
legal for individuals and organizations that are not charitable organizations 
to organize charitable activities. Besides the narrow definition of charitable 
activities (such as poverty alleviation, disaster response, and senior or weak 
care), the law also allows activities that fall under a more extensive umbrella 
of social welfare (such as education, science and technology, culture, sports, 
and health.)

The control over charitable organizations has also been loosened to 
allow more flexibility and wiggle room. For example, organizations used to 
be required to get an annual inspection from their PSU, which was an essen-
tial mechanism for the government to control the CSOs, since the threat of 
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“not approving” is credible and could be used to shape the actions of CSOs. 
In the Charity Law, the annual inspection was replaced with an annual 
report describing their activities to “inform” the government without hav-
ing to request approval from their PSU beforehand.

The people who were involved in drafting the law had expressed the core 
idea behind the provisions: the government should not take the lead role or 
be the only player in charitable activities but should step back and provide 
guidance and information. Individuals and organizations should be encour-
aged to organize charitable activities and provide public goods and welfare.49 
It is clear that more doors have been opened for domestic CSOs and indi-
viduals to organize activities in society, as long as the goal is to provide wel-
fare to the society.

Interactive Experimentation: Foreign NGOs’ Activities

Step 1: Tolerate

The 2008 Wenchuan earthquake, again, was a significant moment for for-
eign NGOs in China. Donations from foreign sources increased by 83 per-
cent between 2007 and 2008. However, the trend of rising donations has 
stopped and reversed since 2009.50 The year 2008 was an excellent opportu-
nity for domestic CSOs, but it also foreshadowed the tightening of space for 
foreign NGOs. Domestic CSOs, as mentioned previously, face multiple con-
straints, and the rules prevented them from operating freely across provin-
cial borders. On the other hand, foreign NGOs had no such constraints, sim-
ply because no specific rules regarding their activities have yet been made.

For a long time, the vast majority of foreign NGOs in China operated in a 
legal gray area, and the government tolerated them because they posed no 
credible threats and were bringing resources into their jurisdictions. Some 
foreign NGOs had local partners, and some were registered as commercial 
enterprises. The quake relief effort in 2008 to some extent was a wake-up call 
for the Chinese government. The state suddenly realized the urgency of hav-
ing to put together a set of comprehensive and coherent rules to regulate the 
foreign NGOs, since there are so many of them operating in the gray area, 
and any possibility of a potential color revolution in China is not going to be 
tolerated by the state.51
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Step 2: Governments Participate and Then Take Initiatives

Experiments started in Yunnan in 2009 when the provincial government 
released the “Interim Provisions on the Regulations of Overseas Non-
Governmental Organizations in Yunnan Province” (云南省规范境外非政府组
织活动暂行规定, hereafter referred to as the “Yunnan provisions”).52 Yunnan 
province has a significant foreign NGO presence mainly due to the anti-HIV/
AIDS efforts and the environmental movements to protect the last un-
dammed river (Nu River) in China.53 The local government previously toler-
ated the existence of foreign NGOs within its jurisdictions. Some foreign 
NGOs voluntarily filed documentation (备案) with the government before 
starting their projects, hoping to reduce potential tension between the state 
and CSOs.

The interviews in Sichuan province conducted in this research also 
revealed similar behaviors. In 2008 after the Wenchuan earthquake, those 
CSOs that filed documentation with the government before taking action 
were usually better received by local governments, so by the time of the 2013 
Lushan earthquake, most CSOs filed documentation first and then took 
action. Therefore, the key idea in the Yunnan provisions was to spell out 
how, when, and with whom to file the documentation. Through documen-
tation filing and PSU clarification, foreign NGOs could register and enjoy 
their legitimacy to operate in Yunnan. It was clear that the Yunnan provi-
sions were not intended to discourage operations of foreign NGOs but to 
make foreign NGOs more transparent so that the government would be able 
to monitor and control their activities.

Step 3: Promote Successful Models, Further Replication, and Top-Down Disruption

The experiments in Yunnan were then copied (and slightly modified) in Xia-
men to document economic and trade associations from Taiwan setting up 
representative offices in Xiamen54 and other places such as Beijing, Shang-
hai, and Zhejiang.55 The replications of the original pilot case were used to 
test whether the same method would be effective when governing different 
types of foreign NGOs with variations in local bureaucratic conditions. All of 
these regulations had significant portions that were similar to Yunnan’s stip-
ulation about how to encourage foreign NGOs to file documentation.

The interactive experimentations between the local governments and 



96� disruptions as opportunities

Revised Pages

foreign NGOs almost looked like they were going to follow a similar path of 
the interactions between the state and domestic CSOs, until a significant 
turning point occurred in 2013 when Xi Jinping took office. The new cen-
tral leadership initiated a major crackdown on foreign NGOs in China for 
national security purposes. In 2014, one month after the first National 
Security Commission meeting, investigations of foreign NGOs in China 
began. Around the same time, the Chinese state started drafting the new 
Foreign NGO Law. Before that, the Ministry of Civil Affairs was drafting 
regulations based on the Yunnan experience and subsequent experiments. 
In 2014 this process was interrupted by a different priority, and the Minis-
try of Public Security, an office that was much less accommodating toward 
CSOs, took over.

Step 4: Legalization

Legalization would still happen, although it was clear that drafting the new 
Foreign NGO Law had a different motivation once the Politburo Standing 
Committee deliberated the first draft of the law in 2014.56 Getting the 
resources from these foreign NGOs to support economic development was 
still a possible motivation. Nevertheless, it was overshadowed by the more 
critical motivation: preventing foreign forces from initiating color revolu-
tions and Western infiltrations in China. From that point, the bottom-up 
process of experimentation had been forcefully halted with a top-down 
agenda.

When the final version of the Foreign NGO Law was passed in April 2016, 
there were a few significant and notable differences between the Charity Law 
and the Foreign NGO Law in terms of governing domestic and international 
CSOs. Domestic CSOs have already moved beyond the dual management 
system and no longer need the PSUs. The “supervisory unit” is not a “guid-
ance unit.” The dual management system remained for foreign NGOs, and 
the PSUs are still necessary. Foreign NGOs have two ways to operate legally in 
China: register as a representative office or register for a temporary activities 
permit lasting one year. Using the term “representative office” means that 
the offices do not have a legal person’s qualification. Their foreign organiza-
tion, therefore, could be pursued for legal responsibility and liability. With 
burdensome procedures, the temporary activities permit is extremely diffi-
cult to get. This is also why there were zero cases of permit requests in the first 
three months after the law had taken effect.57 Foreign NGOs are also directly 
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under the Ministry of Public Security’s jurisdiction, unlike domestic CSOs, 
which remain under the Ministry of Civil Affairs.58

Other restrictions are applied to foreign NGOs but not necessarily to 
domestic CSOs. For example, foreign NGOs are not allowed to fund-raise in 
China (rules that have been loosened for domestic CSOs) nor recruit mem-
bers (the function of domestic social groups). Foreign NGOs are expected to 
register at the provincial level with PSUs as national government agencies, 
while domestic CSOs can register at different levels of the government.

Such stipulations do not mean the Chinese government wants to drive 
all foreign NGOs away. The government still encourages some foreign NGOs 
to provide expertise and spend their money on clearly defined fields such as 
rural education, poverty alleviation, and water conservation. Activities in 
rights protection, advocacy, religion, and other areas are generally prohib-
ited. This is to recognize that even among the foreign NGOs, there might still 
be regime-supporting groups with resources that the government needs or 
with goals that are similar to those of the government. The deliberate differ-
entiation strategy also works at this level targeting foreign NGOs.

Interactive Experimentation and  
State-Organized Legalization

If we compare the process of legalizing actions by domestic CSOs and foreign 
NGOs, we see striking similarities. The government allowed a period of an 
intentional legal gray zone for CSOs to operate while it became more familiar 
with the CSOs. The government’s method of dealing with CSOs growing in 
society was also consistent until the central government intervened with 
foreign NGOs. Therefore, the legalization process started to diverge when 
the bottom-up process was quashed by the more determined top-down pro-
cess. Thus, the outcome is that we have a relatively friendly Charity Law, 
which mainly governs domestic CSOs, and the somewhat constraining For-
eign NGO Law, which mainly contains foreign NGOs.

At the initial step, when the number of CSOs started to grow after institu-
tional disruptions, the government was open-minded about such a new 
phenomenon. With confidence in managing the CSOs and expectations to 
take advantage of the resources and opportunities some of the CSOs might 
bring, the government did not make that many rules to stipulate their 
actions. The regulations made were mainly incremental rules that became 
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necessary but still minimal, and they governed only a specific aspect of the 
society, whether it was the chamber of commerce, non-enterprise units, or 
foundations.

Institutional disruptions, particularly natural disasters, would stimulate 
the development of CSOs and therefore speed up the legalization process. 
The 1998 floods and 2008 earthquake were significant times for the develop-
ment of both domestic and international CSOs, and so were major interna-
tional events such as the 1995 UN Women’s Conference. Natural disasters 
could increase trust, networking, the norms of reciprocity between commu-
nity members, and the rise of voluntarism. Such organic developments 
within the society also led to natural bottom-up experiments.

The interactive experimentation process also happens in the “legal gray 
zone.” The making of both the Charity Law and the Foreign NGO Law started 
with a similar process when experimentation began. The government 
allowed the 512 Center and Joint Relief Office to play their roles without too 
much intervention, even though such coordination between CSOs was 
unprecedented. In addition, the government tolerated the new develop-
ments of CSOs, even though there were no specific laws to regulate them and 
their status was mainly illegal. The government understands that it would be 
easier to comprehend their behavior and assess their consequences by allow-
ing their activities and space. Since the scope was initially minimal, the gov-
ernment had the confidence to manage the risks. Furthermore, the leaders 
of those experiments all had some past government background or affilia-
tion. So toleration was the norm at the initial step.

Once it was clear that certain benefits would arise, the government 
started to participate and become a player in the experiments. The state’s 
presence in such experimentation can sometimes further improve the out-
come of the experiments. For example, the government participated in the 
Mianzhu platform and provided resources and some legitimacy to the net-
working of CSOs as well as cross-sector collaboration for quake relief and 
reconstruction efforts. The government not only witnessed the more effi-
cient resource allocation and the speedy recovery after the 2008 earthquake, 
but it also realized that participating in such efforts would increase the gov-
ernment’s positive image.

The next step of state participation is mainly an opportunity for the gov-
ernment to better understand the new developments from within and along 
with their respective pros and cons. During this step, the foreign NGOs 
started the filing documentation practices voluntarily. Multiple organiza-
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tions, during the interviews, mentioned that they realized reporting to the 
local government voluntarily and that documenting their activities usually 
is quite rewarding. This does not mean they will give in to the local govern-
ment, but transparency would bring trust and goodwill, making their work 
more effective. After the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake, and especially during 
the subsequent major earthquakes in western China, CSOs overwhelmingly 
learned this technique. It was also rewarding for local governments, as they 
were able to have an excellent grasp of the activities without having to invest 
too many resources.

The state gradually changed from being a participant to taking initiative 
by starting experiments during the third step. The state, learning from past 
experiences, adjusted the experiments to reflect its preferences. The Ya’an 
Mass-Org Center was set up in the name of “mass organizations” and led by 
the Communist Youth League because the government wanted to be 
involved but not too much. Therefore, using the mass organizations and 
Communist Youth League as liaisons would be a good solution to achieve 
goals without exposing the government to too much liability should the 
experiment fail. On the governance of foreign NGOs, the government relied 
on the experiences of voluntary documentation filing and used Yunnan as a 
pilot case to further test the effectiveness of this process. The specific stipula-
tion of government documentation included in the Yunnan experiment is 
an effort on the part of the government to get to know more about foreign 
NGOs’ operations in Yunnan province in order to inform further coping 
mechanisms.

The subsequent step involves replicating the successful experiences, 
whether it is promoting the Ya’an experience to the entire Sichuan province, 
and eventually to the entire nation, or the imitation of the Yunnan provi-
sions in other regions such as Beijing, Shanghai, and Zhejiang. The replica-
tions were not significantly different from the original version. At this step, 
the government was already quite comfortable with the experiment and 
confident that the practice would be effective nationwide. Therefore, the 
stipulation of formal laws based on such experiences was put on the agenda 
after this step.

The main differentiation happened when the central government, espe-
cially the CCP top leadership, intervened with the Foreign NGO Law devel-
opment, turning it from a civil affairs matter into a public and national secu-
rity matter. It was also clear that before the top-down intervention, the 
Ministry of Civil Affairs was already working on the Foreign NGO Law based 
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on the Yunnan template. After the intervention, the Ministry of Public Secu-
rity took over. So the experimentation initiated at the grassroots level did 
not run its entire course as it had with the Charity Law.

This does not suggest that the Foreign NGO Law is an outlier while the 
Charity Law is the norm. Differentiation points exist throughout the pro-
cess. This chapter has presented the legalization strategy by the state, which 
follows differentiation based on goal alignment and government effective-
ness toward domestic CSOs. Even though foreign NGOs are under much 
stricter scrutiny, there are still differentiations and legalization of their spe-
cific behaviors, as some of the foreign NGOs are still able to bring resources 
without too many additional risks. For example, foreign NGOs working in 
rural education, poverty alleviation, and water conservancy–related fields 
are still encouraged to operate in China, especially if they work closely with 
a domestic partner.

It is also important to point out that allowing the experiments to play 
out their courses does not mean the state has minimal involvement during 
the early steps. In fact, the state is constantly sensitive about how effective 
policy tools could be used to intervene when necessary. Therefore, incidents 
similar to the one of taking crosses off the top of churches in Zhejiang prov-
ince could happen. The government would gain no utility from such actions 
other than testing the power of its authority. This way, the government 
would know that it is still in control even during the most creative period of 
social innovations and experiments.

The strategy the Chinese state utilized has been quite effective so far in 
managing risks and opportunities. The initial zone of indifference exists so 
that not all unfamiliar and illegal activities are quashed. To some extent, this 
tolerates (if not encourages) creativity in society. If no major risks are fore-
seen, the government could gradually transition from observer to partici-
pant and eventually implement the experimentations. Laws will be made 
once this whole process runs its entire course. If, at any point, there are issues 
that raise concerns, it would alert the particular level of the government, and 
then the government would become more cautious during the next phase. 
Such alerts would not completely shut down the process but would serve as 
differentiation points for the government to target (and tightly control) the 
regime-challenging factors while allowing the regime-supporting players to 
continue with the experimentation. The development would be more lim-
ited but not stopped. This also means that formal lawmaking does not indi-
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cate the end of the experimentation process but serves as a critical differen-
tiation point in a continually evolving process.

Legalization as the Third Stage of  
Interactive Authoritarianism

This chapter has connected the dots of the previous two chapters and cap-
tured how the toleration-differentiation-legalization process would occur in 
terms of the authoritarian governance of society. Such a process would 
enable the state to be more adaptive and tackle its governance challenges 
more effectively when facing a new phenomenon in society. The chapter has 
also depicted the fundamental challenges the Chinese society is facing on its 
way to creating an autonomous mature civil society.

The government tolerates and observes new CSOs and their activities 
(often stimulated by institutional disruptions) that are not covered by exist-
ing rules and laws. Instead of using repression or issuing new rules and laws 
immediately, the government patiently waits and interacts with these soci-
etal actors, allowing information to flow between the state and society in 
order to better inform decision-making while soliciting help from society for 
better service provision. New CSOs also utilize the new windows of opportu-
nities to adapt while remaining innovative in their struggle to survive and 
make meaningful impacts. Thus, toleration is often the status quo strategy 
by local governments when new players or procedures emerge (for example, 
new ways of running activities, delivering services, or making decisions).

Then the government deliberately differentiates different types of CSOs 
to more efficiently and effectively manage the risks and opportunities and 
take advantage of the potential resources and benefits CSOs could bring, in 
preparation for legalization, as different new practices and tactics by CSOs 
are documented and studied. It is worth noting that many existing CSOs 
may already be at the differentiation stage when new interactive experimen-
tations start—due to the emergence of other new CSOs—so in the eyes of a 
specific organization, the lengths of the three stages could vary. It is also pos-
sible that certain CSOs could be tolerated for a long time before differentia-
tion and legalization occurred.

Once the successful pilot cases are replicated and tested in different 
regions and domains, new laws would be drafted to temporarily solidify the 
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successes from the interactive experimentations. Yet, those rules and laws 
are not permanent, as a new round of toleration-differentiation-legalization 
could be triggered at any moment in a dynamic interactive authoritarian 
state. As a result, the interactive experimentation process could lead to a sig-
nificant amount of social innovation and policy optimization regarding bet-
ter delivery of public goods and services and could constantly renew itself to 
better adapt to new circumstances and challenges.

However, the bottom-up force is vulnerable in the face of the top-down 
will of the party-state. Any major intervention could create differentiation 
points and change the course and consequences for certain actors in society. 
Therefore, even though the major disasters have opened up space and given 
us the possibility of creating a nascent civil society from the accumulation of 
social capital and the sudden space opened up for CSOs, we still don’t have a 
clear path to a mature civil society, given the likelihood of strong top-down 
power intervening in the process. In the following chapters, I use three dis-
tinct case studies—in different spaces, from various regions, with specific key 
actors—to demonstrate how such a three-stage approach is used in various 
conditions and to reveal the logic of how the Chinese state governs the 
nascent civil society and the approaches it might take to meet future 
challenges.
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Chapter 5

Case I

The Sichuan Earthquakes and the  
Governance of the Rising CSOs

At 2:28 p.m. on May 12, 2008, an 8.0 magnitude earthquake struck the Wen-
chuan region of Sichuan province. An estimated 4.5 million people were 
affected in some way, including 69,229 mortalities and 17,923 missing per-
sons. Over 15 million residents had to be relocated due to one of the most 
destructive earthquakes in China’s recorded history.1

Earthquakes of such magnitude posed severe challenges to the capacity of 
local governments. CSOs, in the meantime, were able to provide services and 
support while the local governments were incapacitated. Forty days after the 
earthquake, the Xinhua News Agency reported that over a million volunteers 
had already poured into the region and mobilized their resources to support 
the quake relief efforts.2 Some of the volunteers turned into organizers. Many 
CSOs, whether formally registered or not, were created as a result.

Although highly tragic for the people affected, this moment provides an 
ideal opportunity for researchers to investigate how the Chinese state reacts to 
a new societal phenomenon during an institutional disruption. This chapter 
uses the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake and the subsequent Lushan earthquake 
(2013) and Ludian earthquake (2014) to demonstrate the evolution of the 
state’s governance strategy following the toleration-differentiation-
legalization stages discussed in the previous chapters. In this case, the institu-
tional disruptions were earthquakes, and the space occupied by actors was the 
physical space in localities in rural areas. With a focus on CSOs, I demonstrate 
how unregistered “illegal” associations were allowed to exist first while the 
local governments observed; then, during the differentiation stage, there were 
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crackdowns of specific CSOs and assistance provided to other CSOs to ease 
their registration and help them get funding. Rules and mechanisms tested at 
the local level are then briefly discussed, eventually leading to the making of 
the Charity Law and the Foreign NGO Law as a part of legalization. In the end, 
after the three stages interactive process, the authoritarian state was able to get 
more local public goods and service provision.

More specifically, individual citizens’ attitudes toward CSOs throughout 
the process are presented. Then a dynamic typology of the state-CSO rela-
tionship framework is provided to illustrate how the state and CSOs interact 
with each other and adjust their policies and behaviors accordingly. Such a 
typology results from the dynamic differentiation of CSOs based on the rela-
tive effectiveness of service provision by the local government and the degree of 
goal alignment between the state and CSO. Both the short-term outcomes 
and long-term evolving trajectories are present under each combination 
when these key variables take different values. Thus, even though immedi-
ately after institutional disruptions, we see state-CSO relationships in the 
forms of competition, complementarity, cooperation, and confrontation (or 
no interaction due to ignorance), the long-run outcomes after extensive 
interactions can lead to co-optation, cooperation, confrontation, and even 
destruction. However, as the government adapts to the changing circum-
stances and becomes more effective in service provision, co-optation and 
destruction are likely to be the more prevalent relationships. Therefore, this 
chapter asserts that the state-society relationship is not static and provides 
the depiction of how seemingly stable power relations between the state and 
CSOs in an authoritarian state came about.

Methods and Data

This chapter draws data from over 1,220 surveys of villagers, interviews with 
more than a dozen government officials and more than sixty CSO leaders, 
and employs tools such as natural experiments and process tracing.

First, the difference-in-difference approach has been utilized for the 
southern Sichuan region (see fig. 1.4 from chapter 1). Participants from 
thirty-six villages (about five people per village) were randomly selected to 
complete a survey interview. The first round of data was collected from May 
to June 2014. In August of the same year, Ludian, a county in the northern 
Yunnan province bordering southern Sichuan, was hit by a magnitude 6.1 
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earthquake. Twelve out of those thirty-six villages were severely affected by 
the earthquake. Therefore, another round of surveys and interviews was 
conducted from December 2014 to January 2015 to capture the post-
treatment condition. The central question of interest in the survey for this 
study was whether the interviewee preferred the local government or a social 
organization to provide the public goods and services that the community 
was lacking. In other words, the participant had to choose between the gov-
ernment and the CSOs. In reality, some participants refused to give a clear 
answer and sometimes wanted to pick both or neither, but that was only a 
tiny portion of the sample. What I used, therefore, was a binary variable that 
was coded “1” if the participant preferred a social organization and “0” for all 
other choices, mostly favoring the government. Since prior to the Ludian 
earthquake, the development of CSOs in southern Sichuan was minimal, 
many of the CSO activities came about during or immediately after the 
earthquake. This means that the CSOs were usually small and new with little 
human and physical capital. As discussed in previous chapters, toleration 
was the primary strategy by the government during this stage, and the gov-
ernment wanted CSOs to shoulder more blames. Did the local citizens prefer 
the government over CSOs or vice versa?

Second, in order to investigate the more mature and professional CSOs, 
data from the original natural experiment design were examined. As dis-
cussed in chapter 1, the original design was to see whether individuals had 
different attitudes about CSOs from the region hit by the 2008 Wenchuan 
earthquake as opposed to the region that was not in southern Sichuan. There 
was a rise of voluntarism and a wave of new CSO activities immediately after 
the 2008 earthquake, and many of them developed, evolved, and profes-
sionalized during the next several years. In 2013 another major quake hit 
almost the same region, and many of those CSOs were able to test their 
capacities and further hone their disaster response and community develop-
ment skills during and after the earthquake. Surveys and interviews of 1,220 
villagers from forty-three counties were conducted from May to June 2014.3

Participants were selected using the following procedure for the above 
two approaches. The research team traveled on the major highway (in such 
remote regions, it was most often a provincial level highway or lower). After 
randomly selecting three not-so-close entries to three villages, the team first 
exited the highway, drove a few miles, and then took another random turn 
and interviewed five individuals randomly selected in each of those villages. 
Therefore, about fifteen people were randomly selected from each county 
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and answered the questions in the survey. Basic demographic questions such 
as age, gender, years of education starting from elementary school, monthly 
income estimates, and the number of dependents were also asked.

Third, more than sixty CSO leaders were interviewed, plus about a dozen 
officials. Although the CSO leaders and officials were not randomly selected 
and were largely accessible based on referrals, many of them agreed on vital 
ideas while still having diverse perspectives on other issues. What I was inter-
ested in was mainly their individual and organizational stories.

To measure the earthquake’s intensity, I distinguished between counties 
in Sichuan province that were strongly affected (where the intensity of the 
Wenchuan earthquake was greater than 4.0 on the Modified Mercalli Inten-
sity Scale, or MMI) and counties far away from the epicenters that were mini-
mally affected. (Unless otherwise noted, MMI data are from the US Geologi-
cal Survey.) According to the USGS:

The Modified Mercalli Intensity value assigned to a specific site after an earth-

quake has a more meaningful measure of severity to the nonscientist than 

the magnitude because intensity refers to the effects actually experienced at 

that place.4

The abbreviated description of the levels of MMI provided by the USGS 
says that at Intensity III, “many people do not recognize it as an earthquake.” 
Only at Intensity IV, when shaking intensifies from “weak” to “light,” would 
real damages start to occur: “Dishes, windows, doors disturbed; walls make 
cracking sound. Sensation like heavy truck striking building.”5 Therefore, we 
decided to use MMI 4.0 as the cutoff point. The intervention is thus dichoto-
mized into a binary variable.6

However, during a severe disaster, different regions experience various 
sizes of unmet demand for public goods. What is theoretically relevant here 
is that this condition of institutional disruption would be created (a binary 
variable of 0 or 1) whether the size of the disruption was small or large.

“Blame the CSOs”: Evidence from the 2014  
Ludian Earthquake

Descriptive data by village indicates the changes of preferences for service 
provision before and after the Ludian earthquake for villages inside versus 
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outside the quake zone. As figure 5.1 indicates, for the unaffected region, the 
preference for social organizations to provide services varied, but for the 
quake-stricken region (shaded), such a preference was overwhelmingly 
reduced.

Using the difference-in-difference regression analysis produces results 
that are statistically similar to those of the initial descriptive visualization. 
The estimator for this study could be expressed as the following:

PRSO = B + date + ludian + treatment7

“PRSO” (preference of social organization) is the dependent variable, “B” is a 
series of control variables, “date” is a time dummy variable (date = 0 for the 
pre-quake, date = 1 for the post-quake), “ludian” is the indicator for earth-
quake impact (ludian = 0 for the control region, ludian = 1 for the treatment 
region exposed to the Ludian earthquake), and the product of the two, 
date*ludian, is the “DD” (treatment), the quantity of interest. The observa-
tions are clustered at the county level, as some county features may influence 
the outcome. The regression results presented in table 5.1 indicate that the 
Ludian earthquake led villagers in the earthquake region to reduce their 

Figure 5.1. Changes of preferences for service provision before and after the 
Ludian earthquake
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preferences of social organizations more often than villagers in the control 
region.

If we are using 95 percent confidence intervals to express the variables in 
the model, we can see that the result holds across different models.

