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Introduction

It is therefore manifest, that the Instruction of the people, depen-
deth wholly, on the right teaching of Youth in the Universities.

—Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, 1996 [1651], 237

Any understanding of “why men rebel” must be paralleled by an
understanding of why they do not.

—Alan Knight, “Weapons and Arches in the Mexican
Revolutionary Landscape,” 1994, 26

An Unusual Silence

From the Academic Legion during the Revolutions of 1848 to the lunch
counter in Greensboro, North Carolina, and from Tahrir Square to
Tiananmen Square, students across time and space have demonstrated
their might as a dynamic social group that shapes historical trajectories.
When student activism is on the rise, it threatens the hegemony of exist-
ing powers. When students become cynical about official ideologies and
tired of the establishment elites, their lack of involvement in adult politics
gives them “free rein . . . to adhere to absolute principles” (Lipset 1972, 4).
University students are said to be the “repositories of the ideals of their
nation” (Donahue 1971, 254) and college campuses “the central stage for
the drama of democracy’s ebb and flow” (Rhoads 1998, 2).!

The opening decades of the twenty-first century have seen a global
resurgence of student activism that has challenged entrenched norms and
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called into question the wishful “end-of-history” illusion ingrained in the
post—Cold War status quo. Between 2015 and 2020, at least thirty national
student movements took place across more than twenty countries and
regions (see figure 1). In 2020 alone, in the United States, students partici-
pated in the national March for Our Lives and Black Lives Matter move-
ments, raising awareness of gun violence and racial injustice; in Hungary,
students of the country’s oldest university of arts blockaded its campus and
took to the streets in defense of academic freedom; in Indonesia, university
students became the backbone of a national joint force resisting the gov-
ernment’s labor law reforms, which threatened to take away workers’ rights
and cause environmental damage; and in Iraq, student demonstrators from
prominent institutions of higher learning in Baghdad stood arm in arm to
demand the overhaul of a dysfunctional and perverted political structure.?
In Asia, system-wide political battles fought by students take even more
idealistic, confrontational, and revolutionary forms, attesting to youths’
bravery, camaraderie, and pure willingness to sacrifice for a higher cause.
In the words of Tony Vellela, writing three decades ago, “it never went
away. It may have subsided, and it certainly changed, reflecting changing
times and circumstances, but progressive student political activism never
really stopped” (1988, 5).

“Young people come of age with three tools essential for renewal,”
said Marshall Ganz. “A critical eye of the world, a clear view of its needs
and pain, and hopeful hearts that give a sense of the world’s promise and
possibilities” (Jason 2018). Yet against this backdrop, university students
in mainland China—who have long been a sophisticated rebellious social
group in history*—appear astonishingly quiescent. In sharp contrast to the
vibrant global scene of student uprisings, university campuses in the most
populous developing country today look like tranquil enclaves of confor-
mity and compliance. This picture of calmness is both extraordinary and
puzzling.

In 2019, when Hong Kong students were contesting the city’s leg-
islature and fighting the police behind street barricades, their mainland
counterparts were busy training and rehearsing for the upcoming celebra-
tions for the 70th National Day of the People’s Republic of China (PRC).
In 2021, at a celebration of the hundredth anniversary of the founding
of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), Feng Lin and Zhao Jianming,
two university students representing China’s educated youth, “expressed
their commitment to the Party’s cause,” alongside two representative pri-
mary school pupils. The CCP’ official English-language newspaper, China
Daily, reported,
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The four students jointly delivered an affectionate ode to the Party.
“Joday, we make a vow to the Party: Listen to the Party’s call, be
grateful to the Party and follow its lead,” they said in unison. In
order to realize the second centenary goal—to build China into a
great modern socialist country by 2049, the centenary of the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China, and achieve the great rejuvenation of the
nation—young people are always prepared to fight for the socialist
cause, they said. “Rest assured . . . we are ready to build a powerful
China,” they repeated four times at the end of the ode. (China Daily
2021)

Even more substantial than this centennial pledge of allegiance is the
prevalent everyday political quiescence on Chinese university campuses—
the “enemy territory” in the eyes of the communist state (Andreas 2009,
270). Indeed, there has been no major antiregime student movement since
the tragedy that ended the 1989 Tiananmen Movement. When sporadic
student demonstrations have occurred on a national scale—such as the one
taking place after the United States bombed the Chinese embassy in Bel-
grade in 1999—the protesting students’ target has been the Chinese state’s
mortal enemy: Western “imperialist” powers.

For the ultra-obedient Chinese students, conformity and quiescence
signify not sluggishness and inactivity but national pride, dignity, and the
willingness to “fly into a cyber-rage at the slightest provocation” (Economist
2016). Since the mid-2010s, the increasingly frequent online outbursts of
the “little pinks” (xizo fenhong)—“young people fired with patriotic zeal . . .
to guard China against even the remotest hint of critics” (Zhuang 2017)—
have demonstrated that still waters run deep on the apparently submissive
Chinese university campus.* The scene of a cooperative Chinese academy
is so remarkable that Elizabeth ]J. Perry (2020) introduced the term “edu-
cated acquiescence” specifically to emphasize the contribution of this pat-
tern of obedience to buttressing state power and to “[raise] questions with
prevailing assumptions that associate the flourishing of higher education
with liberal democracy” (1).

In early 2023, when a handful of students held blank paper to join
the societal protest against the Chinese state’s COVID-zero policy and
its lockdown measures, this spasmodic contention was soon put down by
the political control bureaucracy installed on university campuses without
shaking the rule of the political regime. This book discussed how this con-
trol system is re-invented after 1989 and why it works so effectively to pre-
serve political stability on university campuses in 2023. The White Paper
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Figure 2. Student representatives deliver an ode to the Chinese Communist Party in
Tiananmen Square (July 1, 2021). Xinhua.

Revolution was a crucial political occurrence; yet, this event supports—
rather than challenges—the argument I present in this book.

First, prior to the White Paper Revolution, during the implementation
of the “Zero COVID” pandemic control policy (2020-2022), the universi-
ties in China generally remained peaceful and compliant despite persistent
campus lockdowns and the longest disruption of university life since the
Cultural Revolution. The government swiftly quelled the sporadic expres-
sions of discontent; the White Paper Revolution persisted for only a few
days and on a much smaller scale, and incurred a less severe response than
the anti-Zero COVID protests outside of the university campuses. The
differences between these two cases demonstrates the effectiveness of the
pervasive student-control system installed in post-Tiananmen Chinese
universities.

Second, the student-control system in Chinese universities played
a significant role in putting down the White Paper Revolution, just as it
did in controlling other sporadic instances of student unrest in the post-
Tiananmen era. The student-control regime equipped the Party-state not
only with the political instruments to keep the student population from
engaging in large-scale mobilization but the cognitive infrastructure for
university management and for state bureaucrats to promptly respond
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to changes in the student’s collective mentality during critical political
moments (e.g., the White Paper Revolution, the Qiu Qingfeng Incident
in 1999, and activities of the fundamentalist Marxist societies in the early
2000s).’ In this book, I argue that the impact of the construction, optimiza-
tion, and practice of this new control system over thirty years is reflected in
the stark differences between the respective outcomes of the White Paper
Revolution in 2022-2023 and the Tiananmen Movement in 1989.