But why?
Follow-up interviews with villagers, CSOs, and local government officials 

in the quake-stricken region provided some explanations. Immediately after 
the earthquake hit, local governments were incapacitated for a short period. 
CSOs, whether temporarily self-organized or preexisting, came to help. 
Given their good intentions, the preoccupied local governments tolerated 
the CSOs’ activities. “The local government doesn’t have the capacity to do 
it, so we got our chance to do some work,” a CSO leader said in an interview.8 

TABLE 5.1. Earthquake and preference of social organization at 
village level

 Benchmark ~l BM with co~s Full Model

treatment –0.203*** –0.215** –0.224**
(0.009) (0.013) (0.034)

ludian 0.0729 0.0808 0.105
(0.154) (0.218) (0.130)

date 0.117* 0.115* 0.0923*
 (0.055) (0.072) (0.069)

age –0.00311 –0.00307
 (0.403) (0.444)

edu 0.00184 –0.00412
 (0.880) (0.779)

gender –0.0825  –0.122
 (0.382) (0.358)

monthincome  0.0000385
 (0.477)

religious 0.0929
 (0.554)

clan 0.194
 (0.120)

Constant 0.147*** 0.313 0.205
(0.007) (0.107) (0.334)

Observations 72 72 72

Source: Taiyi Sun
p-values in parentheses
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01
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Many CSOs felt that civil society’s power increased and that the space for 
nongovernmental activities was enlarged.9

Yet, some local villagers saw unprofessional CSOs and volunteers. Quar-
rels and fights sometimes happened between volunteers, the reselling of 
donated goods was observed, and the distribution of supplies was sometimes 
disorganized, giving villagers terrible first impressions. One villager said dur-
ing an interview, “Some of them are here not to help us, but to make them-
selves feel good.”10

Once the local governments recovered, they realized that they could 
potentially use the CSOs, even if some local villagers were not happy with 
them. Some of the villagers blamed the CSOs for standing between them and 
donations and speculated that the CSOs were taking a cut from the dona-
tions: “Why are they getting some of the money that was donated to us? 
Aren’t they volunteers?” Others thought CSOs were not fair, for their neigh-
bors received more help than they did. Usually, the CSOs in this situation 
were focusing on spending money and resources effectively rather than dis-
tributing them equally. Yet, CSOs provide public goods and services 

Figure 5.2. Confidence interval of variables based on different models
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(although some are pretty new at what they are doing and are not doing a 
good job). Therefore, local governments wanted to keep them there as a buf-
fer so that CSOs would take the blame under those unfortunate circum-
stances after the natural disasters. Being disorganized, new/inexperienced, 
and misunderstood, CSOs drew criticism from villagers. This explains why 
there is a significant treatment effect in the quantitative data in the quake-
stricken region: citizens no longer want services provided by social organiza-
tions. Understanding this logic, we can extrapolate that local governments 
tend to tolerate CSO activities when they are new and inexperienced, for 
they serve as shields for unsatisfactory governance, especially during and 
immediately after natural disasters.

“Outsource to CSOs”: Evidence from the 2008 Wenchuan 
Earthquake and the 2013 Lushan Earthquake

The Wenchuan and Lushan earthquakes, even though five years apart, hit 
regions that largely overlapped in the northern part of Sichuan. For the pur-
pose of clarity and for methodological reasons, when I talk about both of 
them at the same time, I use the term “northern earthquakes.” I collected 
data in rural areas from 2014 to 2015, a time period after both of the north-
ern earthquakes. Therefore, what I observed could be the outcome of either 
or both of the earthquakes, and it was, to a large extent, difficult to parse out 
their unique effects on CSO development and, subsequently, attitude 
changes toward CSOs by citizens and government officials. However, it is 
apparent that the time period between the northern earthquakes and when 
data were collected for this research was longer than the time between the 
Ludian earthquake and its data collections. Therefore, for theory-building 
purposes, I treat the data point of the observations for the northern earth-
quakes as being qualitatively different from that after the Ludian earthquake; 
there was a significantly longer time for the CSOs involved to develop and 
evolve professionally. Therefore, this was also an opportunity to observe 
individual attitudes, CSO activities, and state-society relations at a different 
developmental stage.

Methodologically, the natural experiment setting for the northern 
earthquakes was weaker than that of the Ludian earthquake. The assump-
tion that northern and southern Sichuan were similar at the county level 
might be less valid due to the lack of pre-treatment data for practical and 
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ethical reasons. Yet, we can compare the background of the treatment 
region (the quake-stricken region) and the control region based on their 
demographics, financial conditions, and public goods provision condi-
tions. Even though there are numerical differences, the differences are not 
statistically significant. Comparing the counties in the control region and 
the treatment region, the population mean, percentage of agricultural 
people, GDP per capita, local government revenue and expenditure, and 
hospitals and schools per ten thousand people are not significantly differ-
ent from each other.

By looking at the data I collected, particularly the pre-treatment vari-
ables (that earthquakes would not influence the outcome of those variables 
with the concern that the data were collected only after treatment), the age 
difference is significant through a t-test. Logistic regression with treatment 
assignment (the earthquake) as the dependent variable also reveals that gen-
der and education may not be balanced. However, such differences do not 
prevent us from drawing exploratory evidence, and subsequent models in 
my analysis control these key variables (using less of the natural experiment 
setting but treating it as typical observational evidence).

Unlike the result from the short-term post-quake data from the Ludian 
earthquake, the longer period of interactions between CSOs and citizens 
leads to different outcomes. There is no significant difference between the 
control and treatment regions in terms of preferences of social organizations 
for service provision, although the mean difference is positive. This means 
that in the sample I collected, more people preferred social organizations for 
service provision in the quake-stricken region.

The 95 percent confidence intervals shown in figure 5.3 provide a visual-
ization of the three models in table 5.4. In this case, older people signifi-
cantly preferred social organizations less for service provisions.

This result, compared to that of the Ludian earthquake, suggests that 
individuals preferred social organizations significantly less immediately 
after the earthquake, but once they got to know more about these organiza-
tions, and as social organizations become more developed and professional-
ized, such negative preferences disappeared.

Interestingly, when asked if the respondent knew the name of their local 
leader, there was a significant difference between the quake-stricken and 
non-affected regions. People in the quake-stricken region knew their leader 
significantly more, even when controlling for gender, age, and education, 
among other variables.
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Interviews revealed that many of the surviving CSOs had developed 
close ties with local government officials six years after the Wenchuan earth-
quake. When providing public goods and services in local communities, 
many were working on behalf of the local government, and they made that 
clear to the people. This, on the one hand, improved the legitimacy of CSOs 
in the eyes of the people but, on the other hand, also helped the propaganda 
of the local officials. The actual image of the local officials may or may not be 
improved, depending on the real work done by the CSO and the govern-

TABLE 5.3. Balance of self-collected data on pre-treatment variables

 Unit
Control 
Region

Treatment 
Region Difference t-test p-value

Age Year, mean 43.40566 49.62814 6.22248 0***

Gender Male (1), 
Female (0)

0.5377358 0.4785894 –0.0591464 0.16

Education Year since  
1st grade

6.457547 6.596977 0.13943 0.71

TABLE 5.4. Earthquake and preference of social organization 
(the northern earthquakes)

 Benchmark ~l BM with co~s Full Model

soservice
quakelevelbi 0.161  0.262 0.268

(0.313) (0.107) (0.104)
gender  0.115 0.109

 (0.456) (0.495)
age  –0.0173***  –0.0164***

 (0.001) (0.003)
edu  –0.000882  –0.000895

(0.583)  (0.607)
monthincome  0.0000430

 (0.192)
dependents  –0.00701

(0.935)
Constant  –1.435***  –0.761***  –0.875***

 (0.000)  (0.003)  (0.003)
Observations  1,049  1,046  1,030

Source: Taiyi Sun
p-values in parentheses
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01
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ment. But one thing is clear: the government intentionally outsourced 
responsibilities to the maturing CSOs so that those CSOs’ productivities 
could be utilized in local governance in the medium to long run.

From Toleration to Differentiation:  
The Dynamic Typology of State-CSO Relationships  
after the Earthquakes

Now that we have captured the state-CSO relationship and the logic of the 
state strategies from the side of citizen attitudes, I provide a model based on 
the sampled CSOs that directly captures the dynamic relationship and the 
path of its evolution. Although the existing models of CSO-government 
relations are mainly static, they are helpful starting points to illustrate typi-
cal relationships. Borrowing from their core ideas, the starting point of the 
model here (extremely simplified for illustrative purposes only) is a two-by-
two table (table 5.6). The relationships are decided by whether the govern-

Figure 5.3. Confidence interval of variables based on different models
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ment is effective in providing a particular service and whether the goals of 
the civil society organization are aligned with the government. The combi-
nation of the two variables leads to four different types of relationships: 
competition, complementarity, confrontation, and cooperation. Note that 
the starting point of differentiation is toward the end of the toleration stage 
discussed in previous chapters.

Initially, supposing that the government is effective in an issue area and 
that a CSO’s goal aligns with that of the government, the relationship would 
tend to be competitive in the sense that both parties are effective in the issue 
area, and they would compete for a similar set of resources. Six CSOs would 
fall into this category within the sample. CSOs in this category would report 
that government officials are unhappy about CSOs taking the spotlight or 
taking control of specific vital resources. In the long run, this relationship 
would gradually turn into co-optation or even result in the dissolving of the 
civil society organization.

When the government realizes that the CSO’s goal clearly diverges from 
that of the government, then the relationship is confrontational because they 
are both effective in an issue area, and the government would try not to let the 

TABLE 5.5. Earthquake and awareness of leader name

 Benchmark ~l BM with co~s Full Model

leadername
quakelevelbi  0.579***  0.454***  0.443***

 (0.000)  (0.001)  (0.001)
gender  0.253*  0.328**

 (0.051) (0.015)
age  0.0359***  0.0335***

 (0.000) (0.000)
edu  –0.0291*  –0.0258

 (0.075)  (0.133)
monthincome  –0.0000697**

(0.030)
dependents  –0.0744

 (0.237)
Constant  0.262***  –1.216***  –0.977***

 (0.007)  (0.000) (0.002)
Observations  1,220  1,217  1,195

Source: Taiyi Sun
p-values in parentheses
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01
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CSO operate. One example could be the field of ideology. Providing spiritual 
food for the individual citizens is something both the local government and 
religious organizations could do well, while the ideas they want to promote 
are somewhat different. This would lead to direct confrontation unless the 
government were not yet aware or not sure of the existence of such activities 
within their jurisdiction. Such cases are challenging for researchers to encoun-
ter, since they risk the underground operations being exposed and subse-
quently facing harsh treatment from the state. Only two cases in my sample 
fall into this category, but there are probably many more similar cases that 
prefer not to be exposed. Once such activities are aboveground, it almost 
always leads to the destruction of the CSO in the long run. Although the gov-
ernment is quite conscious about when to take out a CSO, sometimes it keeps 
specific organizations in this category longer than usual so that when it needs 
to test the effectiveness of its authority, it uses the organization as a target.11 At 
other times, the government places informants inside these organizations 
and keeps observing them rather than pushing their operations underground 
to risk their being outside the government’s reach.

The more complicated relationships exist when the government is inef-
fective or when existing services are lacking in the domain. Now suppose the 
government is ineffective in an issue area when the CSO’s goal converges 
with the government’s. The relationship is then complementary in the sense 
that the government relies on the CSO to solve the problem or provide the 
necessary service with its expertise. This type of relationship is quite com-
mon, and the majority of the CSOs interviewed (and therefore have survived 
so far) belong to this category—forty out of the sixty-one cases. In the long 
run, what happens depends on whether the government feels the threat. If 
the government thinks there is no threat from an organization, and if the 
organization provides some unique resource to the locality, the complemen-
tary relationship may remain (twelve cases). If the organization is providing 

TABLE 5.6. Simple illustration of the starting point of the 
conceptual framework (short term)

 Effective Government Ineffective Government

Convergent goals Competition Complementarity

Divergent goals Confrontation Cooperation
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basic services that the government is not effective at delivering, then coop-
eration might happen (twenty-four cases). The government collaborates 
with the CSO through service purchasing and usually allows some degree of 
freedom and independence. If the government feels a threat, then the rela-
tionship is likely to be confrontational simply because of a perception that 
individual citizens no longer give credit to the local government and that 
the CSOs are there to take the government’s place and power (four cases).

When the CSO’s goal diverges from the government’s and the govern-
ment is not effective, especially during an institutional disruption, the ini-
tial relationship is usually temporarily cooperative because the government 
does not have the capacity to counter the efforts made by the CSO. This rela-
tionship might be possible for only a very short period after the institutional 
disruption, when the local government is incapacitated and service is deliv-
ered by some of the organizations that it refers to as politically sensitive. 
Gradually, the government seeks to use legitimized forces to confront and 
eliminate such CSOs, even when facing the danger of losing credibility, thus 
leading to a confrontational relationship (eight cases). However, CSOs were 
acutely aware of such potential outcomes, and some adjusted their actions 
and behaviors so that they could survive. Some abandoned their mission 
entirely by providing only the services the government wanted them to pro-
vide. Such realignment of goals happened in several CSOs, especially multi-
ple religious organizations, which abandoned their religious mission so as to 
provide quake relief service without the government eliminating them (five 
cases). For those organizations moving from a temporary cooperative rela-
tionship to a more stable complementary relationship, it was almost impos-
sible for them to get back to work that reflected their initial missions once 
those missions were abandoned. As a result, they stuck with doing some-
thing that was not part of their original missions. The above-mentioned 
descriptions of relationships and their evolutions are captured in table 5.7.

In this categorization, this chapter assumes the CSOs are effective,12 
because if they are not, they might not exist at all, and even if they do, the 
government would not have much interaction with such CSOs. If the gov-
ernment sees no use for the CSO, then there is no potential threat. Thus, 
they are tolerated until there is a change in the CSO’s capacity. All of these 
descriptions can be visualized in a dynamic figure indicating how state-CSO 
relations evolve (see fig. 5.4). Below I provide a more detailed description of 
this process.



TA
B

L
E

 5
.7

. I
ll

u
st

ra
ti

o
n

 o
f 

th
e 

ev
o

lu
ti

o
n

 o
f 

st
at

e-
so

ci
et

y 
re

la
ti

o
n

s 
fr

o
m

 t
h

e 
sa

m
p

le

G
ov

er
n

m
en

t
G

oa
ls

In
it

ia
l t

yp
e

Fr
eq

ue
n

cy
 in

 
th

e 
sa

m
pl

e
Ev

ol
ve

d 
ty

pe
Fr

eq
ue

n
cy

N
ot

es
 a

n
d 

de
sc

ri
pt

io
n

s

Ef
fe

ct
iv

e
A

lig
n

ed
C

om
pe

ti
ti

on
6

C
o-

op
ta

ti
on

6
G

ov
er

n
m

en
t t

oo
k 

ov
er

 o
r m

ad
e 

th
e 

C
SO

 a
 b

ra
n

ch
 o

f t
h

e 
go

v.

N
ot

 e
ff

ec
ti

ve
A

lig
n

ed
C

om
pl

em
en

ta
ri

ty
40

C
om

pl
em

en
ta

ri
ty

12
C

SO
 h

as
 in

de
pe

n
de

n
t f

in
an

ci
al

, 
lo

gi
st

ic
al

, h
um

an
 re

so
ur

ce
s

C
oo

pe
ra

ti
on

24
G

ov
. p

ur
ch

as
e 

se
rv

ic
e 

fr
om

 C
SO

; C
SO

 
le

ad
er

s 
h

av
e 

pe
rs

on
al

 ti
es

 w
it

h
 g

ov
.; 

C
SO

 st
ra

te
gi

c 
su

bo
rd

in
at

io
n

C
on

fr
on

ta
ti

on
4

Fo
re

ig
n

 p
er

so
n

n
el

 in
vo

lv
ed

; g
ov

. f
ee

ls
 

th
re

at
en

ed
 o

r o
ut

 o
f c

on
tr

ol

Ef
fe

ct
iv

e
N

ot
 a

lig
n

ed
C

on
fr

on
ta

ti
on

2
D

es
tr

uc
ti

on
2

IN
G

O
, r

ig
h

ts
 c

la
im

 g
ro

up
s

N
ot

 e
ff

ec
ti

ve
N

ot
 a

lig
n

ed
C

oo
pe

ra
ti

on
13

C
om

pl
em

en
ta

ri
ty

5
A

ba
n

do
n

 o
ri

gi
n

al
 c

or
e 

m
is

si
on

s,
 a

vo
id

 
se

n
si

ti
ve

 p
ro

je
ct

s
C

on
fr

on
ta

ti
on

8
R

ig
h

ts
 c

la
im

 g
ro

up
s,

 c
ol

le
ct

iv
e 

ac
ti

on
 

po
te

n
ti

al
s



Case I� 121

Revised Pages

Goals Aligned and Government Effective: We Can Take Over

In this domain (scenarios one to two in fig. 5.4), I encountered several cases 
that transitioned from a competitive relationship to a more co-optative rela-
tionship in the long run (here, eight years after the earthquake). One inter-
viewee who is the head of a CSO reported that their partnering organization 
established a relationship with the government during the immediate 
response period, but they knew they were in competition. “The local govern-
ment’s and our service provision are overlapping so that we, unfortunately, 
got into a competition,”13 the CSO leader mentioned. That organization 
contributed a considerable number of volunteers to help the effort of quake 
relief. The particular region in which they operated was not hit severely, so 
the government did not lose its functionality entirely in terms of human 
resource management. Therefore, their goals were aligned and the govern-
ment was still effective in providing its service. However, with the existence 
of that CSO, the government felt the organization might potentially do a 
better job, at least in the eyes of the people. After the earthquake, the CSO 

Figure 5.4. The dynamic conceptual framework of state-CSO relations in China. 
Note: Numbers here indicate specific scenarios in this dynamic framework to 
which the following discussions will refer.
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maintained a relationship with the government, and one year after the 
earthquake, the government incorporated the CSO into its administrative 
systems so that the salaries, pensions, and other benefits of the members of 
this organization are now coming from the government. Of course, it was a 
great success for the members of that CSO, since they no longer had to worry 
about funding and maintaining external relationships with the govern-
ment. However, it was seen as a betrayal for many other CSOs that observed 
this development.14 This is a typical example of moving from competition in 
the short run to co-optation in the long run.

Co-optation can appear in different forms. Another organization that 
was very effective in facilitating delivery of first-aid goods during the quake 
encountered a different type of co-optation. Like many CSOs in China, it was 
not officially registered and still needed to find a Professional Supervisory 
Unit to sponsor the organization to provide it with eligibility (such registra-
tion was difficult for a long time except for four specific categories: industry 
associations, science organizations, technology organizations, and charities 
and entities providing community social services). This sponsorship also 
meant giving up financial and administrative autonomy. Since the PSU 
needed to approve the budget and other plans for the organization annually, 
the threat of disapproval was an effective interference to challenge the orga-
nization’s autonomy. In one particular case, the PSU was bluntly assertive 
and constantly utilized the tool of potentially “not approving budget” for 
actions they did not approve of.15 For the same reason, many CSOs choose 
not to register officially.

When CSOs are not registered, the government sometimes is unsure of 
their intentions; nevertheless, it is usually aware of the many unregistered 
CSOs in its jurisdictions. Local governments do not want to ban unregistered 
CSOs entirely. In particular, based on their interactions with some of the 
organizations during the earthquakes and other disasters, they have had 
favorable impressions of some organizations and enjoyed the “free service” 
the organizations provide that they otherwise had to offer themselves. 
Therefore, in the short run, the government allows the existence of such 
organizations but keeps an eye on them. Organizations in this situation usu-
ally transitioned from doing quake relief work to community development 
projects after the earthquake and helped to alleviate poverty in many com-
munities. About four years after the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake, one day 
the leader of one organization received a phone call from the local head of 
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Civil Affairs asking them to get registered. The local leader said the govern-
ment would provide resources to support their work. In this case, the local 
government happened to be initiating an incubation center for those 
“unregistered” or “nascent” CSOs. And the government promised to provide 
free office space with the potential to purchase services from them.16 As one 
local official told me, “If we have decided not to kick them out, it will be bet-
ter to have them directly work with and work for us so that we know what 
they are doing.” Many CSOs also welcomed this proposal by the govern-
ment, as funding was difficult to obtain.17

CSOs in China are not able to raise money publicly (unless they are 
government-initiated public foundations). Even though the 2016 Charity 
Law provided some new fund-raising channels, such channels are still heav-
ily scrutinized. Therefore, CSOs either rely on private support or have an 
operation that generates revenue. Otherwise, they have to depend on the 
government. There are exceptions to that generalized depiction, as, infor-
mally, many CSOs secretly raised money and asked those eligible founda-
tions to receive the money on their behalf. Then the foundation purchased 
services from the CSO to transfer the money to the original organization. 
Those foundations charge at least a 5 percent fee for this process. Financial 
sources also quickly dried up several months after the Wenchuan earth-
quake. During the 2012 round of interviews, most of the CSOs I interviewed 
complained that they were facing challenging financial situations. If noth-
ing changed, they would be forced to shut down their operations.

While facing legal, financial, and operational challenges, many CSOs 
were compelled to transition from being in a competitive relationship with 
the government to being co-opted by it. The degree of the co-optation var-
ied, ranging from operating under the government umbrella as a semi-
independent organization to dissolving entirely so that the individuals in 
effect became government employees.

Goals Not Aligned and Government Effective: We Do Not Need You

CSOs in this situation are most difficult to get access to (scenarios five and six 
in fig. 5.4). Since the CSOs’ goals do not align with those of the government, 
even when providing services to the local people, they are generally not tol-
erated once their intentions and capacities are known. The underground 
CSOs, particularly family/underground churches, belong to this category. 
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However, because they tend not to have interactions with the government (if 
they do, they are probably forced to shut down), I do not discuss them exten-
sively here.

One typical example that belongs to this category is an environmental 
organization. After the earthquake, it entered a village with the mission to 
build an “eco-village.” The local government first thought it would bring 
resources and allowed it to operate. Then the government realized that the 
CSO was competing for resources such as labor and money. The local govern-
ment also did not care much for the environmental mission, mainly because 
they had a coal mine project planned to generate some additional income 
and suddenly realized that the CSO was opposed to it and was organizing an 
effective opposition to prevent the mine from being built. The tension grad-
ually became more conflictual as both sides tried to mobilize support while 
competing for the same resources, including intangible resources, like ideo-
logical support from the public, and tangible resources, like financial and 
human resources. Several months later, the government said “enough is 
enough” and kicked the organization out from its jurisdiction and banned it 
from operating. The transition from confrontation to destruction is typical 
in this category. Unlike CSOs in liberal democracies, in China they are not 
allowed to monitor and check the power of the government, let alone chal-
lenge it.18

Some exceptions might make the toleration stage longer for this rela-
tionship. One example mentioned previously is that the government may 
want to save a few opportunities to test its authority in the future. Such CSOs 
are like “lambs waiting to be butchered” for a future occasion of “killing the 
chicken to scare the monkey” (sha ji jing hou 杀鸡儆猴.) Another exception is 
that the government may fear losing track of the activities because shutting 
down the CSO may mean pushing the people underground. The govern-
ment may choose to place an undercover agent into the CSO to observe and 
keep track of its actions rather than pushing the organization entirely under-
ground and having them out of reach.

Goals Aligned and Government Not Effective: We Can Buy You

The more dynamic relations exist when the government is ineffective in cer-
tain areas, and such relations are frequently not fixed (scenarios three, four, 
and nine in fig. 5.4). Most CSOs that reacted to the earthquakes and pro-
vided services in regions where the government was temporarily but totally 
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incapacitated belong to this category. After the 2013 Lushan earthquake, 
some organizations had already created a collaborative mechanism for first 
aid. The head of one CSO was designated by this collective group of CSOs to 
gather more information about the quake-stricken region first before they 
organized quake relief efforts together. When that person was on the way to 
his destination, passing a village, the villagers all came to him complaining 
about how incapable and corrupt the local government was. He then started 
to mediate between the local government and the villagers. This village 
ended up being the CSO’s targeted village for operation later on. The local 
government realized that when a CSO is between the government and the 
people, it can serve as a cushion to absorb some tensions. There is an old say-
ing in China: “People are not worried as much about poverty as unfairness.” 
This is particularly the case in rural China. When the government distrib-
utes goods to the villagers, the government may be seen as corrupt and prac-
ticing favoritism if there is any unfairness. With the arrival of CSOs, the local 
government found a solution. If goods were to be distributed, it asked the 
CSOs to handle the task on behalf of the government so that if unfairness 
occurred, it would not be the government’s fault. Such CSOs helped to fill 
the vacuum that the local government created immediately after the earth-
quake and continued to provide services the government was not good at or 
did not want to do itself. This is a typical complementary relationship.

Another example is an organization that started eco-tourism among 
some impoverished villages. The CSO helped to turn villagers’ homes into 
motels so that tourists who want to experience the rural lifestyle can come 
and stay with their families. This has brought a new source of revenue to the 
local government, and the government does not have enough resources to 
facilitate the projects itself. The government, therefore, started to cooperate 
with the CSO in additional domains, seeing the potential benefits the CSOs 
can bring.19

Scenario number four in figure 5.4 is ideal for many CSOs because they 
enjoy some government support (at least no confrontation) but remain 
autonomous. The government occasionally purchases services from those 
CSOs, and the CSOs sometimes do need the resources from the government 
to better achieve their goals. This cooperation is sometimes referred to as a 
symbiotic relationship.

I You She is an organization that moved into areas where the government 
is not so effective and seeks cooperation. Originally, their operation was 
making films to promote the donation of blood in Sichuan (the leader works 
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at the donation center). During the earthquake, the organization was very 
helpful in supporting the disaster relief effort and, thus, gained the govern-
ment’s trust. They then initiated a few community development projects in 
which the government did not intervene at all. The government even asked 
them to do more once they had shown their capabilities and expertise. I You 
She, therefore, was asked by the government to conduct and replicate their 
work in various communities in Chengdu. The government knew that I You 
She does a better job than the bureaucracy, so it purchased services from the 
organization on an ongoing basis.

During several interviews with government officials, the interviewee 
used metaphors to describe the people-CSO-government relationship:

[The] government is tired of being the player and referee at the same time, 

and the people are not stupid. After witnessing how helpful and effective cer-

tain social organizations can be, we want to let them be the players so that 

the government can focus on being the referee.20

It is also worth noting that most of the organizations I interviewed have 
at least one important staff member who is either an ex–military member or 
an ex–government official. It is rare to have a current official leading a CSO, 
since the government is making an effort to separate itself from CSOs due to 
a mandate from the higher-level officials and a desire to reduce conflicts of 
interest.21 Those retired military officers and officials are well connected 
within the government and have trust in the local government. Therefore, it 
is common for the government to leave such CSOs alone and remain in a 
cooperative relationship.

Not all complementary relationships end up transitioning to the coop-
erative, symbiotic relations. Sometimes such a relationship ends up in a con-
frontation state (moving from scenario three to nine in fig. 5.4). The macro-
environment facilitates a different outcome. For example, about two years 
after the Wenchuan earthquake, many interviewees recalled a government 
crackdown of those “unregistered” CSOs, many of which had previously 
been in a complementary relationship with the government. There were just 
too many CSOs for the government to deal with (of course, some might have 
ulterior motives other than helping the local people and providing services), 
so in the process of regulating the status of CSOs, many were pushed out, 
especially those CSOs that had potential foreign connections.
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Goals Not Aligned and Government Not Effective:  
We May Need You but Not That Much

This is a very special scenario because it is common that the organizations, 
supposedly operating under this domain in the short run, shifted to a differ-
ent domain in the long run (scenarios seven, eight, and three in fig. 5.4). For 
example, several religious organizations I interviewed emphasized that they 
entered the quake-stricken region during the quake relief period, mainly 
abandoning the religious nature of their organizations.22 If it was a Christian 
organization, it did not spread the gospel but only helped the local people 
with quake recovery. They were acutely aware of how the government would 
react if they included a religious mission during the quake relief operations. 
Therefore, even though their goals did not align with the government to 
begin with, the CSOs would initiate a realignment process that abandoned 
the functions that did not align with the government and kept the part of 
their operation that did align for their survival. Figure 5.4 shows a shift from 
scenario seven to scenario three. It is no longer possible when they want to 
reenter scenario seven to pick up their conflicting goals with the govern-
ment. The institutional hurdles and the existing arrangements prevent them 
from moving away from that equilibrium. This is why, in the illustration, the 
line between scenario seven and scenario three is a one-way street. One can 
exit scenario seven, but it is very difficult to reenter. There were cases when 
suddenly an organization started to pass out Bible verses or spread the gos-
pel, and the government immediately banned their operation in the locality 
even when the government still could not adequately provide services 
themselves.

Another environmental organization depicted a similar situation. Pro-
tests were going on against a chemical factory being built in the locality. The 
environmental organization was fully aware of how destructive the factory 
could be to the local environment. However, they chose not to pick up this 
fight against the government, knowing that if they did so, they would not 
even be able to operate the other environmental projects they had. It was a 
conscious decision to move away from scenario seven and not reenter 
again.23 Those CSOs that choose to reenter would mostly disappear or have 
to provide tremendous resources (particularly money and expertise) that 
could boost the government’s ineffectiveness at the locality.

Heifer’s case in China is particularly worth mentioning. Before the earth-
quake, the organization was doing only one kind of work: animal husbandry. 
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Since the earthquake, the leaders of Heifer felt a vivid distinction that the 
government had more trust in them. They played an active role when the 
government lacked capacity, and they have been working in a way so that 
their goal aligns with the government. Now they have entered into various 
areas such as capacity building, empowerment of women, environmental 
protection, and so forth. They have also made use of the space created and 
attempted to maximize their productivity in areas where space is still lim-
ited. For example, CSOs (let alone an international organization) are typi-
cally not allowed to operate in the Xinjiang region, as it is politically sensi-
tive. However, the city of Shanghai has a governmental relationship with the 
government in Xinjiang, whose projects Shanghai funds and supports. 
Heifer excels at helping local farmers, and the Shanghai government imme-
diately thought about them when such work was needed. Therefore, even 
though Heifer might not be able to get into Xinjiang by itself, through the 
Shanghai government’s demand or ineffectiveness in a certain area, Heifer 
can enter Xinjiang and conduct projects they are good at.24

The Interactive Authoritarian Governance of CSOs  
Post Disasters: Legalization and Beyond

It is essential to point out that both CSOs and governments make choices 
and adjustments, and it is an interactive process. Local governments can 
learn and improve, especially recovering from the incapacitated state after 
major disasters such as earthquakes. The long arrow at the top pointing 
toward the left in figure 5.4 indicates that when the government starts to 
learn and improve, especially as it gains adequate resources and sees the cost 
of taking over to be minimal, relationships tend to move toward scenarios in 
which the government is more capable and effective. Therefore, the eventual 
equilibria are more likely to remain at either co-optative or destructive rela-
tionships. Only when the CSOs have competitive advantages and are willing 
to share a great number of risks and responsibilities (as suggested in chapter 
3) does the government hesitate to co-opt or destruct them in the long run.

One CSO interviewee mentioned that when they first arrived at a village 
after the earthquake, the local government allowed it to operate without dis-
ruptions. However, after about a month, the local government suddenly 
announced that the CSO should leave and the government would take over. 
This surprised many volunteers on the ground, as they had made plans that 
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would last for at least several months. However, the local government real-
ized that it had recovered sufficiently and, therefore, had moved from an 
ineffective state to an effective state.25

Michael Foley and Bob Edwards distinguish two different types of “civil 
society.” “Civil Society I,” the neo-Tocquevillian approach, focuses on the 
importance of association for governance, which is the “habitat for the 
hearts,” while “Civil Society II” emphasizes the importance of civil associa-
tion as a counterweight to the state.26 These two forms are fundamentally 
different and lead to different outcomes. Such a dichotomy can serve as a 
reference to my argument regarding the case of China today. The opening up 
of the space has created some complementary, cooperative, or even symbi-
otic relationships, with the CSOs sometimes being autonomous. Still, it 
remains at the level of “habits of the hearts.” The government has the capac-
ity and willpower to differentiate and regulate the work CSOs do and can 
effectively respond with policies in order to maintain the type of relation-
ships it wants.

There is minimal evidence that the possibilities of relationships would 
stabilize at a competitive or confrontational relationship, which would be 
closer to the “Civil Society II” type that Foley and Edwards describe. There 
are cases where CSOs attempt to break through (such as the rights protection 
movement), but the results remain unsuccessful so far. Some CSOs exist 
within these domains, but they are mainly underground and face the risk of 
elimination.

Relationships are not stable in this dynamic interactive authoritarian 
framework presented above, since factors––particularly the learning behav-
iors of CSOs (such as adaptation) and local governments (recovering from 
incapacity, adopting innovative policies and institutions)––may shift the 
relationship into different outcomes. Some CSOs may also be trapped in 
doing complementary work that does not reflect their organizations’ goals/
missions. Most organizations are driven by their funding and have to depri-
oritize the “mission-driven” focus, and therefore would be vulnerable to be 
lured into the complementary domain.

What’s more important is that the government is also actively learn-
ing and can shift their relations so that complementary relationships 
turn into co-optations (besides the rest of the relationships that are still 
moving toward cooperation in the long run when the government 
remains ineffective in specific domains). After getting a concrete sense of 
specific CSOs’ operations and resources, the government might want to 
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make rules to solidify benefits and minimize risks. They do so by creating 
new rules and laws.

Immediately after the earthquake, the local governments were unsure 
about how to deal with the upsurge of voluntary activities within their juris-
dictions, so they tolerated activities and observed in order to better under-
stand the players and the activities. After a few years of interactions with 
CSOs, the utilities and risks of specific CSOs are clearer, and the camps of 
regime-challenging and regime-supporting CSOs are more apparent based 
on the relative effectiveness of service provision by the local government and 
the degree of goal alignment between the state and CSO. New rules and mecha-
nisms of governance were tested at the district level in urban areas, and the 
rules and mechanisms point directly to the experiences and lessons learned 
from the toleration and differentiation stages.

In 2010 the Jinniu district in the city of Chengdu asked a citizen-
organized deliberative council and CSOs to serve as a bridge between the 
CCP and the people and cultivate self-governance in local communities.27 
Two years later, in 2012, the Chengdu Bureau of Civil Affairs published the 
“Guiding Opinions on Strengthening the Self-Governance of Community 
Residents,” promoting successful experiences throughout residential com-
munities in the city. Some districts in the city, such as the Chenghua district, 
made unique plans to implement such rules and guidance28 and indicated 
specific and separate responsibilities for local governments and CSOs.29 In 
2014 other cities in Sichuan province started to publish rules and guidelines 
about incorporating CSOs into their governance structure. For example, the 
city of Suining published the “Guidelines for the Participation of Social 
Organizations in the Declaration and Evaluation of Social Service Proj-
ects.”30 Complementary rules such as the “Guidelines and Standards for the 
Government to Purchase Social Organizations’ Home Care Services” have 
also been published to further stipulate the legal instructions of state-CSO 
interactions.31 Then in 2015, legalization moved from the city level to the 
provincial level. The provincial government of Sichuan published the 
“Opinions of Sichuan People’s Government Regarding Promoting the 
Healthy Development of Philanthropy (Draft for Comments).”32 Then in 
2016, the Charity Law and the Foreign NGO Law were passed at the national 
level (discussed in chapter 4). Such a process of legalization––from experi-
ments at the local level, to making rules at the district level, then city level, 
and then promoting successful models for other cities to refine the rules and 
laws and eventually make laws at the provincial and national level—



Case I� 131

Revised Pages

happened with many issues concerning different types of CSOs. The legal-
ization sets boundaries for CSOs to better contribute to governance and, of 
course, shoulder the blame when needed.

In this chapter, I have used the earthquake as an example of institutional 
disruption and demonstrated the toleration-differentiation-legalization 
process for the case of CSOs in Sichuan. After the Ludian earthquake, when 
CSOs were newly developed and not fully professionalized, they were toler-
ated mostly by the local government and served as an effective shield for the 
local officials. A few years after the northern earthquakes of Wenchuan and 
Lushan, we see the more capable and professionalized CSOs being the target 
of state-initiated outsourcing, for they were sometimes more effective in gov-
ernance. The dynamic process from toleration to differentiation based on 
the evolution of state-CSO relations was also captured in a typology. Then, 
the process of legalization was presented. Such a process, which reveals the 
logic of governing society by the Chinese state, does not exist only in the 
CSO domain. In chapter 6 I discuss how similar processes happened over the 
internet, and then, in chapter 7, I address the case of guerilla protests that 
occupy both physical and virtual domains.
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Chapter 6

Case II

Dynamic, Decentralized, and Multilayered  
Internet Censorship

On March 26, 2018, a train arrived from North Korea in Beijing with a big 
entourage. Netizens on social media immediately started speculating as to 
who had arrived. There was no official reporting on this topic, and informa-
tion control was tight. In the meantime, as the executive editor of Global 
China, a self-media political commentary publication in Mandarin, I was 
pretty sure that it was indeed Kim Jong Un who had arrived in Beijing. Why? 
The keyword “金正恩” (Kim Jong Un) suddenly became sensitive and was 
censored on that day, indicating that discussions of Kim had been temporar-
ily banned in China. Unsurprisingly, since the day after Kim arrived and 
Xinhua News Agency, a Chinese state-run media outlet, reported on Kim’s 
visit to China, Kim’s name can again be mentioned in published articles and 
is no longer censored.

Censorship, just like many other tools the Chinese authoritarian govern-
ment uses, is not only a way for the state to exercise its power over the soci-
ety, but it also provides a channel for the society to collect information about 
the state, assess the political environment, and even influence the decision-
makers through an interactive process. Therefore, the interactive authori-
tarianism model is applicable not only to CSOs operating in physical spaces 
in local communities after earthquakes but also applicable to online com-
munities operating in virtual spaces. This chapter uses the three-stage model 
to examine virtual associations and speeches as a form of civil society activ-
ity and to provide an analysis of the state’s interactions with self-media pub-
lishers after institutional disruptions such as technological innovations. 
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New self-media players (also a type of CSO, according to the definition pro-
vided in the introduction) and their publications are likely to be tolerated 
initially until it has been determined that the players and their publications 
are either useful or risky. During the interactions, the state learns more about 
the CSOs’ tactics and skills—whether it is about getting the audience’s atten-
tion to influence public opinion or evading control from the state—and 
then makes rules and laws to legalize what has been learned. The CSOs also 
utilize the tolerated space to maintain their survival and provide informa-
tion and consultation to the government in order to improve their gover-
nance and better utilize the resources that the online civil society can 
provide.

The practice of controlling information is not unique to China. Russia 
passed a law in May 2019 to legally cut its web connections with the rest of 
the world but stay online internally, and 97 percent of the Ethiopian popula-
tion was cut off from internet service following a failed coup in June 2019.1 
Based on a study from January 2016 to May 2018, India—a democracy, 
although with growing authoritarian tendencies—shuts down its internet 
most frequently out of all countries in the world.2 After facing Russian influ-
ences during the 2016 presidential election and the subsequent elections in 
the United States, Facebook, among a few other influential social media 
companies, also started deleting accounts and web pages3 and banned a 
series of incendiary political figures.4 What’s unique about Chinese interac-
tive authoritarianism in dealing with activities in the virtual space is the 
more nuanced strategic interventions with differentiated and dynamic 
treatments.

It is worth noting that Chinese censorship today is quite different from 
that of the totalitarian period under Mao Zedong. Rather than having virtu-
ally all political discourses unified and centralized, the authoritarian state 
still controls the flow of information but allows a certain degree of free 
expression. Some words and topics are banned at certain times, by particular 
authors and on specific platforms, at some locations, with various methods, 
and at different stages of the publication process.

Drawing evidence from the editorial experiences and interviews with rel-
evant government officials and other self-media publishers, I have compared 
the editorial and publishing experiences from multiple platforms, including 
WeChat public account (微信公众号), Sina Weibo (新浪微博), and Toutiao (今
日头条), and revealed the complex logic of governing the society through 
interactive authoritarianism. Chinese censorship reacts, differentiates, and 
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adapts to different players, at various stages of the censorship, under specific 
macro environments, using a multitude of methods and tactics. Such an 
approach is neither a reversal of the totalitarian period under Mao nor a con-
tinuation of the controlled liberalization since Deng. Still, it is a discrimina-
tive approach that limits the costs of repression by targeting specific indi-
viduals under different circumstances through frequent interactions. At the 
same time, it continues to facilitate the opportunities of free expression for 
the vast majority of the nonthreatening public.

The Gap in the Literature on Censorship in China

There is a vast literature about how an authoritarian state governs the virtual 
space—an essential component of the modern civil society—especially 
about its decisions about censorship. One can see clear evidence and logic of 
toleration, differentiation, and legalization.

The first set of researches focuses on toleration. It is convenient to think 
that an authoritarian state should control information tightly and allow 
only state-run media to dominate the public discourses. However, there are 
many reasons why voices from society are tolerated. When the state com-
pletely shuts down the virtual space, a valuable domain to gain regime sup-
port might be lost. For example, the state could promote positive propaganda 
by using astroturfing5 or microblogs to interact and negotiate with society.6 
Even online grievances could be valuable. The online petition could be used 
as a vital information-gathering channel to identify and address public dis-
content so that concerns about certain issues would not lead to irreversible 
damages to legitimacy.7 The frequency of such information, for example, on 
pollution complaints, could be a good measure of the actual level of pollu-
tion.8 Similarly, this channel could provide information and would be a suit-
able venue for predicting future protests and corruption charges.9 Further-
more, tolerating political expression (through nationalism)10 and 
investigative reporting (at the lower level)11 could potentially enhance 
regime support and help regime stability.

Toleration is sometimes adopted because the costs of the alternatives are 
too high. When states censor, there are bureaucratic costs and political con-
sequences. Therefore, states sometimes delegate tasks to non-state and sub-
national actors.12 Doing so may not only reduce the bureaucratic costs, as 
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the subsidies provided are often cheaper, but political costs also can be low-
ered of the non-state actors take the blame when things go wrong.13

The state may also have more effective alternatives to censoring. For 
example, if the state co-opts the actors, there is no longer a need to silence 
their voices.14 Some authoritarian states also continuously adapt to institu-
tional disruptions and have survived without having to gain absolute con-
trol.15 Of course, there are also governments whose state capacity is so low 
that they cannot control the virtual space. When the government fails to 
shut down all open debates completely,16 the more they increase in censor-
ship, the more curious the citizenry becomes, ultimately resulting in 
expanded access to information for a substantial subset of the population 
(using services such as the Virtual Private Network, or VPN).17 Furthermore, 
internet users use parodic satire,18 homophones and puns,19 and even algo-
rithms in order to circumvent censorship.20

The second set of researches focuses on differentiation. Even when the 
state chooses not to tolerate online activities completely, the virtual space 
is often differentiated. King, Pan, and Roberts have used quantitative evi-
dence from big data to prove that censorship is specifically aimed toward 
preventing collective actions.21 Indeed, avoiding collective actions and 
maintaining stability are prioritized when the Chinese state interacts with 
society.22 The censorship can also target foreign actors to prevent Western 
influences, as alternative framing of public discourses might undermine 
the support basis.23

Since the Chinese state apparatus is often fragmented, differentiation 
could happen based on the level of the government. There are officials at the 
top who are more concerned with direct threats and those at the local level 
who are more interested in hiding negative news within their jurisdictions. 
The treatment toward material from traditional media as opposed to new 
media is also different.24 Due to delegated censorship, this differentiation 
may also be caused by differences between individual internet service pro-
viders.25 Counterintuitively, the state may specifically focus censorship on 
certain platforms or venues to garner support. There is intrinsic support of 
censorship from those who are high on authoritarian personality measures, 
so the act of censorship per se could improve regime legitimacy.26 Similar to 
the logic of toleration, some scholars assert that completely shutting down 
the internet is unfeasible and ineffective, if not counterproductive, so dif-
ferentiation has become the natural choice.27
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The third set of researches focuses on the legalization of censorship. 
There are many pieces of research that directly analyze internet regula-
tions, and some of them provide causal arguments as to why and how 
they are created. It could be aiming to provide a “healthy” environment 
for both political and economic development,28 although others argue 
that censoring porn is sometimes used as a way to legitimize political 
censorship.29 Legalization is often seen in the tight control of licensing 
news websites so that the state can control sources of news feeds, prevent-
ing others from conducting their own reporting.30 Alternatively, the 
legalization of censorship could be used to solidify economic benefits as 
an exercise of protectionism as foreign internet companies are shut out 
from the Chinese market.31 Some research specifically focuses on legaliz-
ing behaviors of surveillance, especially toward civil society groups and 
independent media.32 Furthermore, even before laws are made, setting up 
work procedures in media has been used to turn staff members into self-
initiated censors.33

Several weaknesses are apparent when using censorship to understand 
authoritarian governance and state-society relations. First of all, a key ele-
ment that is commonly ignored—probably due to methodological rea-
sons—is that the strength and method of censorship are different through-
out the life of a publication and depending on the influence of the publisher. 
However, most studies on this topic tackle only a specific point or a short 
period of time. Therefore, they are unable to capture the dynamic nature of 
censorship, thus underestimating the often complex interactive relation-
ship between the state and society. Some of the discrepancies that scholars 
have observed in the above-mentioned literature are likely due to different 
observation choices, similar to the old story of multiple blind people touch-
ing various parts of an elephant’s body.

Another common limitation of the existing literature is that the materi-
als utilized are often published by others. Censorship works not only in 
terms of deletion of published content, but frequently, prior to that stage, it 
blocks content from being published in the first place. Furthermore, before 
the state gets to do anything, self-censorship can occur before state censor-
ship, and sometimes the two interact. If studying only materials published 
by others, one cannot capture the initial processes of “not allowing publica-
tion” and “self-censorship.”

A third challenge related to the second is that quite often the testings are 
probabilistic in nature. One might be able to provide statistical significance 
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but could rarely be certain. Therefore, it is still possible that the patterns 
observed are due to coincidence or stochastic factors.

A fourth problem with the existing literature is the type of material being 
studied. A preferred choice for the study is Weibo, for it is automatically pub-
lic with short content (with character limits.) There is an advantage for 
quantitative analysis for the study subjects that are similar in length, and a 
large sample could be collected easily. However, as reverse engineering of the 
code of censorship has shown, there is little overlap between different com-
panies regarding their censored word bank.34 Also, there lacks an article-
length study of political commentaries by actual scholars.

The fifth constraint scholars have faced on this topic is the narrow angle 
allowed for each study. Much of the testing starts with a limited number of 
specific hypotheses. Consequently, only a set of keywords––sometimes arbi-
trary and mostly non-exhaustive––are selected. Therefore, the holistic view 
of the censorship process might not be captured.

A sixth issue with the study of censorship, in general, is its politically 
sensitive nature. It is very difficult to get access to officials and staff members 
on the censorship team and inquire about their work. Therefore, the vast 
majority of studies focus on the outcome of censorship rather than the moti-
vation or the process. The rest of the studies that are not aimed at the out-
comes of censorship usually look at internal documents and archival 
materials.

Overall, the existing literature does not capture the variation and com-
plexity of how censorship happens, missing an essential domain where soci-
ety meets and interacts with the state. Censorship varies across time, place, 
and method in ways this study seeks to capture. This is not to say the existing 
literature is not valuable. On the contrary, the key phenomena observed in 
the existing literature concerning toleration, differentiation, and legaliza-
tion—as I have organized them that way—are all present. What separates 
this study from most others is that I was on a real editorial team covering 
complete cycles of publications. Thus, I was able to examine the different 
levels of strength and censorship methods throughout the articles’ life, 
including using the deterministic AB tests to identify actual triggers of cen-
sorship. I am not only able to look at the state’s censorship more holistically, 
since I did not predetermine a keyword list, but I can also compare the cen-
sorship practices across different platforms. This chapter also documents the 
descriptions of the censorship practices directly from those individuals who 
censor through face-to-face interviews.
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Institutional Disruptions in the Virtual Space

Before the age of the internet, the Chinese state dominated political dis-
courses through its effective propaganda apparatuses. In the past few 
decades, technological innovations have brought institutional disruptions 
to the way information is generated and disseminated. The pluralization of 
content generation is primarily driven by the shift from relying solely on 
traditional media toward greater use of internet-based media. Content for 
traditional media is typically produced by organizations through TV, radio, 
newspapers, and magazines. “New media” involve more advanced technolo-
gies, such as digital content, mobile platforms, satellites, and the internet.35 
Nevertheless, content producers of new media are still essentially organiza-
tions. That is not the case with other emerging media central to this chapter: 
self-media. As shown in table 6.1, self-media, sometimes referred to as “we-
media” in other countries,36 refers to independently operated media 
accounts that publish texts, audio, and video on various platforms. Self-
media is a subcategory of new media in which content producers are typi-
cally individuals (rather than organizations) and operate independently and 
unofficially, making content generation swift but sometimes inaccurate. 
Self-media also differs from social media in that the audience is the public as 
a whole rather than only those in one’s social network.

The rise of self-media in China poses new challenges to the censorship 
regime. Whereas traditional and new media are generated on platforms that 
are relatively easy to regulate, self-media lets every individual speak directly 
to the entire internet audience. Individuals do not have to follow the party 
line, and they sometimes cover events and issues and provide commentaries 
that are quite different from the official discourse. Since information control 
is a vital part of Chinese Communist Party governance, self-media poses 
unprecedented regime challenges. WeChat, Sina Weibo, and Toutiao, among 
many others, are examples of self-media platforms where individuals can 
register their accounts and publish content. The most popular platform in 
China initially was Sina Weibo because it allowed average citizens to follow 
or even interact with celebrities directly. Since the early 2010s, attention has 
shifted to WeChat because it combines features of WhatsApp, Facebook, Ins-
tagram, Twitter, and PayPal with additional functions in just one platform. 
Entering the 2020s, Toutiao is also taking shape to be the dominant plat-
form for information dissemination, as its algorithms recommends content 
to users who are most likely be interested in increased user engagement and 
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in better allocating the supply and demand of information. The institutional 
disruptions created a window of opportunity for societal actors to produce 
and promote self-generated content and provide researchers a chance to 
look at how the state interacts with new actors and content in the virtual 
space.

Methods and Data

The research in this chapter relies on two separate sets of publishable con-
tent in three different self-media platforms. Global China (海外看世界), a self-
media online publication primarily operating on WeChat (but also has a 
website that’s not subject to censorship), was co-founded by Professor Quan-
sheng Zhao37 and me. The authors of articles published in Global China are 
scholars of social sciences, mainly political scientists and economists, who 
can write political commentaries in Mandarin. Data were collected from 
January 23, 2017, to August 4, 2019, on 413 attempted publications, as within 
this period authors were exclusively from outside of mainland China (with a 
majority of authors based in the United States, Japan, and Taiwan), whom I 
assume would be less likely to self-censor. Authors either voluntarily submit-
ted articles or participated in what we call a “quick comments series” (海看快
评) reacting directly to a current event with a set of guiding questions pro-
vided by the editorial team. By August 2019, Global China had over eighty-
one hundred subscribers from fifty-seven countries and regions from every 
continent—although subscribers were overwhelmingly from mainland 
China—and the highest-viewed article had over fifty-seven thousand views.

TABLE 6.1. Key differences between media types

 
Information 

Producer Media Type Audience

Traditional Media Organizations Traditional: TV, 
Radio, Newspaper, 

Magazine, etc.

Public as a whole

New Media Organizations Internet-based Public as a whole

Self-Media Individuals Internet-based Public as a whole

Social Media Individuals Internet-based People in one’s 
 social network
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While Global China publishes political commentaries of scholars from all 
over the world, Inside the Beltway (华府圈内) is another self-media I set up. It 
provides succinct summaries of key developments of US politics that are rel-
evant to China and news related to Sino-US relations. Each topic is covered 
using only a few sentences, and multiple topics are covered each day. 
Attempts were made to get the same material published on three different 
platforms—WeChat, Sina Weibo, and TouTiao—for cross-platform compari-
sons. In WeChat, all summaries were sent out in one batch, as WeChat allows 
publication only once every day, although up to eight separate articles are 
allowed each time. In Sina Weibo (Weibo, hereafter) and Toutiao, each sum-
mary is sent out separately in lengths similar to that of a tweet. Therefore, 
from June 7, 2020, to December 16, 2021, a total of 558 attempted articles 
were tried on WeChat, while 2,094 individual summaries were attempted on 
both Weibo and Toutiao—for convenience, I refer to each of those summa-
ries as an “article” as well. By December 2021, Inside the Beltway on WeChat 
had over 9,400 subscribers from sixty-nine countries and regions from every 
continent, and the highest-viewed article had over 142,690 views. The Weibo 
and Toutiao publications also reached a large audience, with more than 
40,000 followers on Toutiao, for example, and the highest-viewed article 
had over 13 million views.