"Third, the White Paper Revolution (and other instances of Chinese
student unrest since 1989) also indicated that the quiescence and general
stability on university campuses should not be interpreted as a sign of the
society’s devoted agreement with the power and legitimacy of the Party-
state; rather, the compliance and engineered stability in post-1989 Chinese
universities is ostensive, fragile, and extrinsic. In contrast to the ideology-
based, devoted, wholehearted embrace of the political regime during the
early years of the PRC, the current compliance, carefully maintained
through a sophisticated, quotidian, and bureaucratic state machinery of
control, may be characterized more specifically as obligatory and directed
outward.

Amid soaring student activism on the international scene, loyal college
students and quiescent university campuses in China are puzzling. The
military crackdown in the summer of 1989 abruptly ended the month-long
national resistance movement led by students at China’s elite universities,
but dealt a serious blow to the legitimacy, capacity, and moral standing of
the state. After all, as Hannah Arendt (1969) has famously argued, “vio-
lence appears where power is in jeopardy” (155). Soon afterward, the end
of the Cold War and the demise of Soviet socialism left the communist
regime of China disoriented and equipped with an ideology that needs
immediate update. The Party-state’s subsequent decision to undertake a
full-scale transition to a market economy temporarily stabilized the regime
and comforted the liberal-leaning intelligentsia and profit-seeking elites;
nevertheless, with marketization, the state also lost its monopolistic control
over the material resources and opportunities for upward mobility avail-
able to the country’s younger generation, further weakening the already
compromised set of tools used by state apparatchiks to induce compliance.
The entry of global capitalism “led to a contagion of capitalism across the
economy and ideological boundary of public ownership” (Gallagher 2005,
3) and brought in alternative narratives, visions, and ideologies for the
future of China, which among other challenges posed new obstacles to the
state’s endeavors to keep the post-Tiananmen Chinese universities under
its control.
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A mere three decades after the event of 1989, how has the post-
Tiananmen Chinese state managed to restore and maintain a state of gen-
eral stability on the nation’s 2,738 university campuses and steady control
over the country’s more than forty-one million college students?® Amid
unfavorable global trends and geopolitical intrigue, how has the Chinese
state prevented the country’s university students from mounting another
serious rebellion against the regime? In a broader sense, what does this
reinvented model of control tell us about the updated form of state power
at this time, when globalizing forces are overtaking local sovereignty, high-
capacity surveillance apparatuses are replacing slow-moving traditional
bureaucracies, and an entire generation of youth spoiled by access to a
massive volume of information is taking the stage in place of the genera-
tions that grew up before the information revolution?

In scrutinizing the Chinese Communist Party’s undertaking to reassert
control and restore order on university campuses in the post-Tiananmen
era, this book explores an overarching theme—namely, state reinvention—
with rich materials gathered from in-depth field research in China. The
pages that follow invite scholars of comparative politics, state theory, con-
tentious politics, and political development to rethink and reimagine the
ways in which a compromised state is rebuilt within and from itself after
overcoming a traumatic moment of vulnerability. It further suggests that
this rethinking proceeds along the lines of the widely felt but little-under-
stood new phenomenon of state-led intra-regime institutional reinvention.
On both fronts, China today is the most illuminating, and perhaps the only,
case study.

The Compromised State

Political scientists have long studied the processes of building a state from
scratch—“the founding moments”—and of constructing a new politi-
cal order following the transition from an archaic mode of rule; however,
much less attention has been given to how regimes that survive major
political crises purposefully reinvent a postcrisis state pursuant to updated
concepts, new circumstances, changed social demands, and a realigned
elite consensus.” State rebuilding, in the sense of self-salvaging a compro-
mised structure of power, is bound to be a laborious and wide-ranging
project that must address urgent and intractable issues while operating in
political fields that are often poorly defined. Yet if such an attempt is suc-
cessful, order—the sine qua non of state power—would be reinvented on
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a carefully designed and effectively constructed infrastructural network
commanded by a state operating on everyday terms, through which the
discharging of power appears again natural, familiar, purposeful, and con-
sequential to the citizens.

“Political order cannot be treated as a given” (Bates 2008, 5). In contrast
with building a state from scratch or after the collapse of an ancien régime,
a compromised state has the advantage of largely intact state machinery
and the capability to maintain basic law and order; however, it suffers from
a weakened ideological base of legitimacy, a lack of instruments to regu-
late citizens’ behavior, and a compromised position in its competition for
dominance with other centers of authority in the nation’s public life. A
compromised state is often observed in the aftermath of a national politi-
cal crisis that features entrenched, confrontational, emotional, and ideo-
logically charged animosity between the state and society. A compromised
state’s salvation hinges on its ability to rehabilitate its institutional capacity,
legitimating footing, regulatory strength, and incentivization instruments
for compliance, and doing so within an existing yet damaged state struc-
ture. Within these intertwined fields, state rebuilders strive to reconstruct
its premises to effectively execute its plans at scale and reclaim the ability
to produce, effectuate, project, and sustain a political order far and wide. As
Timothy Mitchell (1991) wrote, “the boundary of the state never marks a
real exterior” (90).

These fields in which the postcrisis state undertakes restorative work
are interconnected processes and social spheres rather than separate struc-
tures with fixed spatialities. I use “process” in the sense of Joel S. Migdal,
for whom it refers to “the ongoing struggles among shifting coalitions over
the rules for daily behaviour” and it “determine[s] how societies and states
create and maintain distinct ways of structuring day-to-day life” (Migdal
2011, 11). In its rebuilding project, the compromised state has to face an
across-the-board obstacle: the alienation and disbelief, if not apathy or
even disobedience, of the population. State rebuilding often takes place
after a long and dreadful confrontation between rulers and the ruled that is
characterized by violent insurrection, military crackdown, government col-
lapse, or social disintegration. These events and situations have an impact
for a long time in the collective consciousness of the national community
as dreadful, traumatic, and disorienting memories. A state that orders the
iron-fisted suppression of mobilized societal forces to swiftly terminate an
otherwise lethal political crisis is consequently deprived of the possibility
of “ruling as usual.” The posttrauma hatred, resistance, and noncoopera-
tiveness provoked in the social sphere when a state seeks to restore its own
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authority may be subtle and even silent, but they are nonetheless pervasive
and powerful. It is from these legacies that the vision of the state must be
renewed, governing arrangements reformed, and the legitimating narrative
of politics restored.