The unit of analysis is the individual article published (or attempted to 
publish) on each platform. The key dependent variable is whether an article 
is censored or not. Any interference with a direct clean publication satisfies 
the condition as being censored. The survival rate (including articles being 
censored but still published) is also analyzed. Incidents of censorship at vari-
ous stages of the life of the articles and in different forms are analyzed and 
discussed. Different parties could do the act of censoring, and the censorship 
process varied at different stages. I discuss censorship at each stage in the fol-
lowing section.

Key independent variables I paid attention to include sensitive keywords, 
the current events associated with political sensitivity, the parties conduct-
ing censorship, viewer locations, warning messages, as well as the size and 
age of the account. Multiple AB tests were utilized at various stages to local-
ize targets of censoring and reveal the dynamic nature of those keywords. To 
be more specific, articles censored initially can become publishable with the 
tweaking of one word/picture or changing the publication time. Further-
more, crucial points shared by government officials and the staff members of 
censorship from in-depth interviews are presented.
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Below, I first discuss the life of an article and the various interactions 
between the censors and censored throughout that life, using Global China 
on WeChat as an example. Then I provide a cross-platform comparison of 
Inside the Beltway in a separate section. After that, I provide an analysis of the 
entire set of empirical evidence collected and present the three-stage process 
of interactive authoritarianism in virtual space.

Global China on WeChat

The life of an article is arduous. It can be eliminated at multiple points. First, 
a message announcing the topic for the “quick comments series” can be cen-
sored in the authors’ WeChat group. This WeChat group is a private messag-
ing group that includes only participating authors of Global China. Group 
announcements can be censored, and as a result, scholars might not be able 
to receive the notice. The service provider, Tencent, does this process of 
blocking or deleting messages within a WeChat group, and the direct super-
vising agency is Public Security rather than Cyberspace Affairs.38 There is a 
clear division of labor between the two agencies. The former is in charge of 
censorship in the private sphere, while the latter is in charge of the public 
sphere.39 The officials consider the space inside the WeChat group as part of 
the private sphere, and therefore, Public Security is in charge.

What is worth noting is that Tencent and Public Security agencies do not 
intend to completely shut down group chats, at least most of the time. The 
interventions are often temporary with various degrees. For a specific period, 
messages including certain words or by certain individuals can be banned, 
or scholars who use a Chinese cell phone number to register their WeChat 
accounts cannot see messages from those who have registered using interna-
tional cell phone numbers. The state and the service providers do not want 
users to choose alternative ways to communicate, as being able to monitor 
what has been said might be valuable to the state, and users are financial 
assets to internet service companies. The one-on-one private messages are 
usually not banned, so if we want to send the notice to all of our authors, we 
can choose the tedious way and send it individually. This indicates that the 
interventions are mainly used to slow down communication that is deemed 
questionable.

The second point of intervention in an article’s life involves saving an 
already written article on the editing page. The system often produces an 
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error message automatically warning the editor not to proceed. The message 
might vaguely mention that the content could potentially violate the law, or 
it might be more specific, as the content might contain inappropriate use of 
the names or images of staff members of the state agency. The message some-
times can indicate that sensitivity comes from mentioning “an important 
state conference or activity” or “names and abbreviations.” The editor may 
still choose to proceed and save the article, but the warning message might 
indicate a more extended wait period (such as three to four hours rather than 
the usual one to two minutes) and a higher potential for deletion. After see-
ing this message, the editors can ignore the message or conduct self-
censorship. The error message might go away the next time if the editor cor-
rectly identifies the sensitive keywords. Our editorial team tried to avoid 
self-censorship as much as possible, but for this study I documented the inci-
dents where the editorial team tweaked words to see which specific keywords 
triggered the error message and, once deleted, made the article publishable.

It is also possible that if some sensitive keywords are not changed, the 
system does not allow the editors to save the article to the system. In that 
case, our editorial team replaces the keyword with a different word that still 
expresses the same meaning. For example, the name of the Chinese presi-
dent, “Xi Jinping” (习近平), is sometimes censored, but using only his last 
name, “Xi” (习), does not trigger the automatic censorship’s detection. We 
later also found out that mentioning the word “Xi” too many times in an 
article can still trigger automatic censorship, and in those cases we would say 
“the Chinese head of the state” instead of mentioning his name directly.

Third, once an article is saved on the account editing page, it can be 
deleted without notice. This mechanism first appeared on June 26, 2019, 
about two and half years after our account was created. During an interview, 
an official with experience in censorship work emphasized that they were 
undergoing a campaign to move censorship work upstream: “It will be too 
late to disperse the crowd once protesters are already on the streets—like 
what often happens in the United States.”40 Therefore, the work has moved 
from simply deleting articles after they appear to occasionally deleting them 
even before they are edited.

The fourth stage is the actual publishing of the articles. Similar to, but 
more complicated than, the second stage, the fourth stage can result in the 
following outcomes for an article. It can fail to publish with an error mes-
sage; it can get an error message indicating a more extended period of cen-
sorship time; it can be published (regardless of wait time) and then deleted; 
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or it can be published and stay published. The publishing process is interac-
tive, as the editorial team uses a procedure to identify specific keywords trig-
gering the “automatic keywords bank” that prevents articles from being 
published. This is made possible because WeChat allows a maximum of eight 
articles to be attempted as a group at once (even though only one successful 
attempt is allowed per day). Such an arrangement means that if the article 
cannot be published, it can be kept as the first of several articles in a group 
attempt (so that any given attempt will surely fail, providing another chance 
to try later), and the original article is broken down into smaller sections and 
attached as individual articles alongside the original article during the same 
group attempt. The specific section containing unpublishable keywords or 
phrases can be identified through this procedure. This procedure can be 
repeated to localize the exact keyword that’s triggering the “automatic key-
words bank.”

The life of a published article is still not certain. A publishable article on 
the WeChat public account may not be allowed in Weibo and Toutiao and 
vice versa. The article itself may no longer be censored, but if the discussions 
posted by readers becomes questionable to the authorities, that can also trig-
ger the deletion.41 Whenever the international environment shifts, there 
might be campaigns to revisit published articles by censorship. For example, 
an article discussing Taiwan under Tsai Ing-wen was published on July 13, 
2017, and was not censored at that time. However, when the relationship 
between the mainland and Taiwan changed and the discussion of Tsai Ing-
wen and Taiwan politics became sensitive, the article was deleted on July 14, 
2019, exactly two years after its original publication.

From January 2017 to August 2019, 413 articles were attempted during 
the 924 days—about 1 article every 2.24 days, or about 3.13 articles per week. 
Among the 413 articles, 44 (10.65%) were forced to be desensitized; other-
wise, they would not be allowed to be either saved or published. Then 397 
articles were published; 16 of these (or 3.87%; 7 were previously indicated as 
being sensitive, and 9 had no such indications) did not pass the initial cen-
sorship and were never allowed to be published (see table 6.2). Among the 
397 articles that were published, 27 were deleted (6.80%). Therefore, 370 
articles remain published as of August 2019, an 89.59 percent survival rate 
(or 10.41% deleted rate).42 “Deleted rate” in other studies is the same as the 
“censored rate,” but in this study the “censored rate” captures the rate of 
articles that faced any challenges throughout their lives of publication. The 
deleted rate is lower than what scholars have indicated in other studies on 
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Weibo, a more public platform. On Weibo, King, Pan, and Roberts found the 
deleted rate to be 13 percent, and David Bamman, Brendan O’Connor, and 
Noah Smith found it to be 16.25 percent. Because information on WeChat 
spreads more slowly than on Weibo, it is seen as less intimidating to the 
regime, and therefore scholars have found WeChat content to undergo less 
strict censorship.43 Another reason this deleted rate could be underestimated 
would be due to the initial 44 forced desensitizations, during which sensi-
tive keywords were replaced, making some censored articles not deleted at 
the end. Even among the 44 desensitized articles, 7 were prevented from 
publication, and another 7 were deleted after publication, with 30 remain-
ing published.

Based on the interviews and the data analysis, the process of censorship 
and the parties involved throughout an article’s life has also become more 
apparent. Before an article is edited on the WeChat public account platform, 
many activities happen within the private domain. The Cyberspace Affairs 
Office has nothing to do with the censorship at this stage. On the other 
hand, Public Security has its own keyword banks to censor WeChat conver-
sations or posts made by circles of friends. The keywords list and the strength 
of censorship varies by province, city, and, of course, the individual officials’ 
personal judgments at those levels in different regions. Thus, the decisions 
are highly situational and are often based on feedback from or interactions 
with societal players.

Once an article is uploaded to the WeChat public account platform, Cyber-
space Affairs takes over. The service provider (here Tencent) has its censorship 
team and a dynamic keyword bank that updates its list of words at least once a 

TABLE 6.2. Articles going through censorship on Global China

(From January 2017 to August 2019)

Starting 
total

Sign of 
sensitivity

Stopped from 
publication 

(3.87%) Published

Deleted after 
publication 

(6.80%) Survived
Survived 

Total

413 44 sensitive 
and with 
keyword 
adjustments 
(10.65%)

7 37 7 30 370 
(89.59%)

369 no sign 9 360 20 340
Total 16 397 27
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day, sometimes more frequently.44 The triggering of the keyword bank may not 
be an immediate “death sentence” but likely makes the life of the article much 
more difficult down the road. Some of the articles that trigger the keyword bank 
are blocked from publication, and others are viewed by staff members to deter-
mine whether an article is publishable. Some articles fail to get published after 
the human review. Since each service provider (such as Tencent, WeChat, and 
Sina Weibo) has its own keyword banks and censorship staff, the same article 
that is not publishable on one platform may be published successfully on other 
platforms. There is also a built-in appeal mechanism, but the limited few appeal 
attempts we have made were never successful.

An article can be published if it is deemed “safe” or can be passed to the 
local Cyberspace Affairs Office for further review. This is the first time in the 
process that government officials are actually involved in censorship. The 
staff size for a typical first-tier city’s Cyberspace Affairs Office (excluding Bei-
jing, Shanghai, and Guangzhou, which are slightly different) is extremely 
small, usually fewer than ten people.45 Thus, the vast majority of censorship 
has already been done by self-censorship or the service provider’s censor-
ship. An article sent up from the service provider is reviewed and discussed. 
If a determination cannot be made, the article is sent to the next level up—
the provincial Cyberspace Affairs Office.

The keyword bank is automatic and usually sparks decisions within min-
utes. Once human censorship is involved, the decision can take hours, some-
times days. This is why an article can be deleted hours or days after it has 
already been published. The bottom line has changed within the Cyberspace 
Affairs Office from “blocking” to “dredging,” and even the former deputy 
director of the Cyberspace Affairs Office of China, Ren Xianliang, has repeat-
edly encouraged officials not to have a “blocking” mentality, because that 
does not work.46 This means that, quite often, while waiting for a decision to 
be made, the article is out to be published rather than waiting in the pipe-
line. The Cyberspace Affairs Office can also initiate major cleaning cam-
paigns to delete articles published online, even if the article has been pub-
lished for a long time. The article on Tsai Ing-wen, which was deleted two 
years after its publication, is an example.

There are interactions between the authors, the internet service provider 
(here Tencent), and the state apparatus throughout this process. Different 
authors, internet service providers, officials from various regions and levels 
of government, and their interactions can lead to varied outcomes through 
a dynamic process.
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The strength of censorship may also change based on changes in the 
macro-environment. The number of articles published each month fluctu-
ates (see fig. 6.1), but the percentage of unpublished and deleted articles typi-
cally rises prior to or during sensitive events (see fig. 6.2). It is clear that 
whenever there is a prominent political event, the percentage of articles cen-
sored goes up around the time of the event. For example, the 19th National 
Congress of the Chinese Communist Party was held on October 18–24, 2017. 
There was a spike in the percentage of articles censored in October and 
November of 2017. There were no articles censored between March and Sep-
tember and December during that year. Every year during early March, the 
“Two Sessions” (the meetings of the National People’s Congress and Chinese 
People’s Political Consultative Conference) are held in Beijing, and around 
the same time, particularly leading up to the meetings, the percentage of 
censorship rises. Other specific occasions such as Kim Jong Un’s visit to 
China (May 2018), the one-hundred-year anniversary of May 4 (May 2019), 
and the thirty-year anniversary of the 1989 Tiananmen incident (June 2019) 
all had increased censorship during those periods. Sometimes censoring 
articles may not be the only means of intervention during major events. The 
editing page of the WeChat public account crashed for a short period during 
the 19th Party Congress, which did not happen at other times.

Our editorial work verified that these correlations are not merely coinci-
dences. Besides the example of the AB test of Kim Jong Un’s name, men-
tioned at the beginning of this chapter, additional evidence supports the 
“incident-related” dynamic nature of censorship. On May 7, 2019, an article 
directly commented on then American president Donald Trump’s Twitter 
announcement of new tariffs against China. The article was blocked for pub-
lication on WeChat. The Global China website, however, is not subjected to 
censorship, since the server is outside of mainland China. I informed a major 
news outlet that often reprints our articles that this particular commentary 
had just been posted on our website and that the outlet could feel free to 
reprint. The editor said, “At this moment, this topic should not be discussed” 
(目前还不能谈这事). I followed up with amazement and asked, “So there is a 
dynamic list of forbidden topics that you have access to?” He answered in the 
affirmative. I inquired about how to get access to that list, but his vague reply 
suggested that only when the Cyberspace Affairs Office pays exceptionally 
close attention to a publication (usually an extremely influential one) do 
they take preemptive measures by offering this dynamic “banned list.” 
“Trump’s tweets to raise another round of tariffs” was one of those topics on 



Figure 6.1. Articles attempted for publication each month (from January 2017 to 
August 2019)

Figure 6.2. Percentage censored by month (from January 2017 to August 2019)
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the list on May 7. Two days later, on May 9, the editor sent me a message indi-
cating that the list had changed and that the topic could now be discussed. 
Therefore, our editorial team tried our WeChat public account, and the arti-
cle was immediately published successfully and remains active today.

Based on the AB tests conducted during the “saving” stage and the “pub-
lish” stage, I compiled a list of words and classified them into three groups: 
“always censored,” “sometimes censored,” and “not yet censored” (see table 
6.3). The “always censored” group includes words that triggered censorship 
every time; the “sometimes censored” group includes words that were sensi-
tive only a few times but could be published at other times; the “not yet cen-
sored” group includes words that the editorial team thought might be sensi-
tive but have never triggered the censorship.

On the “always censored” list, it is clear that names of foreign anti-China 
media outlets are censored, particularly those that broadcast with Chinese 
languages (Mandarin, Cantonese, etc.). Some censored political issues that 
are placed in quotation marks (“so-called”) might reduce the likelihood of 
censorship, but making a complete statement or hinting at a stance (“the 
South China Sea is not a part of China,” and Tsai Ing-wen as the president of 
Taiwan) increase the likelihood.

Censorship is also a double-edged sword in that while it can block discus-
sion of individuals’ scandals, it may also reduce opportunities for the public 
to praise the top leaders. Therefore, it is interesting that some Politburo 
members and former top leaders (like Hu Jintao and Hu Yaobang) are cen-
sored, but the number one and number two ranking leaders on the Polit-
buro, the top ruling body of the Chinese Communist Party, are not always 
censored. Global China successfully published several articles that included 
Xi Jinping (general secretary of the CCP) and Li Keqiang (premier of the State 
Council).

The occasion-informed keyword bank adjustment mentioned previously 
produced words that are only sometimes censored. When Huawei, one of 
China’s leading technology companies, particularly on 5G technology, 
became entangled in the Sino-US trade conflicts, and the chief financial offi-
cer of Huawei was arrested, the word “Huawei” became censored. After US 
vice president Mike Pence made a hawkish speech toward China at the Hud-
son Institute, “Pence” was censored, although a friend’s self-media was able 
to publish articles using “the number two in the US” to replace “Pence.” 
These keywords were not censored prior to those incidents, and some key-
words became uncensored after the incidents.



TABLE 6.3. Classification of keywords censorship

Always censored Sometimes censored Not yet censored

朝鲜劳动党 (The North 
Korean Labor Party)

金正恩，文在寅 (Kim Jong Un, 
Moon Jae-In)

文革 (The Cultural Revolution)

蔡英文总统 (President Tsai 
Ing-Wen)

彭斯，蔡英文 (Pence, Tsai Ing-
Wen)

大跃进 (The Great Leap 
Forward)

西藏独立 (Tibet 
Independence)

公民，萨德 (Citizen, THAAD) 李登辉 (Lee Teng-hui)

南海不是中国的 (The South 
China Sea is not a part of 
China)

关键词加引号，如“台独”、“台
湾主权独立”、“法理台独”、“
太阳花学运” (“Taiwan 
independence,” “Taiwan’s 
sovereign independence,” 
“De Jure Taiwan 
Independence,” 
“Sunflower Movement”）

共产党，中国共产党 
(Communist Party, Chinese 
Communist Party)

胡锦涛 (Hu Jintao) 李克强、李总理 (Li Keqiang, 
Premier Li)

温家宝 (Wen Jiabao)

胡耀邦 (Hu Yaobang) 中国国家主席、习主席, 最高领
导人(President of China, 
Chairman Xi, Supreme 
leader)

栗战书、汪洋、王沪宁、赵乐际、
韩正 (Names of all 
Politburo Standing 
Committee members 
except Xi Jinping and Li 
Keqiang)

习近平, 特习，习特， 特金(Xi 
Jinping, Xi and Trump, 
Trump and Xi, Trump and 
Kim)

大纪元 (the Epoch Times) 华为(Huawei)
新唐人电视台 (the New Tang 

Dynasty TV)
十九大 (19th Party Congress)

亚洲自由电台 (Radio Free 
Asia)

毛泽东，周恩来，邓小平，时任
总书记 (Mao Zedong, 
Zhou Enlai, Deng 
Xiaoping, then general 
secretary)

撸 (Rub one’s palm along) G20
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Interestingly, some of the words that people intuitively consider sensi-
tive and could be censored are not yet censored in any of the articles pub-
lished so far. This includes individuals such as Taiwan’s controversial former 
leader Lee Teng-hui and former Chinese premier Wen Jiabao as well as major 
controversial incidents in China, such as the Cultural Revolution and the 
Great Leap Forward. Significant events such as the 17th and 18th Party Con-
gresses are not censored, and the Chinese Communist Party itself is not 
censored.

Inside the Beltway on WeChat, Weibo, and Toutiao

The experience of Inside the Beltway, which is simultaneously published 
every day on WeChat, Weibo, and Toutiao, is slightly different from that of 
Global China. First, there are no internal communications, as I am the only 
person involved in producing the contents. The publication process is 
streamlined for both Weibo and Toutiao, as the articles are tweet-length 
short summaries, so there is also no within-platform editing or saving. Thus, 
the only points of intervention during the life of the articles are publishing 
and post-publication, although the articles published on WeChat are similar 
in length to those of Global China, since summaries are grouped into one 
article and published once a day.

The scenarios within Weibo are binary; an article is either allowed to be 
published or not allowed to be published. If an article encounters censor-
ship, the message states, “Sorry, there is a violation of relevant laws and regu-
lations.” The messages in Toutiao, on the other hand, are individualized. A 
typical censorship message might state:

“Dear content creator, according to the ‘Internet News Information Service 

Management Regulations,’ the platform only supports qualified media to 

publish news on current affairs. Thus, the article XXX you published at 

XX/XX/XXXX will no longer be recommended to others.”

While the above message is often the template, the specific reason to cen-
sor an article (bold in the above text) and the outcome of the censorship 
(underlined in the above text) can vary. I have listed the reasons and outcomes 
that Inside the Beltway has encountered in table 6.4. Any combination of a rea-
son and an outcome is possible, and this may not be an exhaustive list:
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Although the reasons do not always accurately point out the most rel-
evant issue of why an article is censored, the outcomes reflect gradually 
intensifying censorship levels. Toutiao uses algorithms to recommend arti-
cles to its users. Without censorship, the algorithms would recommend 
each article to those readers who are most likely to be interested in the con-
tent. When the article is recommended only to an author’s followers, other 
people who click on the author’s profile can still see the article but have to 
take that initiative; otherwise, only those who have already followed the 
author receive a recommendation to see that specific article. At the next 
level, even followers don’t get the recommendation, and only those who 
regularly check the author’s profile are able to see the censored article. The 
strictest level is complete censorship, meaning no one at all can see the 
article. If there are downsides of censorship, this more nuanced mecha-
nism might be intended to address some of the downsides. For example, if 
followers can still see the published material, the author might not resent 
the censorship regime as much.

The “survival rate” for Inside the Beltway articles is significantly higher 
than it is for those of Global China. Using the WeChat platform for compari-
son, out of the 558 articles published from June 2020 to December 2021, 13 
(6.81%) had to be desensitized; otherwise, they would not be allowed to get 

TABLE 6.4. Reasons and outcomes of censorship from Toutiao

Reasons Outcomes

The platform supports only qualified media to 
publish news on current affairs

Will be recommended to 
your followers only

Because we are unable to verify the authenticity of 
the content

Because the post contains inappropriate content Will stop being 
recommendedBecause the usage of expressions are not the norm

Involving exaggerated descriptions, inaccurate 
information, or inconsistent titles, etc., which can 
easily cause misunderstandings or cause 
imagination that does not match the facts

Was not approved to publish

Because it involves risk information in the financial 
sector or contains content that induces 
transactions

Suspected of containing uncomfortable text 
descriptions or pictures, such as bloody, violent, 
dense, visually impactful pictures, descriptions 
looking for the exotic and strange, etc.
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saved or published. Then 557 articles were published; only 1 article (or 
0.18%) did not pass the initial censorship and was never allowed to be pub-
lished. Among the 557 articles that were published, 5 were deleted (0.90%). 
Therefore, there are 552 articles that remain published as of December 2021, 
with a 98.92 percent survival rate (or 1.08% deleted rate), compared to the 
89.59 percent survival rate of articles from Global China—meaning the 
deleted rate is ten times as high on Global China (see table 6.5).

The censored rate can be different when different types of materials are 
published on the same platform. The same material published on different 
platforms can also face different treatments. The censored rate for Inside the 
Beltway is 2.87 percent, 1.29 percent, and 2.24 percent on WeChat, Weibo, 
and Toutiao, respectively. The eventual survival rate ranges from 98.71 per-
cent to 98.92 percent (see table 6.6).

On the surface, the censored and survival rates seem close when the 
same material is published on different self-media platforms, thus pointing 
toward a unified and consistent censorship apparatus. In reality, however, 
this cannot be further from the truth. When looking at the specific articles 
censored, the overlap is minimal. Among the total of ninety articles cen-
sored across the three platforms for Inside the Beltway, only one article was 
censored by two platforms, and no article was censored by all three. The cen-
soring of an article by both WeChat and Toutiao could be due to different 
reasons, as the one censorerd article included a description of US legislators 
visiting Taiwan and a picture of Tsai Ing-wen and the Taiwanese flag, and 
pictures are often subject to censorship as well.

The censored articles can generally be divided into two broad categories. 

TABLE 6.5. Articles going through censorship on Inside the Beltway

(From June 2020 to December 2021)

Starting 
total

Sign of 
sensitivity

Stopped from 
publication 

(0.18%) Published

Deleted after 
publication 

(0.90%) Survived
Survived 

Total

558 13 sensitive 
and with 
keyword 
adjustments 
(6.81%)

1 12 2 10 552 
(98.92%)

545 no sign 0 545 3 542
Total 1 557 5
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The first is a discussion of US politics that might have implications for Chi-
nese politics or might be misunderstood by Chinese readers to have domes-
tic political implications. For example, an article discussed then president 
Trump entertaining the idea of staying in office for more than two terms, 
which could be interpreted to have implications for Xi’s tenure in China. A 
discussion on the US Democratic Party infighting could be picked up by the 
automatic keyword bank, as conflict within a party does not only happen to 
US parties. Even when an article describes US domestic politics, sometimes 
the idea is relatable when discussing protests, freedom of speech, and free 
elections, among other topics.

The censorship process is not one-sided. A few months after the Inside 
the Beltway account was created, staff members from both Weibo and Tout-
iao contacted me privately. Weibo’s staff member praised me for publish-
ing valuable information every day and asked me to message him when-
ever I think an article is worth being promoted so that he can use the 
platform’s resources to make the article more widely read. Toutiao had a 
more complex interaction with me. The platform first invited me to be a 
“content rater” due to “the high-quality content having been published.” I 
ignored the message, assuming that the platform mobilizes social resources 
to support its in-house censorship apparatus. Then the platform informed 
me that due to the high-quality articles I publish every day, the platform 
was lifting the “eight times a day” publication limit so that I could publish 
as many articles as I wish, encouraging me to produce more content. Later, 
a staff member contacted me directly. Besides thanking me for the high-
quality content I have published consistently, she invited me to join a mes-
saging group titled “International Scholars and Journalists VIP Group” (国

TABLE 6.6. A cross-platform comparison of censored and 
survival rate

Contents Platform

Censored rate 
(including any 

degree of 
restriction) Survival Rate

Global China WeChat 17.68% 89.59%
Inside the Beltway WeChat 2.87% 98.92%

Weibo 1.29% 98.71%
Toutiao 2.24% 98.90%
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际学者记者VIP群). The 240 or so people in this group are primarily interna-
tional scholars and journalists who produce content on Toutiao. The func-
tion of the group is that if anyone’s article is censored by the system (based 
on the algorithm or the automatic keyword bank), the author can make an 
appeal within this group, and the in-group staff from Toutiao immediately 
processes the request to potentially reverse the censorship decision. 
Although I have never made an appeal, it seems that the success rate is 
exceptionally high. I had previously tried the official appeal mechanism on 
WeChat a few times when first publishing material on Global China and 
never once heard back from the platform. It is fascinating to know that 
there could be a group of authors with such special privileges that a request 
to cancel censorship could be made and granted at ease.

Interactive Authoritarianism in Virtual Space

The self-media experiences in virtual space are consistent with the interac-
tive authoritarianism model with toleration, differentiation, and legaliza-
tion. New players are tolerated and monitored, repeated interactions lead to 
a differentiation of treatment, and then the experiences and lessons learned 
from the interactions are solidified through legalization.

Toleration

On February 9, 2021, an article titled “The Great Firewall Cracked, Briefly. A 
People Shined Through” was published in the New York Times, capturing the 
social media app Clubhouse’s “uncensored” status for a while.47 Although 
the author of the article claimed that Clubhouse “emerged faster than the 
censors could block it,” in reality the gate of the great firewall was intention-
ally left open so that the Chinese censorship could monitor and study this 
new actor that had emerged recently after an institutional disruption and 
that created a platform combining audio and social network and allowed 
users to discuss political and social issues.

Toleration is the initial status quo whenever new players or phenomena 
emerge in the virtual space. The popularization of social media, particu-
larly self-media, is a new phenomenon in the past decade; Sina Weibo had 
its first internal testing on August 14, 2009,48 and both the WeChat public 
account and Toutiao platforms were introduced in 2012.49 The state’s 
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approach is toleration when a new phenomenon arises, especially before 
the activities become sophisticated or solidly anti-regime. This is true for 
both those platforms and the self-media publishers. The regulators under-
stand that the free flow of information is no longer containable, and much 
of the information that people publish on self-media is with good inten-
tions; therefore, it is essential to allow people to speak and collect their 
ideas and suggestions.50 The state is also confident that the media environ-
ment is much less hostile than it is in the West, for the media is not a direct 
check against the ruling party.51

Allowing self-media to make adjustments and then try to publish again is 
in itself a great example of toleration during censorship. It does not point 
toward inadequate censorship, as some keyword changes (such as moving 
from “Xi Jinping” to “Xi”) would obviously be easy to catch if the real pur-
pose is to prevent the article from being published. Instead, the process is 
executed intentionally to train self-media for habits of self-censorship. It is 
also a way to remind the societal participants who the boss really is—just like 
the example of removing church crosses without shutting down churches.

Toleration happens more likely when newcomers enter the public 
sphere. One piece of evidence pointing to this initial phase is the tolerance 
on newly created and smaller media accounts. For example, a newly cre-
ated account that reported the firing of a professor for his research claimed 
that the center for anti-Japan war in the 1940s was not Yan’an but Chongq-
ing. Such a topic directly challenges the political security of the CCP—and 
the firing of the professor is a testament—but the account still managed to 
publish the article because it was still a small (with only a few followers) 
and new account. Some political activists have utilized this property and 
created new accounts constantly whenever the old account becomes 
banned. A self-media publisher I interviewed informed me that he had cre-
ated dozens of new accounts, as every time the old one is banned, the 
newly registered one was created and tolerated, even though the registra-
tion requires the account owner’s real ID.52

The toleration of small and newer accounts could also be proved by 
Global China’s experience, as logistic regression indicates that censorship 
tightens on the account as the number of publications grows (see table 6.7). 
I code the “censored” variable as “blocked or deleted.” If an article was not 
published successfully or was later deleted after publication, it was coded as 
“1”; otherwise, it was coded as “0” for the “censored” variable. Because of the 
desensitizing mechanism, which replaces censored keywords with uncen-
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sored ones (homophones, puns, etc.), I also included a binary variable I 
called “desenspub,” which indicates an article that had been desensitized 
and still published. The “number” variable indicates the order of the publi-
cations and therefore is an ordinal variable from 1 to 413; the larger number 
indicates a newer publication. The “viewed” and “shared” variables look at 
how popular the article was, but since the two variables are highly corre-
lated, I have included one in the model in order to demonstrate how replac-
ing one with the other does not change the outcome. Newer articles are 
more likely to be censored across models.

This outcome could be due to a variety of potential factors, including a 
change in censorship strategy, the tightening of the control of the society, or 
a change in coverage by our writers, among others. The editorial experiences 
from Global China suggest that the more mature a publication becomes, the 
more likely it is to face censorship.

An article titled “How China Could Learn from the Democratic Opposi-
tion in Its Interaction with Trump” commented on US Speaker of the House 
Nancy Pelosi’s interactions with Trump during the government shutdown 
from December 22, 2018, to January 25, 2019. The article was blocked for 
publication because Global China already had over six thousand followers at 
the time, and a single article’s viewership was as high as forty thousand by 
then. Global China was no longer a small and new account, but other smaller 
accounts successfully reprinted the same article on our official website. This 
means the censorship on Global China—by this time a more developed and 
influential account—is different from that of smaller and newer accounts. 
Such incidents happened multiple times.

TABLE 6.7. Factors and censorship

 Censored (~) Deleted Full Model

main
number 0.00310** 0.00454** 0.00532***

(0.027) (0.012) (0.005)
desenspub 1.656***

(0.001)
viewed –0.0000344

(0.540)
Constant –2.848*** –3.679***  –4.095***

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
Observations 413 397 397

p-values in parentheses
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01
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Differentiation

One typical type of toleration in the virtual space is turning a blind eye to the 
use of the Virtual Private Network, often referred to as “climbing over the 
firewall” (fanqiang 翻墙). Many Chinese netizens I spoke to believe that as 
long as they are not doing anything criminal while using the VPN but are 
simply viewing information and increasing their productivity, there will not 
be any consequences. However, the state differentiates individual users and 
sometimes intentionally chooses not to intervene until the intervention 
will be tactically more effective—for instance, when doing so could set an 
example for others or achieve other political goals. Interview with officials 
also confirmed that the penalties are selectively applied.53 If we look at Zhe-
jiang province alone, a province with over 64.5 million people,54 the provin-
cial online service platform (在线政务服务平台) indicates only 292 cases of 
individuals penalized for connecting to the international internet (国际联
网) from February 2017 to December 2021, a five-year period.55 Yet, the use of 
VPN is almost ubiquitous among the well-educated, especially in the high-
tech sector. Based on the evidence from this chapter, the practice and logic 
of differentiation are clear.

Looking at self-media, not many of them could outlive the initial stage of 
toleration (many stop publishing content due to their own reasons), but 
once they grow into more developed and mature sources of information and 
opinions, the state treatment toward them changes. The state differentiates 
the regime-challenging ones and regime-supporting ones on multiple 
dimensions at various stages of publication.56

The experiences of Global China and Inside the Beltway point toward two 
different paths; the deleted rate of the former is about ten times as high as 
that of the latter within the same platform. There are several important dis-
tinctions between the two accounts. Global China’s contents are political 
commentaries that are largely analyses and opinions and are normative by 
nature. This means that the arguments made or the results of the analyses 
could directly contradict policy decisions of the state. The delete rate in 
absolute terms is not that high because sometimes that material serves a 
consultation purpose. Because authors are scholars trying to be objective, 
they are also not perceived to have an anti-Beijing agenda.

The experience from Inside the Beltway is quite different. The content is 
mainly informational, providing timely insights about the developments 
and sometimes foreign policy making of the United States relevant to China. 
The content’s positive nature (as opposed to normative) can lead to a very 
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different type of censorship. It is usually platform-specific and often trig-
gered by specific keywords. For example, many of the censored articles on 
Toutiao covered the development of how TikTok was facing crackdowns in 
the United States under Trump (Toutiao and TikTok originated from the 
same parent company, ByteDance). Thus, the company itself wished to cen-
sor the discussion for business interests rather than the state doing the job. 
Indeed, different service providers have their own keyword banks, and the 
officials at different levels in different regions reach different conclusions 
when determining whether an article should be censored or not. This is why 
some other studies that use a self-generated list of keywords to test censor-
ship might not be reliable.

“Being potentially helpful” is an important standard during the differen-
tiation stage. After starting Inside the Beltway, major news outlets, including 
the Global Times and China Global Television Network (CGTN), contacted me 
for more information or a quote, indicating that the information provided 
in self-media is valuable. However, the material would have to have at least 
some potential usefulness in order to be tolerated in the long term. For exam-
ple, Inside the Beltway wrote about the secretary of state of Georgia, a US elec-
tion battleground, releasing phone conversations with Trump, who com-
plained about privacy violations for making the records public. The original 
article, which cited the law 18 USC 2511(2)(d), was not allowed to be pub-
lished, but as soon as this series of numbers and letters, which were probably 
foreign to the Chinese censorship, were removed, the article was published 
successfully. The numbers and letters from the US Code probably had no 
potential to be helpful and therefore triggered the censorship.

In addition, many other indicators would lead to differentiated out-
comes for articles and platforms. The author’s identity could be utilized for 
differentiation. For example, an article published by a Taiwanese scholar, Dr. 
Su Chi, was initially blocked for publication, and the editing team could not 
find the keyword that was blocking the publication. Then our editorial team 
added an extra sentence to the introduction, indicating that the author was 
the inventor of the concept “92 Consensus” (the bedrock of Beijing’s Taiwan 
policy), and the article was then successfully published. It seems that the 
staff did not know who Dr. Su was, and the extra introduction reassured the 
censors that the author had good intentions and was not an enemy.

A self-media and an article could also be censored if the comments sec-
tion was not managed well, letting discussions get out of control.57 It could 
be due to the inclusion of a specific analysis within an article, resulting in 
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the deletion of just one or two paragraphs but not the entire article—for 
example, one article was not deleted in its entirety but had just two para-
graphs (discussing Michael Pillsbury’s and Graham Allison’s arguments) 
deleted. If the editors do not go back to articles already published, one would 
not be able to notice that the article was even censored. A self-media and an 
article could also be tolerated because the state is also intentionally prevent-
ing the Tacitus Trap from happening, a phenomenon in which people con-
sider whatever the government says to be lies or a bad deed.58 Therefore, get-
ting the suitable “helpers” to produce and propel “helpful” information is as 
important, if not more important, than preventing specific contents. The 
Cyberspace Affairs Office actively encourages government offices and agen-
cies to register their own social media accounts on major platforms so that 
society’s “helpful voices” can be augmented. Of course, the timing of major 
political events could lead to the scale of differentiation to tip toward either 
more censorship or more toleration.

Even though the two publications studied in this chapter were treated 
quite differently based on the deletion rates, the differentiation at various 
stages of the articles’ lives is similar within the two publications, although 
Global China has more stages in its publication process, which might con-
tribute to the lower survival rate of its articles. At the pre-editing stage, com-
munications are differentiated based on location. Instead of blocking all 
messages and alerting the sender, censorship may prevent messages from 
being received or shared in a group chat or personal pages (such as 朋友圈 or 
a circle of friends on WeChat) while misleading the sender that the message 
was sent or posted. It has been reported by the authors that occasionally 
when the group chat or personal pages censorship is on, those who regis-
tered their WeChat account while outside of mainland China, whether they 
used a mainland or abroad cell phone number, would be able to see messages 
sent by others, while those who registered their account inside China would 
be blocked. This is why even if a foreign-registered user is in mainland China, 
the person can still access information that many other members of the 
same chat group cannot. Not only can a person’s location of registering an 
account lead to differentiation in censorship, but the assessment of public 
opinion can lead to different levels of freedom of expression. For example, 
protests in Hong Kong in the summer of 2019 were a major discussion topic 
within chat groups. For several weeks, messages were virtually uncensored 
because much of the mainland public opinion was moving in Beijing’s favor. 
However, members of a few groups reported that they would not be able to 
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send or receive any messages in certain groups, but others who used the 
same group continued to have a conversation. The group members then 
realized that all the remaining active members had registered their accounts 
while outside of mainland China.

The process of transferring articles among editors faces the same chal-
lenge. The sender might assume the article has been sent, while many, if not 
all, of the members of the WeChat group cannot receive the file. This sce-
nario can occur because of the differentiated censorship toward the sender 
due to the transferring history of the sender—the person might have previ-
ously sent many sensitive articles to others—the content of the article, or 
the location of the sender. This is not a temporary technical glitch but an 
integral part of censorship. For instance, one cannot type the three charac-
ters “大纪元” (the Epoch Times, an anti-Beijing publication) in WeChat.

Even after an article has been published, censorship can control the 
viewership. Sometimes an article one publishes or shares can be seen only by 
oneself or a few others—a controlled viewership. The Toutiao censorship 
messages pointed toward those different levels of outcomes. Self-media users 
on other platforms such as “简书” (the Chinese version of Medium) went as 
far as directly including “Your article has been turned to be visible only to 
you; if you have any questions, please contact . . .” in the error message.

One of the primary purposes for differentiation is to better adapt to new 
situations and challenges, especially after institutional disruptions. Con-
tinuing to tolerate some actors in the virtual space provides ongoing oppor-
tunities to test pilot governance methods, while applying pressure or com-
pletely censoring others reduces the potential challenge to the regime.

The interactions between the state, the delegated private internet com-
panies, and individual self-media can make censorship more effective. The 
actions and contents from those who are tolerated can be used to train the 
censorship apparatus; if everything is shut down completely, there is no 
learning opportunity, so it does not help when a real threat in the virtual 
space comes about. This is also why users who register their WeChat accounts 
outside of mainland China may be tolerated for the most part; interactions 
with them provide valuable data for the internet companies and the state.59 
However, even those who have been censored can provide useful informa-
tion to the censorship apparatus. They may try tactics such as using homo-
phones or turning text into pictures to evade censorship,60 but the censor-
ship is likely to eventually notice some of those tactics and include such 
practices in their evolved automatic keyword bank and picture bank.
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More importantly, the state has mobilized societal resources to join the 
censorship apparatus during this interactive process. Internet companies 
sometimes willingly pledge self-discipline in order to continue to survive,61 
and the occasional crackdowns by the state toward online platforms62 are 
not only testing the state’s tool kits of controlling the society but also provid-
ing credible threats to those who are still being tolerated without having to 
spend a significant amount of political capital. Therefore, such crackdowns 
are not meant to destroy an entire industry or completely shut down the vir-
tual space but to set a few examples and target specific actors. For example, 
after Weibo allowed the Chinese tennis star Peng Shuai’s tweet against a for-
mer CCP Politburo member to go viral, Weibo was hit with a penalty of about 
$471,000 for “spreading illegal information.” Even though Weibo said that it 
would clean up its content, the fine would hardly affect Weibo’s business.63 
The Peterson Institute for International Economics assessment suggests that 
China’s tech crackdown in 2021 has affected only a small share of its digital 
economy and total GDP.64

The logic of these differentiations on various dimensions is not to block 
the flow of information but to identify and utilize the forces that could 
potentially contribute to the regime’s legitimacy. On the one hand, the gov-
ernment is actively creating a team of commenters, but on the other hand, it 
also realizes that the government staff is not sufficient to manage the explo-
sion of information.65 Therefore, it is important to rely on the forces in soci-
ety to strengthen the state’s narrative or help with the state’s agenda; schol-
ars did find that online political expression can enhance regime support 
through nationalism.66 Therefore, rather than seeing the existing censor-
ship regime as an information blocker, it is more accurate to see it as an “ally” 
identifier.

Legalization

The process of moving from toleration to differentiation is only a part of the 
evolving censorship mechanism. These stages mainly happen in a legal gray 
area where the new activities (or newly registered accounts) may be violating 
some existing laws or acting within a domain where no laws or rules govern. 
But such new activities or players could be utilized as potential allies of the 
state, or motivations to improve the legal system. Let us take a look at how 
the interactions between the new activities online, censorship and differen-
tiation, and the legalization of the domain have worked.
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Before social media, many of the internet laws were about protecting the 
physical computer systems67 and preventing the spread of national secrets 
and harmful information.68 Once online activities started to pick up in the 
late 1990s, the government started to deploy a special group of police—
internet police—to regulate the internet. The idea was initially experimented 
with at the provincial level and mainly targeted at online rumors and 
scams.69 Laws regulating internet companies were made in 2000, which 
started to require internet companies to provide credentials.70

With the rise of social media, especially self-media on WeChat and 
Weibo, old laws and regulations could no longer govern the new activities 
and were updated/revised based on new developments. For example, the 
2011 revision of the 2000 “Temporary Decree on the Management of Com-
puter Information Network International Connectivity in the People’s 
Republic of China” included specific topics that are banned from produc-
tion, replication, publication, and distribution—in other words, guidance 
for censorship.71 Based on the new challenges the censorship faced, the 
Supreme People’s Court and the Supreme People’s Procuratorate published 
updated interpretations of the censorship rules in 2013.72 Further rules were 
announced to require real-name registration and banning publications of 
current affairs and commentaries unless accompanied by relevant creden-
tials in 2014, when WeChat public accounts and Weibo self-media flooded 
the Chinese internet with current affairs discussions.73 This provides legal 
grounds whenever the censorship regime wants to delete content or sup-
press content providers for most self-media users, who do not have such cre-
dentials. The Cyberspace Affairs Office intentionally does not eliminate all 
of the content providers, which could be potential allies.

While some content providers are genuine allies, others simply use tools 
and methods to circumvent censorship. The use of homophones, puns, long 
picture texts (so that texts are turned into pictures), upside-down long pic-
ture texts, upside-down long picture texts with random markers (to interfere 
with detections by artificial intelligence), and various other tactics have 
been used. The censorship mechanism initially neglected or tolerated cer-
tain developments, then differentiated accounts and articles, and eventually 
made new laws to tackle the specific tactics used. For example, the “Internet 
Information Search Service Management Regulations” published by the 
Cyberspace Affairs Office mentioned explicitly that “Internet information 
search service providers shall not provide information content prohibited 
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by laws and regulations in the form of links, abstracts, snapshots, association 
words, related searches, and related recommendations.”74 Knowing that cer-
tain publications are shared only within WeChat groups, the People’s Repub-
lic of China Cyber Security Law included new provisions governing commu-
nication groups.75

As the laws and rules have covered social media in general, and as WeChat 
public account publications became popular, specific laws were drafted to 
tackle censorship and credential issues on WeChat. On June 1, 2017, six 
months after Global China started its publications, the Cyberspace Affairs 
Office announced the “Internet News Information Service Management 
Regulations,” which stipulate that “if the service provider allows users to 
open public accounts, the internet news information service provider shall 
review the account information, service qualification, service scope, and 
other information, and classify and record it to the local cyberspace affairs 
office of the province, autonomous region or municipality directly under 
the Central Government.”76 These regulations also specifically ask people 
involved in censorship to pay attention to information that is news propa-
ganda in nature or has social mobilization abilities. On the same day, the 
state clarified that service providers should have designated staff members to 
review content and provide technical support by publishing the “Internet 
News Information Service License Management Regulations.”77 Moreover, 
the “Interim Provisions on the Development Management of Public Infor-
mation Services for Instant Messaging Tools,” published on August 7, 2017, 
further clearly placed the burden of censorship on the service providers. 
Companies could face a direct penalty if not doing the censorship properly 
or missing content that later caused problems.78

Once the responsibility of censorship was clear and platform-specific 
laws were made, the state went further in depth vertically to perfect the cen-
sorship regime. For example, the “Internet Post Comment Service Manage-
ment Regulations” would govern the censorship of comments after arti-
cles,79 and the “Internet Forum Community Service Management 
Regulations” would govern censorship in online forums and communities.80 
In the meantime, new regulations were also published to affirm the differen-
tiation and categorization of different WeChat groups81 and WeChat public 
account publications.82 A few weeks later, even regulations governing the 
management of censorship staff were drafted.83 New laws and regulations 
that tackle specific actors, actions, and issues are being drafted, circulated, 
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and passed continuously based on the state-society interactions.84 For exam-
ple, as short videos on platforms such as TikTok are becoming popular, stan-
dards and rules are also being drafted.85

It is clear that once new rules and laws are made on specific activities and 
actors previously operating in legal gray areas, the strength and frequency of 
censorship and penalties can change. Previously differentiated approaches 
by different keyword banks, staff members of service providers, and officials 
from different regions and levels of the government may gradually unify.86 
This is a highly dynamic process, with new apps and services being invented 
and new tools and methods of circumventing censorship being deployed on 
the one hand, and a learning government that employs toleration, differen-
tiation, and legalization on the other hand. Such a multilayered dynamic 
process is complex and evolving.

Conclusion

Censorship is becoming more and more important in the study of politics 
and governance as it becomes more intertwined with political activities 
worldwide. However, most countries’ censorship simply switches the inter-
net off and on or deletes information and accounts. What has been observed 
in the censorship regime in China is more nuanced, sophisticated, and inter-
active. There is authoritarian learning by the Chinese state, and the state is 
responsive to different actors at different stages of development, at different 
locations, with content-specific individualized tactics.

This chapter has examined the interactive nature of how China governs its 
virtual civil society, which includes the world’s largest internet population (by 
June 2021, there were 1.011 billion internet users in China87). The results perhaps 
also reflect the logic of politics and governance in China in general. The logic of 
interactive authoritarianism indicates the differentiation of societal forces by 
the state. The purpose of such an approach is to maintain regime stability and 
legitimacy. Rather than blocking all free flow of information and players, the 
state recognizes its technical and bureaucratic limits and realizes that a certain 
degree of toleration might bring some benefits. The method used in this 
approach is interactive differentiation mainly based on the perception of the 
state. Rather than focusing on tackling regime-challenging information (such 
as information that could incite collective actions), the state is also actively uti-
lizing users and content that could help improve the state’s legitimacy. Some-
times, the state might even actively engage in guiding and shaping the behav-
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iors of individuals in society through interactions. In sum, the state would 
identify and differentiate the regime-supporting voices at various stages of the 
life of the articles and content providers. Different parties are involved in the 
censorship regime and actively interact with the players involved. After captur-
ing enough data, the state would make new rules and laws to adapt to new devel-
opments. Such a process allows the state to harness support and reduce risk, 
which ultimately improves its legitimacy. The result, therefore, is a seemingly 
more active media environment rather than the complete prevention of the 
flow of information and the halt of social, political, and economic activities in 
general. Thus, the cost of repression is limited and localized on only a small 
group of activists and elites, while the vast majority in the public is still satisfied. 
This more sophisticated interactive censorship under Xi reflects the more 
sophisticated governance of the authoritarian regime. Even though the cases 
described in this chapter are from the virtual space and much of the background 
conditions are different from the earthquake case, it is clear that the logic of 
authoritarian governance of the society after an institutional disruption is simi-
lar, and the outcomes are comparable. The more supportive forces or contents 
are differentiated—and even encouraged—after the legalization processes, thus 
contributing to authoritarian resilience.

The evolving three-stage interactive censorship also means that tactics 
used to manage the flow of information are adjusted and updated constantly. 
For example, before the 2022 Beijing Winter Olympic Games, platforms such 
as Weibo and Toutiao sent out messages warning users against posting any 
content from the games that belonged to broadcast rights holders or risk being 
blocked. The preemptive notices mainly targeted copyrights violations, but 
such warnings obviously makes self-media users warier about discussing the 
Olympic Games, resulting in increased self-censorship. Thus, censorship was 
carried out preemptively without content having ever appeared.

The interactive authoritarian state does not block all information or 
completely suffocate society based on the empirical data presented above. It 
is expected by all participants that some information and actions are 
allowed—at least tolerated, if not encouraged—while others are prohibited. 
This minimizes the cost of repression while soliciting the most help from 
society. A friend of mine subscribes to The Economist magazine within main-
land China. He recently posted a picture of the magazine he received, with 
the entire “China” section cut out. Logistically, it would be much easier to 
ban the subscription entirely rather than having to cut those specific pages 
from each magazine manually, but the situation reflects the governance 
logic that this chapter, and this book, have described.
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Censorship is not a taboo in state-society relations in China. People’s 
Daily, a state-affiliated media in China, has tripled its stock price in the first 
four months of 2019, mainly due to the censorship service it provides to 
other content providers who do not have the budget to maintain their own 
censorship teams.88 People’s Daily even provides a training camp about “con-
tent reviewing,” which charges 4,500 RMB (about 643 USD) for two days. A 
“content reviewing” industry is also emerging in the city of Jinan, the capital 
of Shandong province, as multiple companies similar to People’s Daily have 
set up their censorship business in Jinan.89 Furthermore, it is not only Chi-
nese companies or media groups that are participating in this interactive 
authoritarian censorship. US researchers have also found that the California-
based tech giant Apple also uses censored word lists from mainland China 
sources to populate its own list of forbidden terms and then apply them to 
regions including Taiwan and Hong Kong.90 The interactive authoritarian 
censorship thus has implications outside of authoritarian states.

While censorship is an ordinary, everyday experience for anyone living 
in China or paying attention to China, the study of censorship has been 
fragmented. In this chapter, I have made an attempt to provide a holistic 
view of the multilayered dynamic process. I presented firsthand data from 
Global China and Inside the Beltway across multiple self-media platforms and 
depicted the life of an article and each moment possible of encountering 
censorship as well as describing the detailed interactions between the self-
media publisher and the censorship apparatus. I then provided evidence and 
methods of circumventing censorship, such as tweaking the keywords, 
changing the publication time, and adding a new introduction of the 
author, among many others. Many of the AB tests could provide certainty, 
which most related studies lack. Furthermore, I provided the details of the 
censorship process, including revealing the logic of evolution from tolera-
tion, to differentiation, and eventually, legalization. Legalization is not the 
end of the process, as new activities and players continue to emerge, and the 
censorship system continues to evolve through such dynamic processes.

Although my focus is on political censorship, it should be mentioned 
that Chinese censorship also targets pornography, violation of laws and reg-
ulations, vulgar information, malicious pop-up windows, and malicious 
speculations.91 Besides targeting individual articles, it is also possible for any 
content producer to be banned from publishing for a short period or even for 
life. Given the scope of this research and the data available to us, I have 
focused only on censorship over active publishers.92 The dynamic nature of 
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Chinese censorship also means that what is valid during the time of data col-
lection may be different at a future time, but the logic of censorship is likely 
to remain relevant.

The main contribution of this chapter to the literature is that it uses the 
editorial experiences of an actual online publication to reveal the multilayered 
dynamic nature of interactive censorship in China. Rather than using a prede-
termined sensitive keywords list and extremely narrow hypotheses to test the 
censorship at a specific point, I followed the lives of articles and found that the 
strength and choices of censorship vary throughout the life of a publication 
and are subject to the status of the author, the publisher, the timing, the differ-
ent censorship staff that are involved, and the macro-political environment. 
Thus, instead of contradicting the existing literature, I have provided a more 
unified overview of the censorship regime that is less dependent on the obser-
vation choices of time and content. The variations presented by the existing 
literature are often not contradictions but indicate different stages and levels 
within the interactive authoritarianism framework.

A second significant contribution is the direct utilization of interviews 
with officials and staff members in charge of censorship to directly capture 
their logic and actions. The censorship regime is often seen as mysterious 
and inaccessible to researchers because of the nature of their work. These 
rare opportunities for interviews were used in this research to reveal the 
intricacy and detailed process of interactive censorship, which could be 
valuable for related future studies.