To effectively enact its reconstruction plan, the posterisis state, more
often than not, exercises a strategic alternation between, or hybridiza-
tion of, visibility and invisibility during this convoluted process. Oscillat-
ing between visibility and invisibility gives a state high levels of opera-
tional flexibility and institutional resilience. To achieve this, the postcrisis
state comes up with creative approaches—usually disguised as something
else—to its restorative operations. Depending on the specific field in which
the state operates and the precise goals it seeks, the state strategically
deploys camouflaged institutional facades, procedural formalities, scien-
tific disguises, discursive art, or functional concealment to smooth over its
restorative undertakings when and where necessary. By hiding its true face
behind various masks and veils, the postcrisis state circumvents the incon-
veniences and obstacles brought forth by massive social distrust, keeping
itself out of public sight yet effectively commanding the undertakings that
are imperative for the reinvention of a new institutionalized political order.

Why Universities?

But why does a book on state rebuilding nonetheless study the university?
Ever since the Westphalian nation-state came to dominate the global polit-
ical landscape, the university has evolved gradually from a medieval institu-
tion of masters and students into a cultural project that holds the “single
and dominant image” and “fragmented practices” of the state together
(Migdal 2011). In the modern age, prominent national universities also
serve the nation-state as training grounds for the country’s future political,
economic, and cultural elites. Public life on university campuses thus not
only has immediate political relevance, it carries important weight for the
time ahead. As Gyorgy Péteri argues, the university is a crucial “institu-
tional field of human activity” and “a dynamic social field,” where “conflict-
ing loyalties” pertaining to the survival and future of the reigning political
order are “cultivated and harmonised” (2005, 141, 163). To understand the
process of state rebuilding, it is only natural to study the social space where
this reinvented state power is effectuated to its fullest and the construction
of the infrastructures for statism are the most encyclopedic.

For the modern state, national universities constitute an immensely
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precarious political site subject to a wide array of centrifugal forces pull-
ing in different directions. As universities form the identities of young
people in the temporal and social interval between childhood and adult
life, a major centrifugal force is created by young students’ strong desire
to escape parental censure and state domination in their everyday expe-
riences; this imagined separation from adult power becomes the natural
road out of the wonderland of youth. The effect spills over to the political
sphere and eventually forges an island of liberal ideals and the spirit of
freedom in the university—a hotbed for defiance and resistance that is in
constant confrontation with the state. When the time comes, the university
can easily become “a ready infrastructure to serve the growing needs of a
relatively independent public sphere” (Péteri 2005, 159).

The self-contradictory nature of the university as a social space cre-
ates political frustrations for any state builder who seeks to claim control
over a national community. In universities, the state is obligated to provide
students with maternal care and patriarchal control. University campuses
are “spatial settings” in which order must be maintained, conformity nur-
tured, and control effectuated, but in which the life goals, career ambitions,
personal welfare, and spiritual desires of young students must also be taken
care of. In the process of attaining order, educational functionalities based
on the teaching of knowledge may have to be balanced with a whole array
of other sociopolitical purposes. Often, universities are given the dual and
often self-contradictory missions of facilitating development and breeding
loyalty. For development, the university is supposed to nurture the next
generation of learned professionals and technocrats, armed with the nec-
essary qualities for the free pursuit of knowledge, creativity, innovation,
critical thinking, and individuality; but to nurture loyalty and compliance,
the state needs to restrict each of these attributes. The inevitable result is
what Susan Bregnbaek has noted—*“the state promotes innovation while
at the same time expecting conformity by limiting critical thinking and
creativity” (2019, 8), and it can be taxing to strike a balance between these
two goals.

Naturally, no ruler in China can afford to take university students
lightly in its national political operations. The Book of Han (Hanshu) records
perhaps China’s very first student uprising, which took place in the Royal
Academy (taixue) more than 2,000 years ago, in 2 BCE, when over 1,000
academy students gathered to protest against an unfair penalty imposed by
the emperor on a senior scholar-official of the court. The emperor con-
ceded, and the incident has since been known in the annals of history as
“Wang Xian Raising a Banner” (Wang Xian fu Fan)—a symbolically heroic
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act by educated young men with humble origins courageously confront-
ing the mighty power of the imperial state. Throughout Chinese history—
from the nationalist protests in the Song dynasty against alien conquerors
from the north to the reformist petition drives of the late Qing dynasty to
democratize the imperial court—elite university students in the empire’s
capital city have appeared frequently in the official records as upholders
of moral principles, defenders of national dignity, pursuers of political
justice, supporters of political reform, and loud critics of the corruption,
despotism, nepotism, and misrule that plagued various imperial courts in
their late years. When elite students as a social group are belittled by who-
ever occupies the throne of power of the day, the entire intelligentsia feels
ridiculed.?

The collapse of China’s imperial regime and the subsequent moderniza-
tion of the country’s governing superstructure did not weaken the political
status of elite students as a crucial social group. Indeed, China’s rich and
colorful tradition of student rebellion resonates even more strongly in the
modern political landscape. Throughout the twentieth century, as Jeffrey
N. Wasserstrom and Liu Xinyong noted, “student-led mass movements
[were] a recurring feature of Chinese city life” (1995, 362). Their status as
presumptive elites, their ability to create theater for public display, their
capacity for movement mobilization by deploying official symbols and dis-
course, and their propensity for creating organizations that resemble the
state bureaucracy have all been channeled to challenge and undermine the
political legitimacy of successive ruling regimes (Wasserstrom 1990, 1991).
The intrusion of modern partisan politics into almost every aspect of cam-
pus life in the twentieth century further intensified student engagement in
political movements of modern China (Huang 2010).

Four critical moments particularly signify the extraordinarily important
role played by university students in China’s contemporary political scene.
In 1919, it was the university and high school students in metropolitan
Chinese cities who propagated the news of the diplomatic humiliation the
nation had suffered at the Paris Peace Conference, which finally outraged
and mobilized an anxious and unsettled Chinese society into a nationwide
awakening, precipitating the birth of a national communist party. In 1966,
it was again the student population that came under the spell of the Great
Helmsman, Mao Zedong, who recruited and deployed the nation’s edu-
cated youth as the troupes de bénévoles to start a vehement attack on the
Party-state bureaucracy that would eventually paralyze the corps of the
old guards who had constituted the backbone of the communist revolution
less than two decades earlier. In 1989, university students again took their
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place on the central stage of Chinese politics. By occupying the country’s
most symbolic space—Tiananmen Square—for two and a half months and
demanding democracy, the students inherited a historical tradition of Chi-
nese educated-youth protest and revealed to the world the renewed politi-
cal momentum that had accumulated in the reformist era. In the words of
C. Wright Mills (1960), throughout the twentieth century, Chinese stu-
dents have remained the “possible, immediate, radical agency of change”
19).

"Thus, in China, the university is a critical space in which the hegemonic
rulers set to fight with actual or perceived enemies in the realm of ideas,
organization, or allegiance.” “All these interactions,” argued Tony Vellela,
“both complicate the atmosphere on the campus, and make that campus a
test area for future encounters” (1988, 5). Chinese universities have never
been merely teaching institutions that cater to the population’s educational
needs; instead, they are spatial enclaves with various entrenched and inher-
ent tensions that the state seeks to regulate, shape, and discipline as it looks
to reclaim authority, conformity, and submissiveness. The study of Chi-
nese universities in the post-Tiananmen era provides an unusually detailed
glimpse into the operations undertaken by a compromised state to rebuild
an institutionalized political order within and from itself and to reassert
control over an increasingly pluralistic social realm.'