Methodologically, this chapter has provided a new way of analyzing cen-
sorship. Instead of capturing data from material published by others and not 
being able to include prepublication censorship—including self-censorship 
and denial of publication—being editors of an online journal and publish-
ing actual articles written by experts in the field could help us reveal the 
internal logic and the dynamic nature of the interactive censorship regime. 
The AB tests I adopted through tweaking keywords to turn blocked articles 
into those that are publishable also gave us deterministic, rather than proba-
bilistic, conclusions about which keywords triggered censorship at specific 
moments and which did not. As Chinese censorship continues to evolve and 
adapt, some of the specific keywords and tactics may change. However, the 
logic and process of interactive censorship will continue to help us better 
understand the future iterations of the censorship regime in China and the 
logic of governing the society.
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Chapter 7

Case III

Internet-Facilitated Guerrilla Resistance  
of the Ride-Sharing Networks

On June 2, 2015, I rode in an Uber car in Hangzhou, China. The driver was 
very eager to show me a few videos on his cell phone, asking, “Did you hear 
about how we ride-sharing drivers fight transportation officials (yunguan 运
管)? Check these out!” In one of the videos, a man in uniform was sur-
rounded by dozens of (presumably) Uber drivers asking him to confess to 
how he had used entrapment to criminalize an Uber driver in order to charge 
the driver with a fine. This video was shot in Hangzhou, a major urban cen-
ter, during broad daylight. The official of an authoritarian country special-
izing in cracking down protests does not seem authoritative at all; the pro-
testers were, however, emboldened and demanded that the official give up 
and leave. When the police arrived, they did not arrest any of the protesters 
but accompanied the official in leaving the scene without receiving the fine 
he had demanded. My driver had dozens of those videos with almost the 
same plot and results, and with different crowds and transportation officials. 
Why were these ride-sharing drivers able to repeatedly organize grassroots 
protests and successfully achieve their purposes in an authoritarian state 
that is quite good at quashing protests? How did the state respond?

Ride-sharing drivers can be seen as part of the Chinese civil society, given 
the broad definition provided in the introduction. They not only share 
information and build relationships using the WeChat groups in the virtual 
space and organize leisure activities, but they also often organize collective 
actions and other gatherings when one community member faces injustice 
from the state. They create informal union-like associations that can turn 



Case III� 169

Revised Pages

shared grievances into mini social movements—what I call “guerrilla resis
tance”—reacting to officials’ predation.

Those repeated successful grassroots protests against the Chinese author-
itarian government are unique and noteworthy, especially after Xi Jinping 
took office in 2012. Among the sweeping transformations of the Chinese 
political institutions, the crackdown on grassroots civil society, including 
villagers,1 labor activists,2 lawyers,3 feminists,4 journalists,5 environmental 
activists,6 entrepreneurs,7 and religious groups,8 is well documented. During 
Xi’s second term, the space for civil society and social activism in China has 
further diminished,9 leaving only a few institutionalized channels viable, 
such as writing emails to officials.10 However, the ride-sharing drivers have 
been able to organize frequent and effective protests beyond what Ching 
Kwan Lee and other scholars had previously observed from labor struggles in 
China, in which protesters were confined within their dormitories and orga-
nized only “cellular activism” that excluded workers from other factories.11 
The ride-sharing drivers empathize with drivers from other WeChat groups, 
even if they have never interacted with them, and take risks to help one 
another beyond their “cells.” Why are the ride-sharing drivers’ protests able 
to move beyond cellular activism and survive the contentious political envi-
ronment while achieving their goals over and over again, even under a state 
that is tightening its grip on society?

The state’s interactions with the ride-sharing industry follow a logic 
that is similar to that of the interactive authoritarianism framework dis-
cussed in this book, with a toleration, differentiation, and legalization pro-
cess. The key actors interact within both virtual spaces and physical spaces. 
When the institutional disruptions of technological breakthroughs and 
significant new supply and demand for services occurred, the government 
was unsure about the potential consequences of having such new, some-
times organized, forces in the society. However, it did recognize the poten-
tial benefits that those new societal forces could bring to economic growth. 
For a modernizing authoritarian state like China, one of the primary 
sources of legitimacy comes from the growth of the economy and the peo-
ple’s rising standards of living. The direct benefits of keeping the ride-
sharing networks as a new growth point were as evident as (if not more 
obvious than) the local governance and regime-stabilizing narratives that 
the social organizations and self-media could provide, respectively (dis-
cussed in the preceding chapters). Thus, individual entrapment guerilla 
protests were initially allowed as the government monitored and learned 
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about ride-sharing drivers’ behaviors in those urban areas. Then, after 
major mass incidents, the government differentiated drivers, cars, and 
platforms based on potential costs and benefits—not just economically but 
also politically. Some had to face harsher inspections, while others were 
encouraged to create benefits more effectively. After repeated interactions, 
the legalization of certain standards and procedures were tested during the 
differentiation stage. So the state solidified the contribution of some par-
ticipants of this new economy while minimizing risks and costs from 
potentially regime-challenging or less productive actors.

Such associational behaviors and collective actions occur both online 
and in physical spaces. By employing process tracing and four years of par-
ticipant observation of Uber and Didi (the Chinese ride-sharing company 
that bought Uber China in 2015) drivers’ city-wide messaging groups, 
including in-depth interviews with organizers and government officials, I 
argue that collective action for rights protection is achievable in today’s 
China after institutional disruptions emerge. In this case, institutional dis-
ruptions are caused by new technologies and methods of conducting busi-
ness. When there are repeated opportunities for within-network group sup-
port so that social capital (trust and norms of reciprocity) can be created, and 
the potential economic benefits of the newly emerged sector are desirable, 
the state tolerates the activities. However, deliberate differentiation by the 
state occurs when major social disruptions take place so that the more cost-
effective individuals are favored over the less cost-effective individuals (i.e., 
the troublemakers, who also happen to be less productive.) Then new laws 
and rules are made once critical features of the more desirable and less desir-
able groups become apparent. Of course, for toleration to happen in the first 
place, rights claims must not challenge the whole state bureaucracy but 
must be aimed at individual officials or a specific industry, making the state 
less likely to repress them immediately.

Protests and the Politics of Ride-Sharing in China

The government describes organized protests in China as “mass incidents” 
(quntixing shijian 群体性事件). There is no strict definition of what counts as 
a “mass incident,” and the Ministry of Public Security (MPS) stopped pub-
lishing data on mass incidents in 2005. To make the case even more compli-



Case III� 171

Revised Pages

cated, sometimes the Chinese government treats such incidents as “disturb-
ing the public order” (raoluan gonggong zhixu 扰乱公共秩序). Yu Jianrong 
interprets “mass incidents,” based on the description of “The Rules of Han-
dling Mass Incidents by the Public Security Organs,”12 as incidents not 
clearly approved by law, with at least five people gathered together with 
common goals, and disturbing the social order.13 Some scholars consider 
only incidents with more than five hundred participants as mass incidents.14 
With different methodologies and definitions, scholars have very different 
estimates about how many mass incidents occur in China every year. How-
ever, most sources point to the rapid increase in the frequency of mass inci-
dents from 1993 to 2011.15

Since Xi Jinping took office in 2012, there have been qualitative changes 
to the treatment of mass incidents by the Chinese state. Even though Hu 
Jintao’s administration (2002–2012) was quite assertive in regulating civil 
society and used the state corporatist model to limit the activities of civil 
society organizations and their activities,16 local officials still had discretion 
and variation in their implementation of state repression. Xi Jinping, how-
ever, saw mass incidents as a challenge to national security, and the suppres-
sion of mass incidents became a priority in safeguarding the survival of the 
country and the regime. Diana Fu and Greg Distelhorst describe this transi-
tion from Hu to Xi as moving from “fragmented repression” to “consoli-
dated repression.”17 With the fragmented repression under Hu, scholars have 
documented various ways contentious protest organizers achieve their goals, 
whether through using the right tactics,18 providing the appropriate fram-
ing,19 getting the right timing,20 or finding an angle for complementarity.21 
Such factors may no longer be effective under Xi’s consolidated repression.

This more consolidated state treatment toward protests makes organiz-
ing collective actions more difficult in China today. If there are two modes of 
grassroots participation in collective action—contentious and institution
alized—China today has less room for contentious participation (for exam-
ple, disruptive protests, petitioning, and strikes) and has only limited room 
for institutionalized participation (for example, hotlines, mailboxes, and 
local elections).22

Besides the difficulties of organizing contentious mass incidents in 
authoritarian China, the trend toward a sharing economy itself may not be 
ideal for social and labor movements in general, regardless of regime types. 
Drawing from studies on the sharing economy worker’s psyche and the busi-
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ness mind-set of the stakeholders, Peterson Nnajiofor points out that the 
lack of long-term engagement and physical communication may render col-
lective social movements and labor struggles unfeasible.23 Although creative 
protests using the mobility of vehicles had been used in other countries, 
such as the blue bucket protests in Russia24 and the Automaidan protests in 
Ukraine,25 they were mainly acting as part of a larger protest, and their efforts 
are often directly deterred by the state.

While the existing literature suggests that organizing contentious pro-
tests in China is becoming more challenging and that the ride-sharing sector 
may weaken the social base for labor and other social movements,26 this 
chapter shows that the Chinese ride-sharing industry has produced numer-
ous contentious protests. In multiple cities, Uber and Didi drivers organize 
quick and clean protests. These may not always be “important mass inci-
dents” (those involving between one thousand and five thousand people) or 
“extraordinary mass incidents” (those involving more than five thousand 
participants),27 but they usually achieve their purpose and successfully force 
the transportation officials to back off. What factors made it possible for the 
ride-sharing industry in China to produce abundant collective actions 
despite the increased constraints imposed by the state and the suboptimal 
conditions for organized labor protests?

To put the data into perspective, according to the China Labor Bulletin, 
organized labor protests in the manufacturing industry and construction 
industry are, in general, more frequent than those in the transportation 
industry (see fig. 7.1), especially with the drastic increase of labor protests in 
those industries since 2014. However, if we look at the actual cases within 
the transportation industry, most of them were organized by taxi drivers 
unless the ride-sharing drivers’ protests made it onto the news. This was 
especially true when Uber and Didi still operated within the legal gray areas 
before 2016. Most of the smaller-scale guerilla protests have not been 
recorded. Therefore, the number of labor protests in the transportation 
industry is likely underestimated. Nevertheless, drivers’ protests are among 
the top three most frequent types of protests by labor in China. Why does 
labor in the ride-sharing industry organize protests so frequently? And how 
do state-society interactions evolve in this particular relationship? Below, I 
first summarize the history and main stakeholders of the ride-sharing indus-
try and then utilize the data I collected from participant observation and 
interviews to address these questions.
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The Legal Gray Area Created by the  
Institutional Disruptions

During the first decade of the twenty-first century, the private transporta-
tion industry in China was mainly made up of the taxi sector plus some regu-
lated (and sometimes unregulated) ride services. However, with the growth 
of smartphone applications and the ride-sharing sector, the existing institu-
tional arrangements were suddenly disrupted.

In 2012 Didi (aka Didi Chuxing, or Didi Dache) started to test the waters 
for its business in the city of Beijing. The company was then designated as a 
platform for taxi drivers. Realizing that there might be a mismatch between 

Figure 7.1. Labor protests in China from 2011 to 2017 by industry. Chart com-
piled based on raw data provided by the China Labor Bulletin. See China Labor 
Bulletin’s interactive data here: http://maps.clb.org.hk/strikes/zh-cn#/
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demand and supply of taxi rides, Didi provided significant financial incen-
tives for taxi drivers who would install the app on their cell phones and use 
Didi’s system for managing reservations and rides. The number of registered 
drivers on Didi grew to 350,000, with over 20 million users by the end of 
2013.28 By 2015 Didi had already covered 360 major cities in China with 1.35 
million drivers. About 80 percent of the taxi drivers in China use Didi.29

Around the same time Didi was launched, a company called Kuaidi 
started its own driving service in Hangzhou and was soon backed by Alibaba, 
one of China’s most influential tech giants. The competition for market 
share has led both companies to burn through investors’ cash by offering 
drivers and riders bonuses when using their platforms. Most drivers I inter-
viewed said that their monthly incomes had at least tripled between 2012 
and 2014, although some cautioned that this trend would not last long. So 
they wanted to get as much money out of the business as quickly as 
possible.

The drivers’ assessments were not far from reality. In July 2014 both Didi 
and Kuaidi launched the private car-share service called Didi Zhuanche (or 
“specialized cars”). Private cars that met the standards (usually luxury cars 
with a specified minimal wheelbase) were tapped by the platform, and tar-
gets for bonuses started to shift from taxi drivers to private car drivers. With 
Uber also entering the Chinese market in July 2014, private car owners 
started to enjoy the benefits that taxi drivers had enjoyed for the past year 
and a half. This led to the initial resentment between taxi drivers and private 
car owners. As taxi drivers’ incomes went back to the pre-2012 level, they 
were no longer content. The taxi drivers suddenly realized that they had to 
defend their interests and that the law seemed to be on their side.

In October 2014 the city of Shenyang announced that Didi Zhuanche 
was illegal and that drivers of private cars running as service cars would be 
fined if caught. In the next few months, a few other cities followed suit. How-
ever, when I asked multiple Didi Zhuanche drivers how they would react to 
such announcements by the city transportation bureaus, all of them said 
they would continue with Didi Zhuanche because the benefits outweighed 
the costs; some even said the platform had privately agreed to pay their fines 
if they were caught.

To further complicate the situation, the announcements made by several 
city governments had no legal base, as there were no laws at the time that 
pertained to ride-sharing platforms. A few months later, in May 2015, Didi 
kept its luxury private car fleet and launched the Didi Kuaiche (or “quick 
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car”) service, which allowed cars that had slightly lower standards than Didi 
Zhuanche with much cheaper fares, to join the platform. To many riders, 
Didi Kuaiche is a much more cost-effective option than taxi services, because 
they are cheaper and cleaner and because the quality of the cars is better 
than that of the taxis. Didi merged with Kuaidi in February 2015 and acquired 
Uber China in August 2016, becoming the de facto monopoly of the Chinese 
private car ride-sharing industry. As the 2018 report published by the China 
Information Center states, by 2017 Didi had 21 million registered drivers and 
450 million users, all of which operate in a legally gray area.30

Methods and Data

A few weeks after Didi Kuaiche was introduced, I encountered the driver 
mentioned at the beginning of this chapter. I was fascinated by the videos he 
showed me. So I asked him if he could add me to the Didi drivers’ WeChat 
group. (Many of the drivers used both Uber China and Didi before Didi 
acquired Uber China in 2016. To simplify things, I refer to those drivers as 
“Didi drivers” in this chapter.) After learning that I was a researcher inter-
ested in the organizational behaviors of Didi drivers’ organized resistance, 
he immediately added me to the group and offered to send me fascinating 
videos and inform me about major protests.

Following that encounter, I got myself invited to three other city-wide 
Didi drivers’ WeChat groups in Hangzhou. The number of members in 
these groups ranged from 41 to 254 as of March 2018 (the membership has 
stayed relatively the same since I joined in June 2015). There are hundreds, 
if not thousands, of such WeChat groups in the city of Hangzhou (esti-
mated by several drivers), but most of their conversations are quite similar: 
sharing information about the level of customer demand by area, sharing 
information about fellow drivers being entrapped by transportation offi-
cials, discussing current events, and organizing offline gatherings—
whether for entertainment or protests. Realizing the content in the four 
groups that I had already joined was quite similar and that adding myself 
to more groups might raise suspicions among some drivers in multiple 
groups—certain drivers are members of many groups, and they often 
spread important messages across different groups—joining four groups 
was sufficient for this research. I mainly focused on the largest group, as it 
was a hub for many smaller groups.
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Therefore, I conducted ethnographic participant observations in those 
WeChat groups and conducted open-ended interviews with more than one 
hundred Didi drivers in Hangzhou, Shanghai, Nanjing, and Chengdu 
between 2015 and 2018. I have used the June 12, 2015, anti-entrapment pro-
test as a case study to capture the evolution of a major protest from its begin-
ning to end.

As discussed in the preceding chapter, WeChat is a “better WhatsApp 
crossed with the social features of Facebook, and Instagram, mixed with 
Skype and a walkie-talkie.”31 WeChat’s group messaging function allows par-
ticipants to post pictures, videos, and send text or voice messages. The pri-
vate networks in WeChat provide a comfortable space for discussions and 
can cultivate alternative public spheres32 facilitated by the robust internet in 
China.33 The conversations in those WeChat groups are usually in audio for-
mats. Drivers constantly have their hands on the wheels, and typing is pos-
sible only when their cars are parked. Most drivers are also aware that typed 
texts are easily censored and prefer the audio option. Thus, even with the 
presence of censorship, due to the sheer volume of audio conversations and 
the local dialects used in those audio conversations, the censorship cannot 
monitor them effectively.

This creates significant obstacles for censorship, as one government offi-
cial once revealed during an interview that the government does not have an 
effective way of capturing and censoring audio data. It is virtually impossible 
to assign enough people to listen to all the conversations in those WeChat 
groups. In the first twelve months that I joined the 254-person group, there 
were 33,798 voice messages (in addition to videos, pictures, and text mes-
sages). These voice messages were also not concentrated within a short 
period but were spread out during a day, as drivers work different shifts, thus 
creating more difficulties for censorship. A typical voice message lasted 
about 20 seconds. This means that to censor a WeChat group like this, a cen-
sorship staff would need to spend 30 minutes a day listening to all of the 
conversations, and that 30 minutes would be spread throughout the day in 
180 ten-second segments. Such work is not within the scope of the local gov-
ernment. Therefore, we can assume that audio conversations were likely to 
be uncensored during regular times.

As a researcher, I faced the same challenge the censorship staff faces. It 
would be virtually impossible for me to listen to all of the messages in the 
WeChat group. Therefore, I first listened to the entire month worth of con-
versations from June 2015 and then randomly selected 5 percent of the days 
from June 2, 2015, to March 20, 2018, and listened to every message in those 
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days. My cell phone had an accident on July 7, 2016, and conversations from 
October 19, 2015, to July 6, 2016, were not backed up, and therefore that part 
of the data was lost. The voice messages were also concentrated within the 
first few months. After July 2016, the number of conversations significantly 
decreased, with January 2017 being an exception.

Among the 5 percent days randomly selected (thirty-eight days of voice 
messages), I coded the existence of the following conversations:

	 1.	 Whether there was an anti-entrapment protest organized or partici-
pated in by members of the group. This means that a member was 
entrapped by a transportation official, asked for help in the group, 
and other members in the group showed up to protest and drove out 
the official. Sometimes the original victim of entrapment was from 
another WeChat group.

	 2.	 Whether there were complaints against the Didi platform—usually 
conversations complaining about Didi taking too large a cut or not 
offering enough of a bonus for drivers.

	 3.	 Whether there were complaints against competitors, especially taxi 
drivers.

	 4.	 Whether there were complaints against customers. This happened 

Figure 7.2. Frequency of voice messages
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when passengers had an unpleasant encounter with the driver, usu-
ally resulting in a negative review of the driver.

	 5.	 Whether group members organized offline, face-to-face gatherings, 
such as having a smoke or a meal together or playing mahjong.

Almost all of these five types of conversations and activities happened 
daily in June 2015, which was the month I covered entirely. This randomiza-
tion did not pick any days from June 2015, nor January 2017, which was the 
month with the most frequent conversations after the missing data period. I 
divided the thirty-eight sampled days into four different phases: phase one is 
from June to October 2015 (before the missing data period); phase two is 
from July to December 2016; phase three is from January to June 2017; and 
phase four is from July 2017 to March 2018. The frequency of each type of 
conversation decreased over time, particularly since the beginning of 2017. 
In the following section, I provide some snippets of conversations within 
these WeChat groups and then use the June 12, 2015, protest as an example 
to demonstrate why contentious participation in the ride-sharing industry 
is possible and can even be successful.

It is worth reminding readers that this case is also the third of a set of 
“most-different cases,” which look at different types of institutional disrup-
tions (earthquakes, media innovations, market demands, and technological 
innovations), happen in different spaces (physical, virtual, and combined) 
and regions (rural, urban, national, and international), with different key 
actors. However, the very different cases all share the same process of interac-
tive authoritarianism, moving from toleration to differentiation to legaliza-
tion without institutionalization. Moreover, similar outcomes from these 
very different cases point toward more public service provision and regime 
resilience and more creative ways for the societal actors to survive. I discuss 
the third of the three cases below.

Internet-Facilitated Resistance in the  
Ride-Sharing Industry

The toleration of the drivers’ activities naturally became the status quo 
approach initially, for this newly emerged industry could bring new eco-
nomic benefits. This section discusses how that status quo treatment turned 
into deliberate differentiation and then eventually legalization of the ride-
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sharing industry. I also use the June 12 protest in 2015 to illustrate how a 
major stimulus to the status quo escalated the process from toleration to dif-
ferentiation and then to legalization.

Toleration

When Didi started to grow, the extensive state apparatus tolerated the new 
developments and wanted to wait and see the economic, political, and social 
impacts the new sector could bring. Therefore, on the government side, only 
the Transportation Management Office (运输管理处)—a secondary office 
under the Transportation Bureau—was involved. The Transportation Man-
agement Office is mainly responsible for facilitating transportation (and col-
lecting fees from fines as a source of income) rather than maintaining regime 
stability and controlling the society, which are responsibilities of Public 
Security, a much more powerful “lump” discussed in chapter 1.

During the toleration stage, activities between the ride-sharing drivers 
and the Transportation Management officials were mostly entrapments, and 
anti-entrapment activities and the opposition they faced were mainly taxi 
drivers—competitors—and city Transportation Management officials. In 
the view of taxi drivers, it was unfair that their competitors did not have to 
pay the taxi licensing fees (thus, bore lower costs) yet received much higher 
bonuses and customer volume (higher incomes). As for city Transportation 
Management officials, they wanted to follow the orders of their superiors to 
catch the “illegal” ride-sharing drivers and collect fines as additional sources 
of revenue for the office. However, since they did not have the necessary laws 
and regulations to back them, they started using entrapment.

TABLE 7.1. Type of conversations in the WeChat group

 Date range
Days 

sampled
Anti-

entrapment
Anti-

platform
Anti-
taxi

Anti-
customer

Offline 
gathering

Phase one Jun 2015-
Oct 2015

8 4 5 3 4 1

Phase two July 2016-
Dec 2016

8 5 4 0 1 1

Phase three Jan 2017-
June 2017

10 1 2 0 0 0

Phase four July 2017-
Mar 2018

12 2 0 0 0 0
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Transportation Management officials usually work alone and are pre-
dominantly male. An officer first uses the Didi app to request a car. When the 
car arrives at the final destination, the officer shows his Transportation 
Bureau badge and fines the driver. Based on my interviews, the fine ranged 
from 3,000 RMB (about 500 USD) to 20,000 RMB (a bit over 3,000 USD). 
Taxi drivers might do the same, giving up a few hours of earnings to pretend 
to be Didi passengers. The taxi drivers record detailed information about the 
Didi driver and then report him or her to the Transportation Bureau. These 
entrapment tactics by government officials and taxi drivers have resulted in 
huge financial losses for many Didi drivers. My research is mainly based on 
Didi drivers’ organized protests as responses to this entrapment.

When individual Didi drivers realized that any one of them could be the 
next victim of entrapment and that there were no explicit laws against their 
ride-sharing activities, they decided to use WeChat groups to organize pro-
tests. As soon as a driver was about to be fined by a Transportation Manage-
ment official, the driver sent a message, including a GPS location, to the driv-
ers’ WeChat group and asked for help. Since these drivers were mainly on the 
road and very mobile, they could quickly arrive at the scene, park their cars, 
and surround the Transportation Management official to cause a traffic jam. 
The Didi drivers then questioned the authority of the official and demanded 
explanations about the official’s behaviors. Many Transportation Manage-
ment officials usually patrolled alone and did not want to take responsibility 
for causing a traffic jam, as they might not only be blamed by their superiors 
from the Transportation Bureau but may also be challenged by the more 
powerful Public Security Bureau for creating a scene and disturbing social 
stability. So the officer would leave, if possible. If the crowd of drivers was big 
enough, the Didi drivers usually formed a thick circle around the official and 
protested against him. In the case mentioned earlier, the official had to be 
rescued by police, who arrived later during the incident.

The Didi drivers usually not only showed restraint while making sure not 
to assault the official verbally or physically, but they also tried to calm each 
other down so that they were not violating any laws. What they did mostly 
was to ask the official questions and demand answers. Drivers have repeat-
edly succeeded in avoiding paying fines through this mechanism, and the 
state apparatus continues to tolerate incidences of anti-entrapment, espe-
cially since these incidents tend to target only individual officials—a con-
scious decision by the drivers—so the regime does not feel threatened. The 
government was also quite satisfied with the improved resource allocation 
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within the transportation industry and the additional benefits the sector 
has brought to the economy.

The June 12th Protest and Differentiation

After joining the drivers’ WeChat groups, my informer left me messages 
almost every day about anti-entrapment incidents in the city during the first 
few days we got to know each other. He sent me videos and let me know 
where an incident was happening, anticipating that I probably would not 
have time to listen to their voice messages in the WeChat group every day. 
Occasionally, the videos he sent me had nothing to do with Didi drivers but 
were about how repressed individuals, when faced with brutality or harass-
ment from the government, were able to strike back. One video shows a per-
son hitting an official with a shovel after the official verbally abused him. 
Such videos were used in the WeChat group to encourage others to fight 
back when repressed.

On June 12, 2015, a major incident alerted the state apparatus more than 
the usual anti-entrapment incidents. In the evening, my informer left me a 
message saying that thousands of people had gathered near Yuhangtang 
Road, which he believed might interest me. I immediately opened the 
WeChat group and followed the development of this incident. It started 
with a message left by a Didi driver at 10:21 p.m. saying that another WeChat 
group he was part of was going to save a fellow driver being entrapped by a 
taxi driver and a Transportation Management official, and he was wonder-
ing whether that entrapped driver was also a member of this group. About 
six drivers immediately responded that even though they did not know if 
the entrapped driver was from this group, they rushed to Yuhangtang Road 
to show support, and a GPS location was quickly shared within the group.

About five minutes later, one driver questioned whether they should go, 
since it had become apparent that the driver entrapped was not from this 
group. Quite a few drivers started to comment and discuss this issue of who 
was the “us” in this fight: “As long as it is a Didi driver, and as long as you are 
not too far away, you should go. Next time when members of our group are 
in trouble, and we send a message to other groups, they will also come to 
rescue us.” Multiple drivers reasoned that not all of their members would be 
nearby when an incident like this happened. Therefore, helping members 
from other groups when nearby was the right thing to do. It was clear that 
the norm of reciprocity operated not only within this particular WeChat 
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group but also across different groups as long as they had the same griev-
ances and interests.

Those who arrived at the scene quickly started broadcasting the develop-
ments through videos, pictures, and narrations. Within about twenty min-
utes, more than thirty members of the group had joined the conversation. 
Furthermore, through their descriptions, it was clear that even more people 
from this group had arrived at the scene. The more experienced organizers in 
the group started to repeat tactics: “Park your car with some distance and 
then go surround the scene. Do not speak to them—let alone get into direct 
confrontations with the official. Just surround and watch (weiguan 围观).”

At 10:43 p.m. those at the scene reported that there were so many people 
at the scene and that it was “fiery.” Some drivers in the group started to sug-
gest that they should flip the transportation official’s vehicle in order to esca-
late, while others suggested that they should protect their rights rationally 
(lixing weiquan 理性维权). Around this time, one driver reported that armed 
SWAT teams were arriving at the scene. About four blocks of roads were com-
pletely jammed by that moment.

There was usually a customer service representative from the Didi Company 
within these groups. That representative usually did not participate in conversa-
tions, but whenever someone had a question about the company’s operations, 
they could use the “@” function to directly alert the representative so that the 
representative could provide answers. At 11:06 p.m. the representative said, “Do 
not cause trouble and watch for your own safety!” These words were basically 
ignored as videos from the scene continued to flood the WeChat group. Only 
one person replied to the representative: “We are not causing trouble.”

At 11:11 p.m. the discussion was focused on the conditions the drivers 
should demand. It was quickly agreed that the transportation official should 
release both the driver and his car without punishment or retribution. At 
this time, the Didi representative started discouraging people from going to 
the scene—“Do not go to the scene anymore; the nature of this event has 
changed!”—suggesting that it was no longer a simple protest by a few drivers 
but might have escalated to a mass incident. It was quite clear that by this 
time there were more than five hundred drivers at the scene. The Didi driv-
ers, however, continued to arrive, and the WeChat group was full of encour-
agement, shouting, “Unity is a strength!” (Tuanjie jiushi liliang 团结就是力量！) 
and “The power of the team is endless!” (Tuandui de Liliang shi Wuqiong de 团
队的力量是无穷的).
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At 11:21 p.m., exactly one hour after the incident was first brought up in 
this group, one driver estimated that over three thousand people were 
already at the scene. And another ten minutes later, another driver reported 
that both the taxi driver and the transportation official had been taken into 
custody by the police as a tactic to calm the crowd and protect the two of 
them who had no support at the scene.

At 11:37 p.m. the police used a loudspeaker to ask the entrapped Didi 
driver to come and get the keys to his car so that he could leave. Members of 
the group, however, were not satisfied. A person mentioned that “the law 
cannot be enforced when everyone is an offender” (fabuzezhong 法不责众), 
and most people wanted to continue the protest and demand punishment 
for the government official conducting the entrapment.

At 11:47 p.m. the Didi representative sent a message to the group:

Dear Hangzhou Didi drivers, please be sure to stay calm and do not get into 

conflicts with law enforcement. Please actively cooperate and promptly with-

draw from the gathering. We will have to use GPS to locate car owners who 

continue to stay at the scene and cancel our service to them, to cope with 

public security. . . . If you are still on-site, please evacuate immediately!

While the original driver was released before midnight, the crowd had 
grown to about ten to twenty thousand. The GPS threat did not deter drivers, 
as people within WeChat groups started asking others at the scene to turn off 
their GPS or turn off their cell phone entirely. It was also reported that gov-
ernment tow trucks had started to tow away cars parked in the vicinity. 
Media also started to cover the story at midnight.

At 12:03 a.m. the experienced organizer asked other drivers in the 
WeChat group to pull out, as he anticipated the entire region would be 
blocked, and it would become difficult to retreat later. Members of the 
group also started to assess how they had done that day, and the consensus 
was that the protesters had won the battle: “The transportation official did 
not dare to say a word throughout!” “We showed solidarity, and the protest 
was very effective!” A few other members questioned whether they had 
made the incident too big and made too many demands; they also had 
concerns about whether the entire industry would be banned because of 
this incident. The Didi representative sent another message to the group at 
1:03 a.m.:
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Dear Didi drivers, our company is currently having a dialogue with the rele-

vant government departments. If you encounter routine law enforcement, 

please cooperate with them calmly and then contact us afterward with this 

phone number XXX-XXXX-XXXX.  .  .  . If you spread the information over 

the internet and cause other drivers to gather, our company will no longer be 

able to help you. If you participate in those gatherings, we will deduct your 

pay and bonus from that week and terminate our service.

The warning was again ignored, and the discussion within the WeChat 
group lasted for at least one more hour before the conversation ended for 
that day. The conclusion was that if similar events happened in the future, 
they would repeat what they did that day.

The June 12 incident was not an anomaly in 2015, as events of similar 
scope in Guangzhou and Wuhan were also discussed in drivers’ WeChat 
groups. In Hangzhou another major incident (although involving a slightly 
smaller crowd) took place near the Hangzhou East Railway station only 
three days later. Water bottles were thrown at the government officials, and 
many WeChat group members showed up at the scene. Much smaller inci-
dents happened daily, and usually dozens of drivers were able to scare away 
the transportation official. About a month later, drivers in the WeChat 
group started discussions about forming their own labor unions to protect 
their interests.

The mass incidents in different cities did caution the local authorities, 
and the period of toleration also made it clear to the governments that the 
different parties involved might bring different levels of costs and benefits. 
Therefore, the state started differentiating between drivers, cars, and plat-
forms based on potential costs and benefits.

First of all, taxi drivers and ride-sharing drivers are treated differently. For 
taxi drivers, providing rides is usually their primary income source, and 
competition from the new ride-sharing sector, could mean unemployment 
for them. Since maintaining lower unemployment is an important goal of 
the Chinese state, the interests of taxi drivers should be satisfied. Many cities 
even asked taxi companies and their reservation platforms to lower the fees 
for taxi drivers so that taxis could remain economically relevant or even 
competitive. Many ride-sharing drivers, on the other hand, provide rides for 
extra income, so the main policy goal when regulating them is to help meet 
transportation demand and provide high-quality service rather than pro-
tecting employment. Therefore, the state can afford to be harsher against 
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ride-sharing drivers. Taxis also have the specific privilege of being able to 
provide service to whomever hails them at roadside, whereas ride-sharing 
services are used only on a reservation basis.

Institutional hurdles were also created targeting the ride-sharing driv-
ers, especially to screen the drivers. Those who do not wish to cooperate are 
eliminated. For example, the local governments screen drivers before 
granting them credentials. Ride-sharing drivers have to go through back-
ground checks using the Ministry of Public Security’s database. Anyone 
with a criminal record is deterred from receiving or renewing their creden-
tials. The government has also asked companies to organize monthly study 
sessions to review the “security problems” of the previous month and the 
precautions for the future, even though that means the loss of a whole 
day’s worth of income for each driver. These study sessions are opportuni-
ties for the indoctrination of new regulations and policies, including 
speeches made by top leaders.

The differentiation also includes hurdles during licensing for the cars. 
During the toleration stage, virtually any car could participate in ride-
sharing. During the differentiation stage, each car needs a commercial oper-
ating license. Even though this license does not cost additional money, the 
cars must be scrapped after 60,000 kilometers (about 37,282 miles). That 
means private car owners are reluctant to use the same car for personal use 
and business use, since the per-mile cost for personal use will have increased 
tremendously. The rationale for the government was to have only the newest 
and safest cars on the road. During interviews, many drivers also reported 
that their insurance costs had tripled compared to when they first joined the 
ride-sharing sector. For example, one driver mentioned that his insurance 
was 6,000 RMB before the government took any action and had increased to 
18,500 RMB. In this case, whenever there are any accidents or legal disputes, 
society and the private sector pick up the tab. Of course, such new institu-
tional hurdles push out some ride-sharing drivers that drive older (and 
therefore less safe) cars and are less insured. Those who remain have more to 
lose if they participate in organized collective actions.

Interestingly, the WeChat groups were not banned or dissolved after 
major incidents. It is important that there is a way for the government and 
the companies to maintain channels for direct communication and utilize 
such channels to assert control. Relevant officials also mentioned during 
interviews that they have the confidence and capacity to prevent mass inci-
dents from happening, but the costs would be much higher if they pursued 
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that more ambitious goal. With such incidents, it would be easier for them to 
differentiate between the more obedient drivers and the more rebellious 
ones through GPS locations and in-group messages. Such differentiation 
could help them minimize the cost and maximize the economic and social 
benefits of the new ride-sharing industry. Thus, officials often intentionally 
allow the closely monitored and controlled mass incidents to play out and 
use them to differentiate actors.

Legalization

China’s rules and laws regulating the transportation industry have long 
ignored the taxi industry, not to mention the newly emerged ride-sharing 
sector. The “Road Transportation Regulations of the People’s Republic of 
China,” passed in 2004, also excluded the taxi industry.34 Therefore, before 
the emergence of the ride-sharing sector, the government mainly used pol-
icy tools to tackle specific problems within the taxi industry. For example, 
the “Notice on Further Cracking Down on the Illegal Operation of Taxis, 
Such as ‘Black Cars’” was announced in 2013 by the Ministry of Transporta-
tion to tackle “black cars”—meaning unlicensed cars that offer rides in 
exchange for money.35 When the ride-sharing apps initially emerged, they 
mainly facilitated the reservation of taxis rather than private drivers. There-
fore, patch regulations such as the “Notice on Promoting the Orderly Devel-
opment of Taxi Calling Services Such as Mobile Phone Software Calls”36 and 
“Taxi Management Service Regulations”37 were introduced in 2014 to pro-
vide some guidelines for the taxi industry and the new app-based services. 
Based on these regulations, private car owners who provide rides to others 
may be considered illegal, but the local governments mainly tolerated such 
incidents when the ride-sharing sector first emerged, as discussed in the pre-
vious sections.

When the institutional disruptions occurred in the taxi industry, espe-
cially with the robust growth of the ride-sharing sector, the government 
started to pay close attention to the developments and sometimes used vari-
ous new strategies and rules to test their effects. New laws were drafted and 
introduced once certain strategies and rules were deemed effective in the 
state’s cost-benefit assessment. In June 2015 the Ministry of Transportation 
started to organize public hearings and symposiums about potential regula-
tions for the ride-sharing industry. By the end of 2015, two government 
documents—the “Guiding Opinion on Deepening Reform and Further Pro-
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moting the Healthy Development of the Taxi Industry”38 and the “Interim 
Measures for the Management of Online Booking of Taxi Business Serv
ices”39—were announced and suggestions and comments from the public 
were solicited. The legislation moved forward quickly, and China became the 
first country in the world to legalize the online booking of cars on July 28, 
2016; the law became effective on November 1, 2016. In these regulations that 
had the ride-sharing sector in mind, the idea of “differentiating traditional 
and new services while creating a diverse and differentiated travel system” 
was introduced. These developments provided the legal ground for treating 
the taxi industry and the ride-sharing services differently. The name of the 
law that previously governed the taxi industry was also changed in November 
2016 so that traditional taxis are now referred to as “cruise taxis” (巡游出租
车), since ride-sharing cars are also considered as a part of the taxi industry.

Just as new self-media laws were made that would target specific players, 
the ride-sharing industry created such laws based on the experiences of dif-
ferentiation. Regarding the drivers, laws on the service capability,40 drivers’ 
credentials, exam procedures,41 and background checks42 were made. There 
were also laws created that directly target the platforms/companies that 
operate the ride-sharing reservations.43 Once legalization is pushed forward 
regarding drivers and platforms, laws to constrain the supervisors were also 
made in order to guide and provide limits for the local bureaucracy.44

The new regulations created multiple hurdles for private car owners to 
operate their vehicles in the sharing economy, including passing major tests, 
sometimes having to have a local Hukou (city residential registration), and 
stricter requirements for their cars. The new regulations also provided a path 
for these drivers to legalize their behaviors so that they can have a license 
and no longer need to operate in the gray area, fearing entrapment by trans-
portation officials.

These new regulations also destroyed the basic fabric of the Didi drivers’ 
WeChat groups. Some drivers went on and got the new licenses; others could 
not meet the qualifications. Those who have a license no longer need to pro-
test against entrapments, since they are now legal. With the remaining 
smaller percentage of Didi drivers not qualified for the license (cannot pass 
the exam, do not have a qualified car, or do not have a local residential regis-
tration), the adaptive local governments have also figured out how to deal 
with them. When transportation officials got into these cars and found out 
that the driver had no ride-sharing license, he would tell the driver, “You 
don’t need to summon other drivers in your WeChat group, because Didi is 
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going to pay your fine. All you need to do is to cooperate with us.” The 
WeChat groups are still used for information sharing, but messages no lon-
ger receive enthusiastic responses from other group members. The legaliza-
tion of the industry and the experiences accumulated by government offi-
cials and companies in dealing with the protesters have internalized the 
institutional disruptions and got the ride-sharing sector under control while 
serving as a new growth point contributing to the GDP.

Conclusion

The rise and fall of the short-lived internet-facilitated guerrilla resistance 
from the ride-sharing industry is another example of how the Chinese 
authoritarian state manages institutional disruptions in society. The state 
could have intervened when the new ride-sharing sector emerged but 
decided to temporarily retreat from that space. Local officials were also not 
sure about how to deal with the new rules and constraints of the game ini-
tially and chose to let the course develop on its own while closely monitor-
ing it. With this window of opportunity, Didi drivers had the space to orga-
nize protests against entrapment, believing that they were not violating any 
laws and that, therefore, they should not be penalized.

The virtual space of WeChat groups also provided the technology and 
resources for Didi drivers to interact with one another and create trust, net-
works, and norms of reciprocity within and between WeChat groups. Such 
accumulation of social capital played an important role in quickly bringing 
drivers to specific protest locations to help one another in the name of jus-
tice and fairness. Didi drivers were also able to learn lessons and improve 
their tactics after repeated protests to maximize group benefits and mini-
mize individual risks and costs.

However, differentiation began once the local government acquired 
enough information and knowledge during the toleration stage. Unlike the 
CSO case after the earthquakes, and unlike the self-media censorship case, 
the ride-sharing industry provides a new point of economic growth, while 
the scope of their target and demands are limited. The drivers made it clear 
that they were not against the government or existing laws but were target-
ing only the misbehaving transportation official. Since all that they wanted 
was to be released without a fine, the state can satisfy that quite easily while 
continuing to take advantage of its contribution to the economy. Of course, 
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those who are local residents who have better and safer cars and are willing 
to take the required exams and sit in for the monthly training sessions are 
prioritized and differentiated. Like the self-media case, the state is often not 
directly involved in controlling the societal actors but creates the institu-
tional constraints to get the actors in society, especially private companies, 
to implement the differentiation on their behalf.

Legalizing this “zone of indifference” poses a fundamental threat to the 
internet-enabled guerrilla protests as participants are divided into different 
legal statuses after laws regulating the gray area are implemented. The par-
ticipants no longer have as much motive and willpower to organize. On the 
one hand, they have smaller numbers; on the other hand, they are now 
clearly violating the laws. With the rapid transformation of the state, society, 
the public sphere, and the market, new institutional disruptions will con-
tinue to arise. It is expected that the Chinese state will implement a similar 
adaptive approach of toleration, differentiation, and legalization in order to 
meet future changes and challenges.
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Chapter 8

Conclusion

Governing as an Interactive Authoritarian State

Andrew Nathan popularized the concept of “authoritarian resilience,” 
arguing that the institutionalization of Chinese politics—particularly the 
norm-bounded nature of its succession politics, its merit-based promotion, 
functional specialization, and formalized channels of political participa
tion—could provide resilience to the Chinese regime. However, as many of 
those institutions are no longer stable, if not completely eroded, the Chinese 
regime is still surviving, if not thriving. Apparently, a resilient Chinese 
regime can continue without Nathan’s key institutionalizations. This book 
has provided an alternative in arguing that rather than relying on institu-
tionalizations, the Chinese state utilizes a process that repeatedly and 
dynamically creates new rules and laws that meet the newest challenges and 
prolong the regime, especially with institutional disruptions.

The COVID-19 pandemic was an institutional disruption felt by people of 
almost all countries in the world. The public health crisis, accompanied by 
economic, social, and political challenges, tested the governance of countries 
regardless of cultural norms, regime types, and the level of modernization. 
When the world saw the city of Wuhan locked down at the beginning of the 
pandemic and the strict and costly “zero COVID” policies the Chinese govern-
ment put in place, many predicted that the pandemic-induced halt of a nearly 
half-century run of growth1 could lead to the stalling of the standard of living 
for China’s middle class, who may thus turn against the CCP.2 Others directly 
pronounced the death of Xi’s “China Dream” due to COVID-19.3

However, even though such a major crisis disrupted the economic and 
social orders (and likely political orders as well), the regime took full advantage 
of this institutional disruption—comparing the unscientific and chaotic 
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approaches by some Western countries to the relatively normal lives that most 
Chinese people were living even during the pandemic, contrasting the drastic 
different death tolls (especially deaths as a percentage of the population) 
between China and many Western countries, and bragging about China being 
the only major economy in 2020 to have positive GDP growth.

The interactions between the Chinese state and some of the social actors 
and voices that emerged during COVID-19 also fit the three-stage interactive 
authoritarianism model described in this book. Many voices, including the 
whistleblower Dr. Li Wenliang’s voice, that initially warned about a possible 
coronavirus outbreak were tolerated initially, until there was a major crack-
down on certain actors (such as Fang Fang, who documented what was hap-
pening on the ground) and the promotion of others (including outspoken 
doctors such as Zhong Nanshan). Faced with social pressure with many 
state-society interactions, Dr. Li Wenliang’s name was cleared and he 
received a posthumous award as an “advanced individual in epidemic pre-
vention and control work.”4 Even during lockdowns, the state observed and 
differentiated how societal actors behaved so that some actors would be 
trusted to take on more responsibilities in future endeavors. The lessons 
learned during the interactions also led to pilot legalizations of infectious 
disease prevention and control procedures in places like Shanghai5 and 
Guangdong6 that could eventually be adopted nationally. Such a process 
was repeated in 2022 after lockdowns in cities such as Xi’an and Shanghai.

In terms of the survival and durability of the regime, many scholars had 
predicted the collapse of the Chinese state or the extinction of Communism 
in its entirety toward the end of the twentieth century, following the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union and the changes after the color revolutions, seen as 
democratization’s “third wave.” Some of them have long anticipated the 
democratization of the People’s Republic of China, following the paths of 
South Korea and Taiwan.7 However, what we are witnessing is the continua-
tion of one of the most durable authoritarian regimes in modern history. 
While some observers remain puzzled as China has surpassed the “70-year 
itch” mark—the point of collapse for the longest-running one-party regimes 
like the USSR under the Soviet Communist Party or Mexico under the Insti-
tutional Revolutionary Party—one must stop and ask, Why is the Chinese 
authoritarian system resilient, if not thriving?

Scholars have provided various reasons to explain this resilience, partic-
ularly the unique institutions of the Chinese system,8 but few can explain 
why the political system still endures when specific institutions are dis-
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rupted. As informal leadership succession institutions are disrupted under 
the Xi Jinping regime, as new civil society organizations continue to grow 
despite the intention of the state to micro-manage, as social networks riding 
on the rapid technological innovations of the internet make the spread of 
information and ideas much easier, and as new industries arise and new 
dynamics of labor-employer-state relationships emerge, why is the Chinese 
state capable of overcoming these challenges in the forms of institutional 
disruptions? In particular, how does the Chinese state manage a particular 
type of change and manage its emerging nascent civil society?

We have seen in this book that China is no longer a totalitarian system 
nor a static corporatist system in which the party penetrates every corner of 
the private sphere and controls the vast majority of its people’s behaviors. 
On the other hand, no one would naively believe that a mature and robust 
civil society is naturally emerging now that we have seen some growth of the 
nascent civil society activities. Instead, what we are seeing is an interactive 
authoritarian regime that can adjust to institutional disruptions and adapt 
to the new environments and institutional settings after such disruptions.

This book argues that a key factor in the ability of the Chinese state to 
prolong its regime and have the resiliency that many other authoritarian 
countries lack is the approach of interactive authoritarian governance. 
Moments of institutional disruptions that rearrange the constraints and 
incentives of players amid state-society interactions are normally vulnerable 
times for authoritarian regimes. However, the Chinese state has managed to 
take advantage of such moments to observe, learn, intervene, and evolve. 
This interactive approach typically involves three stages: toleration, differ-
entiation, and legalization.

The toleration stage allows the government to observe and understand 
the new phenomena that occur immediately after institutional disruptions. 
If we use the example of internet censorship (discussed in chapter 6), China 
allows certain anti-government sensitive discourses to be expressed initially 
so that the state apparatus knows the nature and the scope of the issue and 
can prepare for the second stage of differentiation. This is unlike countries 
like India, which happens to be the world’s largest democracy, where the 
government completely shuts down the internet after such disruptions. The 
rationale is that if regime-challenging ideas, speeches, and actions are not 
expected to be completely contained anyway, why not figure out an ade-
quate way to most efficiently reduce the risks while these challenges are still 
rudimentary and manageable? This is also why nascent civil society activi-
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ties and ride-sharing protests are able to emerge and sustain, at least for a 
certain period, as long as the state is still at the “toleration” stage.

Once the second stage, differentiation, is reached, the state is ready to 
use its limited resources most effectively. The differentiation of regime-
supporting and regime-challenging speeches, activities, and actors is neces-
sary to neutralize the potential challenges to the state and, equally impor-
tant, to outsource responsibilities to the non-challenging social forces. For 
civil society organizations, this means shouldering tasks the government 
assigns through service purchases as well as taking the blame in the case that 
the jobs are not done well. Occasionally, this is also a way to let one part of the 
society check on another part of the society.

When the practices of differentiation become routine in a particular sec-
tor after major institutional disruptions, the legalization process emerges. 
Quite often, the laws being drafted are aimed explicitly at governing a par-
ticular new type of activity so that the differentiation mechanisms can be 
formalized. Laws, rather than institutions, are tools for governance used to 
constrain all players within the state. This is why I refer to this process as 
“legalization without institutionalization.”

The above three-stage process is highly interactive between the state and 
the actors within the society. The state constantly adjusts its behaviors and 
reactions based on new developments that emerge. This means the progres-
sion of the toleration-differentiation-legalization trajectory does not always 
move toward one direction or in that order. Nevertheless, the ultimate con-
sequence is that the state could utilize a rather small amount of necessary 
resources, take a minimal hit to its legitimacy, and make use of the most help 
and support from the society when faced with new phenomena that arise 
after institutional disruptions. Therefore, the typically vulnerable moments 
for many other authoritarian regimes become moments of reeducation, 
adaptation, and evolution.

This is not to say that the Chinese interactive authoritarian state may 
be able to weather all crises regardless of the scope and condition. Instead, 
the Chinese state utilizes moments of crisis, follows a specific coherent 
three-stage process, adapts to new conditions and emerging actors, and 
cultivates new resources, helpers, and methods to improve its legitimacy. 
As the Chinese Communist Party revitalizes itself during its second cen-
tennial, it is relying less and less on its revolutionary legitimacy; even the 
continued economic growth and the subsequent rises of the standard of 
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living for a typical modernizing authoritarian state are not a must. The 
more sustainable source of legitimacy comes from the state’s effective and 
meticulous handling of new challenges. During the repeated state-society 
interactions, the toleration stage signals that the state can be benevolent 
and not despotic. The differentiation stage not only separates the poten-
tial regime-challenging actors from those who are regime-supporting, but 
the creativity and resources of the latter are used to help better gover-
nance. Thus, a big part of the society feels a sense of ownership and accom-
plishment after successfully tackling major challenges alongside the state. 
After citizens vote in many democracies, the agency to act is often trans-
ferred to the representative, and citizens may sometimes feel powerless 
between elections. Under Chinese interactive authoritarianism, even 
though voting is often a formality and kept at the local level, societal 
forces are continuously empowered to help tackle governance challenges, 
although sometimes the so-called challenges come from other parts of the 
society. Once best practices are tested in pilot cases and particular gover-
nance methods are promoted widely, they are legalized. The state relies on 
the legalization process to maintain stability but without the actual insti-
tutionalization process that would constrain the state and the elites in 
terms of government flexibility and maneuverability. Thus, legalization 
provides a sense of temporary policy stability cohesion until the next 
round of the toleration-differentiation-legalization process repeats itself 
after new institutional disruptions.

The interactive authoritarianism model does not directly challenge the-
ories of corporatism, graduated control, contingent symbiosis, and consul-
tative authoritarianism. Instead, it provides a more dynamic and compre-
hensive framework to point out which theory is relatively more dominant at 
different stages and how state-society relations evolve through repeated 
interactions via a recognizable pattern of three stages. This new model is not 
as constrained by specific conditions and is not region-specific, level-specific, 
case-specific, or time-specific, but it captures an organic and holistic unifica-
tion of many existing theories. It provides us with the flexible understand-
ing that organizations and individuals can be at different stages within this 
unifying model, so one should not be naïve when observing toleration, 
thinking the state is liberalizing society, but should also not be desperate 
when brutal crackdowns occur, believing the state is reverting to totalitari-
anism. They are all part of the process.
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Findings

This book has been structured using the “most different case” design, for the 
cases are similar in just one independent variable (the three-stage approach 
of toleration, differentiation, and legalization) and the dependent variable 
(authoritarian resilience in terms of improved service, more effective propa-
ganda, and more areas for economic growth and job creation) while all other 
plausible factors show different values. The three cases had different types of 
institutional disruptions, occupied different spaces within the public sphere, 
occurred in different regions, and focused on different key actors.

The post-earthquake CSOs’ case investigated the governance of CSOs 
after major earthquakes, which are the institutional disruptions in this case. 
This case mainly focused on rural physical spaces with CSOs as key actors. 
The second case, of internet self-media, examined the censorship on the 
internet after major media and technological innovations. This case mostly 
focused on the virtual space and was not bounded by physical boundaries. 
The third case, of ride-sharing communities, explored the governance of dis-
ruptions in the market after technological and commercial breakthroughs. 
This case interwove the virtual and physical spaces and targets groups of 
drivers. It is worth noting that the selection of cases was conditioned on spe-
cific constraints, and factors of the relative power of state versus society and 
the alignment of goals (discussed in chapter 5) had to be within a certain 
range. During this process, stress and break points also existed that could 
collapse into localized scenarios of society entirely dominated by the local 
government. As the model points out, the long-term outcome of state-
society relations for specific sectors is likely co-optation, constrained by legal 
tools with minimal free and autonomous CSOs, until another institutional 
disruption or new players and conditions emerge.