Reinventing a State from a State

The structure of state power, given the alternation between its visible and
invisible operation, is most discernible when it is rebuilt. The political
tragedy that ended the Tiananmen Movement of 1989 is both an indicator
and a cause of the compromised state power. The epicenter in the national
uprising—the university—has naturally become the most crucial social
space over which the postcrisis state sought to reassert control. While the
making of the modern state has been conventionally seen as the “cumula-
tive product of [a] successive ‘extraction-coercion cycle’” (Loveman 2005,
1652), the state’s operation to remake itself on university campuses lacks
precisely the necessary extractive and legal-coercive attributes and devices,
proffering a unique angle from which the more hidden and nuanced struc-
ture of state power can be examined. By scrutinizing the post-Tiananmen
Chinese state’s efforts to reassert control over university campuses, this
book advances arguments about state rebuilding on four fronts.

The Infrastructures for Statism. The state rebuilders’ project to reas-
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sert control is upheld by the reconstructed institutional, significative, regu-
latory, and incentivization infrastructures. State rebuilders strive to revamp
an institutional infrastructure that diffuses the state’s organizational form,
colonizes societal spaces, and places social networks back under state con-
trol; the goals are a significative infrastructure that projects the state’s new
legitimating message as widely as possible, a regulatory infrastructure that
enables the state to regain its decisive edge in combating rival suppliers
of authority in public life, and an incentivization infrastructure that prop-
erly rewards loyalty, punishes defiance, and deters the formation of oppo-
sitional forces. For this purpose, a refurbished surveillance framework is
put in place so that compliance can be measured, monitored, created, and
enforced. Within these intertwined infrastructures, state rebuilders can
reconstruct the state’s premises to reclaim the ability to produce, effectu-
ate, project, and sustain political order.

The People and the Space. Postcrisis state rebuilders focus on rees-
tablishing control over the nation’s critical social groups and reclaiming
dominance over its critical social spaces. Critical social groups—such as
the technical intelligentsia in the Soviet Union and tenant farmers in the
British Raj—live on the margins of the radiant network of state control,
but hold subjectivities that may diverge greatly from the state’s hegemonic
cultural influence and political will. In the postcrisis context, critical social
groups are ostensibly made up of citizens who share a similar identity, who
suffered the most prior to the crisis, and who endured the largest share of
collective loss during the crisis. Members of critical social groups inhabit
and live their everyday experiences in critical social spaces, within which
mobilization networks, political symbolism, or a shared identity may be
nurtured and activities that are deemed harmful by the ruling political
order may take place. Critical social spaces, such as the universities in post-
Tiananmen China, are containers of specific practices, actions, networks,
and identities that state rebuilders seek to monitor, regulate, and govern.

State Rebuilding in the Everyday. Critical social groups and critical
social spaces meet in people’s everyday lived experience. The silhouettes of
the political everyday reflect the contours of state order. Lived experiences
give life and form to the otherwise docile and formless spatiotemporal
structure of political order; they offer a handle and pathway for the order-
seeking state to exert its influence on the everydayness of the social sphere.
The political everyday is the confluence point of institutional dynamism,
societal networks, and state imperatives. The spatiotemporal structure of
the political everyday is shaped by and reflects the interaction between
grand statecraft and on-the-ground negotiation, the synergy between elite
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vision and mass imagination, and the convergence of high politics and sub-
altern networks. In Chinese universities in the post-Tiananmen era, the
transmutation between time and space in the everyday brings political
order into focus and is the natural site for the state to begin its project of
building a new order. For state rebuilders seeking to reinvent a political
order, the state simply must win the day.

Visible and Invisible State. “Social order is secured,” as Jon Beasley-
Murray (2010) argued, “through folding the constitute power of the mul-
titude back on itself to produce the illusion of transcendence and sover-
eignty” (ix). This book illustrates that the post-Tiananmen state rebuilders
seek to “demobilise” society and to engineer social stability through a nor-
malized, quotidian, and pervasive web of control and operations that sig-
nify the state’s baseline political narrative, regulate public life, and dispense
incentives for conformism, thus securing the regime’s claim to power. This
process of reeffectuating and sustaining control has visible and invisible
methods of operation. At times, the state is loud and vigorous in declaring
its presence, injecting its ideas and performing its spectacles to targeted
social groups and openly rallying loyalists. On other occasions, the state
elects to remain out of sight, submerged in the everyday, taking care of the
routines of life; it then operates silently, often disguised behind a normal-
ized, bureaucratic, scientific, or mundane facade, strategically downplaying
the political side of the undertaking in question. The combination of vis-
ible and invisible modes of operation forms the most important dimension
of the state rebuilding project.

The State Reinvented

With the completion of the state-rebuilding project, the post-Tiananmen
Chinese state presents a case of a compromised state being reinvented into
an overbearing new type of state power that differs from both its predeces-
sors and its peers—a kind of governing arrangement that gradually gains
popularity as the guiding project for the future among rulers of the devel-
oping world. At the core of this reinvented state is an institutional edifice
of control that is routinized, silent, quotidian, and seemingly casual, yet
carefully designed and implemented.

The reinvented state is not essentially an institution for polit-
cal agitation; its highest virtue and goal are the maintenance of political
stability—that is, securing the survival of the regime." To reach that goal,
the reinvented state operates three projects in distinctive fields, building
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infrastructure for statism with significative, regulatory, and incentiviza-
tion parameters. In the project of signification, the reinvented state advo-
cates a realistic, depoliticized, materialistic, and nationalist narrative and
discourse, advocating and projecting the state’s baseline political rhetoric
not through spectacular mass movements but by occupying the citizens’
everyday timetables. The messages of the state are no longer transcenden-
tal values or utopian plans; by nature, they become secular, this-worldly,
reachable, and issue-oriented. In the state’s significative operations, the
normative and value-rich vision for the future has been replaced by a
down-to-earth hedonistic imaginary of latter-day prosperity, in which pur-
pose and meaning are taken over by concrete goals and material gains, and
the joint endeavor between the Party-state and the people for a brand new
society is substituted with a sybaritic promise—with certain undeclared
trade-offs—made by the former in exchange for willing conformism based
on the rational calculation of the latter.

Regulatory operations secure the state’s advantageous positioning in
public and organizational life. The reinvented state must work on com-
petitive terms. In the gradually diversifying fields of public life and the
expanding associational space, the reinvented state competes with rivalry
suppliers of authority with its increasingly aggressive regulatory project
for a decisive edge in influence, control, domination, or shaping power
over the communal experiences of the people under its rule. This must
be accomplished amid a new social reality in which the dismantling of the
Soviet-style economic regime has led the Party-state to lose its monopoly
over the allocation of resources, opportunities for upward mobility, career
prospects, or the administrative power to control people’s movements,
residence, or associational activities. As this book shows, the reinvented
state strives to reclaim an advantageous position in its competition for con-
trol with a variety of new, alien or globalized forces through institutional
design, interagency collaboration, and strategic manipulation and using a
mixture of overt and disguised means.