Even though the settings of these three cases were quite different, the 
interactive authoritarian approach was consistent. For the first stage of “tol-
eration,” newer and unregistered illegal associations were allowed to exist, 
just as critical and diverse discourses and perspectives were tolerated in 
newer self-media publications, and scattered individual anti-entrapment 
guerilla protests by the ride-sharing drivers had local authority’s acquies-
cence. Once the local state observed and learned, they started to differenti-
ate. For the state-CSO interactions, a complex and dynamic typology of rela-
tionships was presented in chapter 5. Besides those that were cracked down 
upon, plenty of CSOs also received help from the government during their 
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initial registration and obtained government contracts. For the self-media, 
only a proportion of accounts and articles have been taken down. There is 
also a complex mechanism (discussed in chapter 6) that informs the timing 
and decision of censorship. For the ride-sharing drivers, the harsher inspec-
tions affect only a fraction of drivers, while a significant number of drivers 
are still providing rides to passengers and contributing to the growth of the 
Chinese economy. We also saw the legalization of all three cases as evidence 
that laws are used to further strengthen the governance of the actors and 
phenomena that emerge after institutional disruptions.

Underneath this overarching most different case design are individual 
studies that provide additional nuances to the theory using original data 
and a set of mixed research designs. Through process tracing, I demonstrated 
the historical roots and the logic of authoritarian tolerance (chapter 2). 
Using an original field experiment, I provided systematic evidence of delib-
erate differentiation and the rationale for such differentiation by the state 
(chapter 3). The comparison of the management of domestic and foreign 
CSOs and the process and reasoning of their respective legalization without 
institutionalization were explained (chapter 4). After exploring the three 
key stages of the interactive authoritarian approach, I used a natural experi-
ment (utilizing earthquakes as the as-if-random treatment), and through 
surveys and interviews in 126 villages in Sichuan, I showed how CSOs are 
governed under this framework (chapter 5). Then I used the self-media pub-
lication that I manage to reveal, through repeated AB tests as the publica-
tions grew, how self-media are governed under this framework (chapter 6). 
Finally, through participant observation, I documented how ride-sharing 
drivers’ collective actions are managed, again, through interactive gover-
nance (chapter 7). It is apparent that this approach is not unique to just one 
industry or one type of institutional disruption but is intrinsic to the logic of 
the Chinese state’s governance strategy.

Interactive Authoritarianism

Since Xi Jinping took office in 2012 as China’s top leader, the general sense 
among the scholarly and journalistic communities is that the Chinese state 
is tightening its grip on society. What is puzzling and usually ignored is that 
the perception of the societal space by the vast majority of the Chinese peo-
ple may not be consistent with this claim. The preliminary survey results 
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from the China Internet Survey (2018), for example, indicate that the vast 
majority of the people in China perceive online space as becoming more 
open and diverse.9 Such a puzzling outcome is precisely the result of the 
interactive authoritarianism approach discussed in this book. Instead of 
conducting the traditional indiscriminate repression against the entire soci-
ety, which is easier to carry out and might be cost-effective in the short run, 
the state has chosen a process to carefully study the situation, identify the 
actual rebels and risky individuals, and then use discriminate repression 
against them and make laws to solidify a new status quo order. More impor-
tantly, the differentiation tactic also has allowed societal forces to partici-
pate in public goods provision (the CSOs from Case I), help control society 
(the internet companies from Case II), and balance or mediate unstable 
forces (the taxi drivers and ride-sharing platforms from Case III), which all 
lead to regime stability. Such a process does not create as many enemies but 
requires strong state capacity. This also means that the state needs to have an 
acute sense of the situation when tolerating and monitoring new develop-
ments so that the potential regime-challenging actions do not grow out of 
control, while regime-supporting forces can be utilized in the meantime.

Therefore, the interactive authoritarianism approach is China’s solution 
to manage risks without enlarging the backlash from the entire society. 
When large protests broke out in the streets of Hong Kong in the summer of 
2019, many observers feared that the Beijing government might send troops 
immediately to oppose the regime-challenging forces. However, the Chinese 
state used this moment to observe and study the situation, tolerating the 
behaviors, especially since such behaviors did not directly threaten the Bei-
jing government; the situation was still manageable in the eyes of the lead-
ers. When the National Basketball Association’s Houston Rockets general 
manager Daryl Morey tweeted, “Fight for freedom, stand with Hong Kong,”10 
the state did not ban the NBA completely but stopped broadcasting the 
Houston Rockets’ games only in China. Differentiating the Houston Rockets 
from the other twenty-nine teams minimized the commercial damage many 
of the NBA’s Chinese partners would suffer but sent a strong enough signal 
to others tempted to be critical of the Chinese state’s handling of the Hong 
Kong situation. Here, we can also see that the logic of how the Chinese state 
governs its society is transferrable to how it governs businesses, as individual 
private companies are viewed as societal and political actors first and eco-
nomic actors second. The crackdowns on the education sector and online 
platforms reflect the logic similar to that of interactive authoritarianism—
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toleration, differentiation, and then legalization. The state’s intention is not 
to eliminate an entire industry or even specific actors, although elimination 
could still be the outcome for many organizations.

It is tempting to ask whether the Xi Jinping administration is bringing 
China back to the Mao era, which tightly controlled the society, de-privatized 
the economy, and used permanent social mobilizations and revolutions to 
propel legitimacy.11 I have presented evidence in this book that it is not a 
reversal back to Mao but, rather, an evolution of governing strategies. During 
the Mao era, China was a closed society where information was completely 
controlled, and the state managed the political discourses entirely. From 
Mao to Deng, one could see China moving away from the totalitarian regime 
in order to liberalize, particularly in the 1980s. Freedom of expression was 
not only allowed but also encouraged during some periods, and the society 
was beginning to open up, although the 1989 Tiananmen incident briefly 
disrupted such trends. Then, throughout the 1990s and 2000s, the opening 
up and toleration of free speech continued. After Xi Jinping took office in 
2012, the trend of opening up halted, but it did not revert to the totalitarian 
approach under Mao. Instead, interactive authoritarianism was tested and 
continued to be implemented.

Much of China’s nonthreatening society continues to enjoy toleration 
by the state and the fruits of sustained economic growth. However, the tight-
ening grip of the carefully differentiated “dangerous elements” continues, 
and the already limited political and civil rights of regime-challenging actors 
will continue to diminish. This is the tale of two societies under one state: a 
growing number of non-regime-challenging civil society activities that are 
tolerated, if not promoted, by the state, and the emerging civil society that 
attempts to check and monitor the state that is being strangled in its cradle. 
The institutional disruptions that will continue to arise may not always 
weaken the state, but they might further strengthen the governance capac-
ity of the ruling bureaucracy and make the regime even more resilient.
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Appendix

Eight Useful Tips of Conducting Fieldwork  
on China

As I was reading the first round of reviews of this book, one of the series edi-
tors, Mary Gallagher, encouraged me to write a separate chapter about con-
ducting fieldwork on China because I used several methods, such as experi-
ments, ethnographic interviews and fieldwork, online ethnography, and 
survey research, to triangulate findings and develop the theories. As flattered 
as I was, I did not think I was suitable for this task. There are so many giants 
in the field who are much more experienced and erudite on the subject than 
a newcomer like me. However, I quickly realized that many of the methods I 
used in this book—and much of how I implemented the project—were due 
to unreserved guidance from, and interactions with, true experts such as 
Joseph Fewsmith, Robert Weller, Roderick MacFarquhar, and Ezra Vogel, and 
rising stars such as Jennifer Pan, Greg Distelhorst, and Yue Hou when I was 
still a PhD candidate in Boston. It would be meaningful to share what I 
learned from them. In addition, as I am finishing this book, I have spent 
exactly half of my life growing up in China and the other half being edu-
cated and working in the United States. If the two cents I share could be help-
ful to anyone who researches China, then it will have been worthwhile.

The Sino-US relationship had deteriorated since the 2010s with no sign of 
improving immediately. Scholars working on China are facing tremendous 
challenges conducting research there. However, it is essential to point out that 
limited access to mainland China is not new. Many of the legends in the field 
had to deal with a China that was almost completely closed to the outside 
world and had to face significant risks and challenges, especially before the 
1980s. Just as Ezra Vogel managed to conduct interviews in Hong Kong to put 
the pieces together in capturing Guangdong under reform, there are innova-
tive ways and opportunities that we should continue to use and explore. Given 
China’s presence in the world today, Chinese officials, scholars, employees of 
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Chinese state-owned enterprises (SOEs) can be accessed virtually everywhere 
in the world. That is why I named this chapter “Eight Useful Tips of Conduct-
ing Fieldwork on China” (rather than in China), since fieldwork outside of 
China is an important channel. Finding the right moment to conduct research 
could also be helpful. Studying state-society relations after institutional dis-
ruptions in different domains in this book was not only a theoretical choice 
but also a methodological one. When the state is bogged down by dealing 
with crises or new phenomena, it may not apply the same level of control and 
repression to society and researchers (toleration). Therefore, the interactive 
authoritarianism model also points out the possibility of conducting field-
work in China during the right moments/stages.

We should also not take anything for granted. Before I became a disciple 
of Joseph Fewsmith, I never thought there would be any justification to read 
the CCP propaganda publications such as People’s Daily and Qiushi. Later, 
Professor Fewsmith taught me how to read a paper properly, and I realized 
that some of the elite political exchanges and conflicts were happening right 
in front of our eyes. The treasure has always been hidden in plain sight. Even 
more recently, that was how we first learned about the Chinese govern-
ment’s intentions to crack down on major companies like Alibaba and its 
plans to implement important policies such as “dual circulation.”

Methods and data should be appropriate and targeted to the specific 
research question when we conduct research, so when we face challenges of 
collecting data about China, it is never a good strategy to avoid difficulties 
right away and use only familiar and comfortable tools. How Vogel and Few-
smith think about methods and data continues to be valuable and effective. 
Here, I summarize eight tips for conducting fieldwork on China as I reflect 
on the lessons I have learned through my research on this project. The first 
four are about interacting with others and accumulating social capital when 
conducting fieldwork; the next three tips are about data and methods of col-
lecting it; and the last one is about creating the agency to impact our research 
environment positively.

Tip No. 1: Treat Interviewees as Humans  
Rather Than Parts of a Machine

As students and researchers of politics and governments, we sometimes can-
not help but treat the state and government as the primary unit of analysis. 
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As a result, when we speak to Chinese government officials, some people 
naturally think about them as parts of a giant authoritarian machine. Many 
Western media outlets are not shy about depicting the negative images of 
the Chinese government, and this government is, of course, made up by 
those officials. While understanding that politics is often involved, as schol-
ars we need to first treat our interview subjects as humans with feelings and 
interests of their own. Although the Weberian bureaucracy is at its best when 
it is impersonal, the principal-agent problem under authoritarian context is 
prevalent and valuable to researchers.

I co-founded a student organization at Harvard around 2012, and we 
organized workshops of civic engagement to train Chinese youth leaders. 
When we ran such workshops in China, it was common that some Chinese 
government officials would sit in the back, observe, and take notes.1 Many of 
us might automatically assume that their only interest would be to assess the 
political risks of such events and then decide whether to shut the events 
down. However, one day an official came up to our event organizer at the end 
of a workshop and asked if it was possible to allow his son to participate in 
the upcoming workshop at Harvard. At that moment, his role as a father was 
more important than his role as a government official. Understanding such 
complexity of individuals helped us to motivate cooperation from our inter-
viewees and research subjects.

Everyone has the desire to share. We just need to make sure we become 
someone our subjects are comfortable speaking with. The ride-sharing driv-
ers wanted to share their grievances against the transportation officials and 
were proud of their successful guerrilla protests; many government officials 
felt misunderstood by the people and their superiors and wanted to share 
the challenges they were facing given the limited resources; NGO leaders 
were often nostalgic about the struggles they made during difficult times 
and the joy they experienced after making even just small accomplishments. 
We should not expect to hear the whole story from everyone, and we should 
not expect everything they say to be relevant to our research. Treating inter-
viewees with respect and being mindful of any opportunity to push for more 
details would get us a long way. Of course, if we want to hear extensively 
about the inside stories and assessments, it is best to speak with recently 
retired government officials or scholar-officials, as the former will have fewer 
concerns while the latter are more likely to trust what we are doing. Overall, 
demonstrating that we are serious scholars doing important research and 
genuinely believe what they share is meaningful can go a long way. Of 
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course, researchers and subjects may disagree on many issues and opinions, 
but it is important for researchers to understand what their subjects are say-
ing, not to debate or, even worse, belittle their ideas.

Tip No. 2: Speak the Interviewee’s Language  
and Have Empathy

Before any interactions with subjects during fieldwork, I always ask myself, 
How will the subjects view me? Will they think I am someone who’s suspi-
cious and going to hurt their careers? If they cannot trust me, the data qual-
ity will not be very high, and I would rather have fewer but higher-quality 
data points than the other way around. For example, when I rode alone in an 
Uber/Didi car, I usually passed up the opportunity to interview the driver 
unless the casual conversation had built enough trust—a middle-age male 
riding alone asking many questions about drivers’ organized collective 
actions might look a lot like a transportation official on an entrapment mis-
sion. If I went ahead and asked a lot of questions anyway, the driver could 
alert his WeChat group members about a guy claiming to be conducting 
research and asking a lot of sensitive questions, and that might hurt my 
chances of conducting interviews in the future. However, if I was riding in 
the car with my family or friends, that would appear much less suspicious. 
The group conversations might even be livelier. More important, what was 
more valuable is when such conversations led to an invitation from the 
driver for me to join their WeChat group so that I could observe their com-
munications and how they organize collective actions live.

Along the same lines, I learned from many CSO leaders to try to speak the 
government’s language. I needed to be familiar with the key talking points of 
the recent CCP documents and policies, especially those coming out of 
important conferences such as a plenum. That way the government officials 
I spoke with would feel that I wasn’t a troublemaker, since we already spoke 
the same language. Such a tactic also informed the field experiment I did 
when sending out emails to officials in Sichuan province. In the email, I first 
stated how greatly encouraged I was after studying the “Chinese Communist 
Party’s Third Plenum decision about deepening reform” and reading “to ask 
social organizations to set up various enterprises in villages,” “motivate the 
vitality of social organizations,” and “let social organizations provide public 
service” and other quotes. The response rate was slightly higher than it was 
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in other, similar experiments, and I think framing it by “speaking the official 
language” might have helped.

Having empathy in mind is critical when conducting fieldwork, and 
speaking the language of our subject is one of many ways to demonstrate 
empathy. Related to tip number one, caring about the individual as a human 
being, paying attention to the person’s life and work, knowing where she or 
he comes from, and researching the individual’s background beforehand 
could not only lead to more conversations and thus higher-quality data but 
also build relations.

Tip No. 3: Build Social Capital Whenever Possible

“Social capital” refers to the norms, trust, and networks embedded in com-
munities that improve the efficiency of civic lives by facilitating coordinated 
actions.2 If we look at it from a specific individual’s perspective, the term 
refers to a person’s relational resources. Such resources can be crucial when 
conducting fieldwork in China—related to the idea of Guanxi (关系)—and 
should be accumulated whenever possible. Thus, much of the rewarding 
fieldwork successes can happen before the fieldwork starts.

The process I used to recruit my fieldwork team members was crucial to 
the effective outcome. I first circulated a recruitment announcement in my 
WeChat friend circle so that my friends and their friends could forward the 
announcement to each of their own friend circles. The announcement listed 
clearly my expectations and the potential benefits to candidates. I received 
about fifty high-quality applications for about three to five positions. Thus, I 
was able to conduct about a dozen interviews to assess who fit the research 
project the most. To my surprise, I found team members who not only met 
all of my expectations but also some who had family members that were well 
connected in the government. One team member had an uncle in the pro-
vincial government who helped me to secure more than a dozen interviews 
with county-level government officials; another team member was even 
more resourceful, as she had a relative who, I suspect, made it possible that 
no Public Security or National Security official ever bothered us during the 
entire trip.

I was able to expand my existing social capital during the field trip as 
well. For example, a friend’s father was taking a temporary post at one of the 
counties in my sample; it is a common practice in China that government 
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officials temporarily hone their skills and gain experience in different locali-
ties. So he got me a few interviews and introduced me to more people who 
would be helpful to my project. In a snowball effect, strong ties led to weak 
ties, and eventually I had a solid network of people to work with.

I was also never hesitant to provide help when any of the individuals in 
my network needed it. Some of them have kids who would like me to take a 
look at their college applications; others wanted me to promote their agri-
cultural produce in my friend circle. What is important to note is that when 
a researcher helps someone during fieldwork and is offered something in 
return, money is likely the least valuable mode of exchange. It is almost 
always a good idea to deny payments but ask for unique resources, especially 
personal connections, they can provide. We are there to do research and 
probably already have a budget. It is not a good time to make money, but it is 
an excellent time to further accumulate social capital. When I was in 
Chengdu, the capital of Sichuan province, I even organized game nights so 
that people who were already in my friend circle could invite their friends 
and become a part of my potential social network. You never know who 
might play a crucial role in helping your research project succeed.

Whether conducting fieldwork or not, building social capital should be a 
constant practice. Whenever a friend asked me for a favor and wanted to 
return a favor, I thought about whether I could get any help to further my 
research. Many friends of mine had introduced me to their relatives who 
work at the Chinese government at different levels in different regions, and 
such access would otherwise be impossible to get.

In a moment when China and many Western countries have tensions, 
we should always pay attention to accumulating social capital outside of 
China during various opportunities and do not dismiss any individual, even 
if our opinions and ideology differ significantly. I can never forget how Pro-
fessor Roderick MacFarquhar interacted with his visiting scholars. I was the 
co-organizer of the Harvard-MIT-BU Chinese Politics Research Workshop for 
several years, and Professor MacFarquhar once had a mid-level Chinese offi-
cial presenting his study at our workshop. Based on previous interactions 
with this official, some of us thought it would not be valuable, as we often 
heard opinions and propaganda rather than serious research. Nevertheless, 
Professor MacFarquhar not only had the official present and stayed for his 
entire presentation, asking sharp questions, but he also encouraged the offi-
cial to continue to polish his research. I realized that it was both an intellec-
tual exercise that could benefit everyone in the room and, perhaps more 
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important, an opportunity to build relationships and encourage critical 
thinking in people who are opinionated and not used to doing empirical 
research. Even if the research was not perfect yet, the interaction was at least 
a potential data point (in terms of what the official said) and a new 
relationship.

Tip No. 4: Find Local Support and Embed Oneself  
in the Local Network

This tip is probably easier to achieve for someone who grew up in China, 
speaks authentic Mandarin, and already has a network of people in China. 
However, there are still recommendations that could be beneficial to most 
researchers regardless of individual experience and background.

Having local institutional support would be extremely valuable. I first 
went to Sichuan to interview CSO leaders because Professors Qiang (Braven) 
Zhang and Qibin Lu invited me to join their Beijing Normal University team 
on their fieldwork. I met Zhang in Boston when he was a visiting scholar at 
Harvard, and knowing I was interested in Chinese civil society development 
after major disasters, he kindly recruited me as one of his team members. We 
conducted individual interviews together and organized symposiums in 
which dozens of active CSO leaders were invited to the Southwestern Uni-
versity of Finance and Economics (whose vice president became an impor-
tant partner in my projects later on) to share their experiences with state-
society interactions. I was also able to give a presentation during the 
symposium and provided my assessments. This made me a somewhat famil-
iar face in the Sichuan CSO community.

By the time I was leading my own team the next year, not only did I have 
support from the Southwestern University of Finance and Economics and a 
letter of recommendation from Beijing Normal University explaining what I 
was doing (in case any local officials would ask), but also Sichuan University 
sent an experienced staff member to join my team and assist my work. If we 
got stopped by police or guards at checkpoints, she could show her univer-
sity ID and explain in Sichuan dialect about the academic work we were 
doing. We ended up being stopped only once at a checkpoint, and having 
her on my team was crucial. The letter of recommendation was never neces-
sary during my interviews with government officials, but some villagers did 
want to see it. Some had suspected that we were officials in disguise sent 
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down by Xi Jinping; others wanted to make sure we were not people from 
multilevel marketing companies who were after their money.

CSO leaders were not only my interview subjects but also provided valu-
able knowledge and insights logistically. For example, one CSO leader rec-
ommended a driver for my fieldwork. This driver had an extended version of 
the Wuling van that could fit my entire team of seven, plus our luggage. 
More importantly, this driver was a volunteer hauling supplies to quake-
stricken regions after each of the major earthquakes and was often hired by 
the CSO community. Therefore, everywhere we went, he knew where I could 
find a local CSO, and he could also share his experiences interacting with 
CSOs. This way, the extended time on the road also became valuable time for 
me to learn more about the localities and civil society there.

Tip No. 5: Learn from the Pioneers

The challenges we are facing today in conducting fieldwork on China is not 
entirely novel, and even if it is, someone might have already found an angle 
to tackle them before we can. We do not need to come up with innovative 
and creative solutions every time on our own. Quite often, the most effective 
way is to see if someone has already used a method that we could imitate. 
This approach is not limited to the most recent studies. Examples like how 
Ezra Vogel researched Guangdong in Hong Kong are still relevant today.

I learned extensively from my peers. As I was starting this project, Greg 
Distelhorst and Yue Hou sampled their friends about ethnic-sounding 
names in preparation for their field experiment in China. I was fascinated 
by their approach and immediately realized that such a method was also 
applicable to my project. Of course, this method of sending emails to sub-
jects under an experimental setting can be traced from Marianne Bertrand 
and Sendhil Mullainathan’s experiment on the labor market’s discrimina-
tion against people with African American–sounding names. It also means 
we can learn a lot from other scholars who do not work on China or are in 
other disciplines.

We do need to pay attention to the ethical consequences involved when 
using innovative methods or borrowing, but not completely replicating, 
others’ methods. When I discussed my research with Professor Elizabeth 
Perry, she half-jokingly told me that Chinese officials would all be busy 
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replying to our emails. She was very kind, as she wanted to protect the curi-
osity and enthusiasm of a young scholar, but her point was loud and clear: 
we should seriously assess the ethical consequences of our research and 
should not place a significant burden on our subjects; with China, this also 
involves the potential political risks for our study subjects. After assessing 
my research under the guidance of my university’s Institutional Review 
Board, I ended up doing the experiment only with officials in Sichuan prov-
ince in order to limit the scope.

Tip No. 6: No Response and Being Censored Are Also Data

We often face not-so-cooperative government officials and even censorship 
when studying Chinese politics (or authoritarian politics in general). Such 
responses should not easily be dismissed. Since the state’s control of the soci-
ety is also an integral aspect of state-society interactions, we should pay 
attention to the degree, condition, and exceptions of state control. I studied 
censorship of self-media in chapter 6. Having censorship as one type of 
response allowed me to do AB tests to identify critical relevant issues at spe-
cific moments, and the different degrees of censorship responses provided a 
more nuanced observation of authoritarian control. A laissez-faire govern-
ment is probably more difficult to study, as one could never grasp important 
government actions. Under an authoritarian regime, on the other hand, 
when we are being controlled, it is also a valuable opportunity to study how 
and why specific control measures are applied.

Similarly, the lack of access in itself could be valuable sometimes. When 
a specific government official does not want to speak to you, and you get a 
chance to interview someone else who might have some knowledge about 
the official, the “no access” or “no comment” condition itself could be a sub-
ject of the conversation. Furthermore, when everyone has the understand-
ing that getting access to China is challenging, it gives us excuses to interact 
with China and Chinese individuals whenever and wherever possible. If a 
Chinese person knows that they are the only person who can help you 
because it is likely no one else would be able to do so, they might be more 
willing to help you out. Even if they can’t, they might be willing to introduce 
you to someone who can. We just need to have the mentality to pay atten-
tion that whether a person says yes or no, there is value in the response.
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Tip No. 7: Relying on Original but Tedious Work

In the difficult time when Sino-US relations deteriorate, many scholars natu-
rally switch to collecting data online. However, we still don’t always have to 
rely on secondhand data, even when the data are from the internet—we are 
all producers of content. To make one’s work unique, we sometimes have to 
put in a lot of hours facilitating the data-generation process or generating 
the data independently. Running self-media Global China and Inside the Belt-
way takes at least two hours a day. However, what I have obtained are the real 
experiences of being a content creator and interacting with the censorship 
apparatus.

During my research on China, there were also positive externalities, as 
creating platforms for political commentaries and information about politi-
cal developments for other scholars and making it free for our readers could 
be considered a public good. I was not doing it entirely altruistically, as I 
acquired valuable data from such experiences. When we think about the 
incentives for public goods provision, we tend to think about the hegemonic 
stability theory, where the hegemony would be benefiting much more than 
other potential free-riders and thus still have the incentive to do so. In real-
ity, scholars conducting research might also find the incentives to provide 
public goods because that process of producing public goods could be docu-
mented and studied.

Tip No. 8: Speak Out and Potentially Shape the 
Environment in Which We Conduct Fieldwork

Scholars are not only takers of rules but might also have the potential to 
shape them. Most of us probably benefited from the public intellectuals who 
came before us who shaped and reshaped China’s domestic and foreign poli-
cies and other relevant countries, especially the United States. On the one 
hand, junior scholars like me have to understand our limitations; on the 
other hand, we should not lose our agency to act.

When more prestigious scholars and public intellectuals speak out, we 
should not let them feel alone. For example, when Professor Jia Qingguo of 
Beijing University, who is a standing committee member of the Chinese Peo-
ple’s Political Consultative Conference, published his proposal on improv-
ing the management of foreign exchanges between experts/scholars titled 
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“Let the Voice of the Chinese People Be Heard More Conveniently and Effec-
tively” on our Global China platform,3 I wrote a commentary supporting his 
proposal.4 Having fewer hurdles for Chinese scholars to participate in aca-
demic conferences and symposiums where non-Chinese scholars are present 
is crucial to academic exchanges, joint research, and quite often doing field-
work in China. 天下兴亡，匹夫有责. As we conduct research on politics, we 
should also try to contribute, even just slightly, to a more suitable political 
environment for researchers for generations to come.
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