The baseline guarantee of security for the reinvented state is its dis-
ciplinary power at the individual level, which is manifested through the
state’s incentivization project; however, this also relies on a highly exten-
sive network of human and digital surveillance, preemptive operations,
and punishments for political trespassing. The instruments and devices for
incentivizing loyalty and monitoring compliance are maintained through
a state-designed and state-managed machinery—the incentivization
infrastructure—that is nevertheless kept outside of the scope of attention
of ordinary people, submerged into the everyday lifeworld and disguised
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with a bureaucratic, administrative, nonpolitical, scientific, or even medi-
cal veneer. Especially when undertaking its punishing or deterring work,
except for on rare occasions, the reinvented state remains out of sight.
There are many fewer Maoist struggle sessions, parades, demonstrative
spectacles, rallies, and the like; the reinvented state prefers to do its work
in silence, masked and unheeded, or through state rituals that more often
than not appear to be something else.

In Perspective

This book speaks to foundational literature in both political science and
China studies, inviting its readers to rethink and reimagine crucial politi-
cal processes that have for too long been taken for granted. First, the book
speaks to the state-building literature by departing from its predominant
focus on the process through which modern nation-states came into being,
or the “founding moments,” to scrutinize an overlooked yet equally impor-
tant process through which a broken-down state reinvents itself from an
existing but outdated and dysfunctional state structure. Going beyond the
conventional discussion of static concepts such as “state strength” or “state
weakness,” this book examines the structure of state power through explor-
ing the dynamic, nuanced, and everyday process of state rebuilding. This
book is among the first to study the important but neglected phenomenon
of state rebuilding—the reversal process of state decay.

Second, this book contributes to the literature on regime studies by
explaining the process of intraregime reinvention. People can remotely
feel the significant within-regime changes taking place in many non-
Western countries, but there are few on-the-ground analyses of these
historical occurrences. An emerging literature has started to unravel this
political change both empirically and theoretically. To name just a few: Jer-
emy L. Wallace (2023) names this change a “neo-political turn,” referring
to the Chinese state’s recent turn from a quantified governance model of
its officialdom to one that relies more on ideological conformity, political
standard, and subjective judgment. Elizabeth C. Economy (2022) explores
the assertive turn of China’s foreign policy and worldview at large in the
past decade. Yuen Yuen Ang (2020) examines the relationship between cor-
ruption and the expansion of China’s capitalist economy, scrutinizing the
logic and effect of the country’s anticorruption movement since 2012. This
book traces the everyday origin of within-regime institutional reinvention
to the postcrisis state rebuilding process of one of the largest developing
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countries of our time and looks into the features of the reinvented state—
the institutional outcome of state rebuilding.

"Third, whereas most scholarship on the making and functioning of
the state has focused on elements of high politics, such as elite bargain-
ing, coalition forming, and institution building, this book joins a grow-
ing body of literature exploring the everyday political processes that take
place under the rule of the state. By scrutinizing how the post-Tiananmen
Chinese state re-establishes control over the everyday experiences lived by
university students, this book elucidates how the infrastructures of stat-
ism work to invent, effectuate, and sustain a political order in the political
everyday. Echoing calls for a recognition of the importance of the politi-
cal everyday lifeworld,!? this book seeks to shift scholarly attention from a
dominant focus on the high politics of state building to the down-to-earth,
mundane, concrete, and lived experiences. It shows how latter-day state
rebuilders are managing to consolidate state power by turning it into a
form of everyday life.

This book also opens new ways of thinking for contemporary China
studies. With most of the literature on Chinese universities, which are
among China’s most precarious social spaces, covering the periods either
of the Cultural Revolution or of the Tiananmen Movement of 1989, this
book updates knowledge of the sociopolitical ecology and state control
of Chinese universities in the twenty-first century. More importantly, this
book offers a fresh glimpse into China today and provides a theoretical
framework for understanding the growing assertiveness, expanding control
capacity, and changing political rhetoric of China. The book demystifies
the fundamental political changes taking place at a time in which China
is widely seen as a revisionist superpower gathering momentum on both
domestic and international fronts. For readers who are deeply puzzled by
China’s ubiquitously obedient society or its overly zealous “little pinks”
(again, a nickname for ultrapatriotic Chinese youth), this book offers new
knowledge of the routinized, normalized, and socially embedded political
structure—the reinvented state—that is bound to shape the contours of
China in the years to come.

Plan of the Book

"This book conducts a study of the post-Tiananmen remaking of the Chi-
nese state—a perplexing institutional process through which a state has
reinvented itself from and within itself after overcoming an internal politi-
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cal trauma. The introduction opens the book with sketches of the puzzling
silence of Chinese universities in the post-Tiananmen era and an overview
of the theme of the book: the reinvention of a compromised state. Chap-
ter 1 provides a conceptual discussion of state remaking. With a critical
review of the literature, this chapter provides a theoretical framework to
understand the process of posttrauma state rebuilding, the infrastructures
for statism, and how the state reinvention process leads to within-regime
changes. State remaking is not a mere jump-starting of old engines; rather,
it is a multivocal process of building a state from a state, in which rulers
focus on regaining their capacity to mold, shape, and control the political
everyday—the quotidian yet foundational activities and processes that but-
tress the order that the political elites seek to reinvent.

Chapter 2 explores the post-Tiananmen state’s efforts to rebuild the
institutional infrastructure of Chinese universities, which includes a
concentric-circle structure with different layers of students in a framework
of political trustworthiness and a “grid-structure” that organizes the cam-
pus community into hierarchically interlinked cells. This infrastructure
diffuses the state’s organizational form, colonizes social spaces, and places
social networks back under state domination. This chapter sets the insti-
tutional stage for the state’s operations by detailing the institutional infra-
structure for student control in the post-Tiananmen era. A triple-pronged
bureaucracy—comprising the Communist Party System, the Communist
Youth League System, and the Student Work System—was reinvented to
govern the critical social space of the university. Through a corps of cadres
with dual identities as academic staff and Communist Party cadres, the
state extends its reach into every corner of students’ everyday lives. The
concentric-circle structure, along with a “grid-like” institutional web, both
forged by the state, are invented to organize and engage the students in
repetitive experiences that mirror national political processes and render
these processes habitual and natural.

Chapter 3 examines the post-Tiananmen Chinese state’s reinvention
of a significative infrastructure on university campuses to forge, project,
and solidify a renewed discourse of legitimacy, an updated founding myth,
and a new vision to justify the state’s overhauled political lines. With this
revamped footing of legitimacy, the state constructs its desired social reality
through a variety of channels and arenas, combining passive training and
active participation in ways that are woven into the fabric of the student
community’s everyday experiences. The signification project manifests
the communist regime’s efforts both to reform the state’s baseline politi-
cal rhetoric and to reconstruct the devices for projecting that narrative
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into the everyday experiences of the populace. This state-made “cultural
milieu” not only ensures the all-round exposure of the student population
to the state’s legitimating discourses, it also eliminates the spatiotemporal
share of alternative narratives. Eventually, it becomes so pervasive that stu-
dents, despite their weariness with these activities, consider them familiar,
natural, and instinctive, thus effectuating a firm cognitive foundation for
the political order that the reinvented state seeks to reestablish.

Chapter 4 studies the post-Tiananmen Chinese state’s operations in
controlling the public life within university walls. The unique qualities of
the university as a sociopolitical institution—its dense connectivity with
society at large, its latency as an abeyance structure for youth progressing
into the adult world, and its centrality to the production of the state’s cul-
tural capital—make it a critical site for the order-seeking state to control
and command. However, the open nature of the public space of the uni-
versity precludes the state from conquering it in monolithic terms; rather,
in the lively public life and associational space of the university, the state
must compete with rival suppliers of authority for dominance. This chap-
ter explores the ways in which the post-Tiananmen Chinese state rees-
tablishes control over the four major components of the university public
space: the associational space, the virtual space, the field of the spiritual,
and the institutional subculture. This vast operation to shape and control
people’s communal experiences again illustrates the emphasis of the state
on structuring the political order to reinvent a political order.

Chapter 5 examines how a new incentivization infrastructure is being
established by the post-Tiananmen state in place of the old system of gen-
erating incentives for compliance in Chinese universities. Positive incen-
tives, comprising elite membership, preferential advantage, and earmarked
opportunities, supply additional information about the state’s favored
behavior pattern, increase the opportunity costs of overt defiance, and
enhance competition among elites when these rewards are dispensed in
a hierarchical manner. Meanwhile, the system of punishment has both
reforming and deterrence functions, correcting the wrongdoer and warn-
ing other members of the social group not to follow suit. Public punish-
ment serves an expressive function by setting a clear boundary that lay
members of society are not supposed to cross. The state’s incentivization
infrastructure is not complete without a mechanism that provides accurate
and permanent real-time surveillance of the critical social spaces. Such a
surveillance mechanism, often disguised in an administrative or scientific
form, facilitates the monitoring and measuring of loyalty, defiance, and
indifference.
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Be it the death of a popular political figure, the anniversary of a rebel-
lion discredited by the ruling elites, or a major international event in which
China might be considered to have “lost face” in one way or another, polit-
ically sensitive occasions are the reinvented state’s most vulnerable and
exposed moments. Chapter 6 studies the post-Tiananmen Chinese state’s
invention of an entire responsive apparatus on campus for the “Critical and
Sensitive Period,” referring to a designated period when political or social
tension is expected to be at a high level and the Party-state anticipates a
higher likelihood of student unrest or collective action. Critical and Sensi-
tive Periods on Chinese university campuses are politically precarious and
demanding moments for the state. To guard order, the state takes extraor-
dinary measures to pacify simmering tensions by monitoring critical social
spaces, exerting tightened control over critical social groups, and prevent-
ing the mobilizing energies of the campus from materializing in the most
critical moments of national and international politics.

Chapter 7 concludes the book by placing the story in perspective. It
summarizes the main arguments, discusses the concept of state remaking,
defines the primary state projects of signification, regulation, and incen-
tivization for state rebuilding, reviews the need to anchor the state revival
projects in the political everyday, details the four types of infrastructure—
institutional, significative, regulatory, and incentivizing—that state rebuild-
ers need to overhaul, and looks into the campaign of state rebuilding in
post-Tiananmen Chinese universities and its implications for our under-
standing of politics in general.
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The Compromised State
and Its Reinvention

Great power announces itself by its power over order. It discovers
order, creates order, maintains it, or destroys it. Power is indeed the
central, order-related event.

—Edward Shils, The Constitution of Society, 1982, 128

Power enforces the terms on which things must be done at the most
everyday of levels.

—Derek Sayer, Everyday Forms of State Formation, 1994, 375

The State Being Compromised

In a modern society, the state is the creator, guardian, and enforcer par
excellence of political order. Positioned as the main claimant of the largest
share of a national community’s material, coercive, and symbolic capital,
the state uses that capital strategically to invent, justify, and maintain politi-
cal order—the arrangement of public life and the disposition of political
power in the manner willed by the sovereign force of the day. Under differ-
ent regime contexts, a sovereign will can be mandated by royal fiats issued
from the throne, resolved at conclaves of the Politburo, or voiced by the
ballots of the people. Yet regardless of regime type, history has shown that
neither the existence nor the proper functioning of the state as the guard-
ian of order is to be taken for granted; on many occasions, the state has
been shown to be a rather precarious institutional form that can succumb

22



The Compromised State and Its Reinvention 23

to various centrifugal forces and external shocks. Even a highly institu-
tionalized, long-naturalized, and immensely routinized state may become
“temporarily or situationally weak because of internal antagonisms, man-
agement flaws, greed, despotism, or external attacks” (Rotberg 2004, 4).

A state’s being compromised, however unexpected in each individual
case, is not an unusual political phenomenon from a historical view.! A
rotten legitimation base weakens the state’s claim to the right to rule and
makes it more difficult for the state to justify its policy lines. A fundamental
shift in the allocation mechanism of a society’s scarce resources (such as
opportunities for upward mobility), or a significant increase in the size of
reckoned stakeholders who are eligible to claim a share of the governmen-
tal coffer, endangers the state’s ability to reward conformity and punish
defiance. A hampered regulatory infrastructure in the public sphere places
the state in a disadvantageous position in its ongoing competition with
rival suppliers of authority in public life and organizational activities. With
a waning ability to influence social actors, the state becomes less capable of
enforcing its preferred rules, maintaining political arrangements tailored
to its will, or undertaking developmental projects according to its design.
As Stephen Skowronek argued, commenting on antebellum state recon-
struction in the United States,

In the course of a nation’s development, an impasse may be reached
in relations between an established state and its society, an impasse
in which the most basic political and institutional arrangements
structuring state operations are no longer pertinent to the task of
maintaining order. . . . Vindicating the state’s claims to control under
such conditions would require a reconstruction of the foundations
of official power within the state apparatus and a redefinition of the
routine mode of governmental operations. (1982, 13)

In this book, I call a state that is in a substantially weakened position in
terms of signifying its own legitimating narrative, competing for con-
trol in the public space, and regulating social actors’ behavior, a compro-
mised state. The bureaucratic structure and coercive machinery of a com-
promised state may be largely intact, yet under the impact of domestic
shocks or foreign influence, the justifiability of its right to rule decreases,
its instruments for regulating social life become less effective, and state-
social links are mutilated; thus, the state may not be able to defend against
societal challenges to its authority, coordinate state-society interactions, or
forge society-wide loyalty to its own advantage. The use of state violence
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in solving societal uprising itself is an indicator of the compromise of the
state. Among the possible causes of a state being compromised, political
crises—especially those that feature entrenched, emotional, hostile, and
ideologically charged confrontations between the state and society—are
particularly conducive to the rapid deterioration of a state’s symbolic, regu-
latory, and incentivization capacity. A compromised state needs to manage
its own salvation.

However, a compromised state is not a failed one. “Nation-states fail
when they are consumed by internal violence and cease delivering positive
political goods to their inhabitants,” wrote Robert I. Rotberg (2004, 1).
He thus recommended that a performance criterion be used to distinguish
strong states from weak states, and weak states from failed or collapsed
states (Rotberg 2004). Here, performance was defined as the levels of the
state’s effective delivery of the most crucial political goods. Internationally,
a failed state suffers from “the formal loss of control over foreign policy
making to another state” (Fazal 2007, 1). Combined together, a failed state
is most often defined by the loss—to varied extents—of its state infrastruc-
tural power: the institutional capability of the state apparatus to perform
basic public functions and provide basic public goods.

But a compromised state is different. First, a compromised state does
not lose control over the territories under its rule, although its capability
to project power and achieve its policy goals has been substantially weak-
ened. Whereas today’s failed states are “incapable of projecting power and
asserting authority within their own borders, leaving their territories gov-
ernmentally empty” (Rotberg 2002, 128), a compromised state still firmly
holds its territorial borders, maintains its basic bureaucratic structure, and
remains integrally sovereign. Nevertheless, its compromised ability to
effect political signification, contest for control in public life, and regulate
the behavior of societal actors leaves the state’s authority in limbo and its
future uncertain.

Second, a failed state often has a vacuum of governmental authority
and rampant criminal violence, whereas a compromised state still main-
tains proper social order, narrowly defined, which ensures human security,
the preservation of physical infrastructure, and the provision of necessary
public goods; it allows people to continue their everyday routines. Never-
theless, a compromised state’s ability to nurture political consensus, over-
haul policy, carry out national projects, conduct political bargaining, wage
wars, and deal with large-scale social resistance may be seriously compro-
mised. Given the lack of proper political instrumentality, at the end of the
day, a compromised state often has no choice but to maintain order by
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implementing martial law or conducting pervasive criminal prosecutions
against actual and potential rebels. A compromised state cannot integrate
civil society into the cooperation, negotiation, and dynamism of national
politics, and its society experiences political alienation and apathy.

Third, a failed state falls apart after it has lost its ability to win com-
petitions with other authority centers for control and domination over
the nation’s public life. However, even though a compromised state may
not be able to maintain its old power status and regulate social actors as
effectively as the reigning elites would have wanted, it remains an active,
strategic, and sufficiently autonomous participant in the battle for power.
A compromised state that has begun to decay institutionally and politically
may nevertheless maintain a strong resolve and clear intention to secure an
advantageous position against competing social centers of authority.

Unlike state failure, state compromise is reversible. Because the com-
promised state still possesses considerable capacity to provide basic public
goods, project power, exert rule, and maintain social tranquility amid try-
ing circumstances, with the proper design and execution of institutional
reforms and the effective use of statecraft, it can revive itself as a fully
functional and competent state on new terms. Yet the root causes for a
state being compromised are found within the state apparatus itself. Vio-
lent state-society confrontation leaves the legitimating footing of the state
dwindling with postcrisis uncertainties; from there, the state has to rein-
vent new and updated baseline political rhetorics. Whereas the old ways of
dominating the society are scattered into pieces by the new social normalcy,
the state is compelled to use its remaining institutional capacity to build
up new institutional edifices of control from the remnants of the obsolete
and archaic. In public life, the state also concentrates its staying capac-
ity to reestablish its advantage in its competition with rivalry suppliers of
social, political, and organizational authority. New tool kits are needed to
maintain a remodeled incentivization infrastructure that effectively shapes
people’s behavior, induces compliance, and deters open defiance. Instead of
looking for salvation from elsewhere, the compromised state has to rein-
vent itself from within itself.

State Reinvention in the Everyday
How a political order is created, effectuated, and maintained is one of

the central concerns in studies of modern states. Immensely insightful
as they have been, however, existing studies have overly focused on elite-
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level coalition building and strategic statecraft; insufficient attention has
been devoted to how a compromised state can reinvent itself within itself
and from itself after overcoming the critical moment of vulnerability. In
other words, rather than emphasizing a state’s founding moment, political
research should focus more on the process through which a compromised
political order rebuilds itself from within.

Institutionalized Political Order

The state is itself the materialization and embodiment of a territorially
demarcated and institutionally defined political order. As Samuel P. Hun-
tington (1968) argued, “the most important political distinction among
countries concerns not their form of government but their degree of gov-
ernment” (1). However compromised or weakened, the state provides the
principal dynamism behind the formation, sustenance, and evolution of
the institutionalized figuration of a national community. The core of com-
pliance, order, and control in the phenomenal experiences being lived in
the modern political world is embodied in and maintained by the state
(Acemoglu and Robinson 2019). Indeed, “an understanding of how societ-
ies persist and change must start with the organizations that exercise social
control, that subordinate individual inclinations to the behaviour these
organizations prescribe” (Migdal 2011, 48).

While the state is preeminent among all rule-making, life-shaping, and
law-giving entities in people’s everyday lifeworlds, two points are critical
before we discuss the reinvention of statist order. First, state power is a
multivocal and multifaced concept; it is never uniform or monotonal. In
this book, I define power as one party’s influence over another party to
reduce the unpredictability of the latter’s choice of action in a direction
that is congruent with the former’s preference. Statist power is most dis-
cernibly manifested in its structuring of people’s everyday experiences, as
the state reduces their unpredictability in the direction of its own prefer-
ences. Power is an everyday process that continuously generates order by
restricting the number of options that are otherwise available to people in
historically concrete scenarios, and the exercise of state power is bound
to be complex, quotidian, and nuanced, being reckoned not only in the
grandeur of state-made spectacles but also in the most mundane details of
everyday lifeworlds. After all, even the most majestic power is “at its most
intense and durable when running silently through the repetition of insti-
tutionalized practices” (Giddens 1987, 9).

Second, the state exercises power on competitive rather than monopo-
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listic terms. At the beginning of the twentieth century, Max Weber defined
the rational-bureaucratic state as “a compulsory association which orga-
nizes domination” that “has been successful in seeking to monopolize the
legitimate use of physical force as a means of domination within a terri-
tory” (1946, 82-83). The post-Weberian scholarship, largely based on sub-
sequent human experiences, questioned this monopolistic concept; they
increasingly saw the state as just a competitor—albeit a strong and capable
one in many cases—with nonstate actors and organizations (Migdal 2011),
or as a “cage of norms” for the power to shape, regulate, and control peo-
ple’s everyday life experiences (Acemoglu and Robinson 2019). There is an
intrinsic discrepancy between the state’s “image of a coherent, controlling
organization in a territory” and “the actual practices of its multiple parts”
(Migdal 2011, 16): it has been well established that the state must compete
for social control with multiple centers of power and authority within its
claimed territory. The modern state has to operate on competitive terms
to assert control and maintain order in a fragmented and pulverized social
reality.

Institutionalist studies of political order in the past two decades have
broken important ground. In the narratives these influential works offer,
the state emerges from the background of a messy social arena as an auto-
matic, quasi-rule-based, and even self-constrained center of power. States
are no longer seen as structures of suppression that simply operate at the
pleasure of a dictator; rather, they are perceived as a systemic political order
that has its own operational logic, institutional attributes, historical conti-
nuity, and sociopolitical fixations. As research has progressed, perceptions
of the state have gone beyond the muddy chaos of despotism, court con-
spiracies, coups d’état, and bloodshed. States have crystallized into recog-
nizable institutional entities that political scientists can study and explore,
identifying their common logics of operation.

Over the past two decades, scholars have proposed various theories of
how institutionalized political order is created and maintained, or how
institutions help forge elite coalitions, shape elite-mass interactions, or pre-
vent intra-elite coups d’état from taking place (for example, Herbst 2000;
Bellin 2005; Schedler 2013; Pepinsky 2009; Ginsburg and Moustafa 2008;
Schedler 2013). Institutions with some degree of “democratic” appearance
have received particular attention (for example, Gandhi 2008; Brownlee
2007; Magaloni 2006; Lust-Okar 2005; Meng 2020; Svolik 2012). Specific
institutional devices may be helpful for states to maintain institutional-
ized political order. For example, some regimes use a unique institutional
structure, administrative mass organizations, which are modeled on con-
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script armies, to effectuate and maintain political order, supplemented by
the deployment of naked state violence against the most determined oppo-
nents. In such a “conscription society,” the organization controls its mem-
bers through shaping their everyday experiences in a multitude of ways,
including material dependency, time consumption, loyalty rituals, confer-
ring honors, the organized used of supporters, and self-directed local par-
ticipation (Kasza 1995, 52-53). Institutionalist studies on the state have
provided more than functional-institutionalist theories; comparative his-
torical institutionalist studies have also examined the importance of timing,
sequence, critical junctures, and other path-dependent factors in effectuat-
ing and maintaining institutionalized political order, thus linking the insti-
tutional aspects of the modern state with the complex historical landscape
(Geddes, Wright, and Frantz 2018; Levitsky and Way 2022; Slater 2010;
Greitens 2016).

However, prior theories share two common shortcomings. First, most
theories treat the invention and maintenance of an institutionalized politi-
cal order in the form of the state as a unidimensional process that takes
place in one single institutional field; they overlook its multivocal and
multidimensional nature. As this book demonstrates, control and order are
both dynamic processes involving cognitive, regulatory, and incentiviza-
tion parameters. The cognitive parameter refers to the society’s explicit
and implicit acceptance of and submission to the state’s significative narra-
tive. Once it is widely accepted by society, such a narrative, controlled and
manipulated by the state and its agents, becomes the legitimating basis for
and baseline political rhetoric of the national community. The regulatory
parameter refers to the state’s contentious position in its battle for domina-
tion in the public space and associational life with alternative or would-be
centers of authority, which include but are not limited to societal, academic,
spiritual, and foreign sources of authority and influence. The incentiviza-
tion parameter refers to the state’s competency, through the deployment of
positive and negative sanctioning devices, to punish defiance and correct
delinquency, to encourage and reward obedience, and to defy heterodox
societal beliefs and behavior. These tripartite parameters work simultane-
ously in the compromised state’s order-building project.

Second, most theories on the modern state have a strong elitist bias—
they tend to overwhelmingly stress the importance of elite coalition,
buying-off tactics, or co-optation strategies. They also tend to concen-
trate more on the high politics occurring in the grand halls of the state
or within powerful cliques, paying less attention to the ways in which the
state shapes, regulates, forges, and naturalizes itself in the everyday rhythm
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and temporal-spatial structure of the lived experiences of ordinary people
under its rule. This omission has led studies on institutionalized political
order to miss the important component of the state’s engineering to create
and maintain its command over the political everydayness. Echoing recent
calls for recognition of the importance of the political everyday lifeworld
under non-Western regime settings,’, this book argues that the pervasive
infiltration of state power into the everyday life of the critical social groups
and the state’s capacity to reform these groups is essential for our under-
standing of any institutionalized political order.

The People and the Space

Scholars have detailed the steps for resuscitating political order when
a state has failed, but scant attention has been given to the process of
reversing a state that has been compromised. To remake political order
after state failure, it is believed, for example, that a crucial step is restor-
ing the “utility” of the state (i.e., making the state usable to major interest
groups) and reinventing “stakes” for societal actors (i.e., those with deep
interests held in the state) (Meierhenrich 2004, 153-69). Disbarring and
demobilizing insurgent groups and reintegrating members of these groups
into a normalized society is also considered a necessary move (Colletta,
Kostner, and Wiederhofer 2004, 170-81). Reestablishing the rule of law
(Rose-Ackerman 2004), building effective trust (Widner 2004), revamping
a functional civil society (Posner 2004), restoring the economic function-
ing of the state (Snodgrass 2004), and transforming the institutions of war
(Lyons 2004) are also essential in such a situation. Moreover, as opposi-
tion parties offer a “clear, plausible, and critical governing alternative,”
building robust political opposition in the posterisis era can often induce
the ruling political party to “moderate their behaviour, create formal state
institutions, and share power” and thus help “inadvertently build the state”
(Grzymala-Busse 2007, 1).

Undertaking different remedies naturally leads to divergent outcomes
of state remaking, yet all these prescribed antidotes to state decay and
breakdown are less applicable to a compromised state such as China after
the 1989 Tiananmen Movement. Unlike a completely dysfunctional state,
the post-Tiananmen Chinese state maintains a functioning bureaucratic
skeleton that includes a judiciary capable of adjudicating civil disputes
and criminal charges, preserving the established social fabric (although
the need for new negotiations for societal cooperation has become com-
pelling), and possessing the competence to keep domestic tranquility and
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control crime. In addition, with the old state institutions remaining largely
intact in the compromised state, the multiparty competition and populist
political mandate that usually follow a regime collapse do not exist. Yet
domestic calamity and radicalized political confrontation precipitated the
state’s loss of legitimacy, and loss of control over the country’s critical social
groups and social spaces, including educated youth. The state even faces
challenges in justifying its own existence.

The compromised state appears feeble in its efforts to justifying its own
existence, sluggish in its attempt to generate society-wide compliance to its
rule, and vulnerable in its battle with would-be centers of power in public
life, which may see opportunities to strike. The Chinese state immediately
after the crackdown on the Tiananmen Movement in 1989 is a quintes-
sential compromised state suffering from an array of deep-seated issues:
the state’s weakened legitimation base makes the prevailing political rheto-
ric, featured by a teleological vision of an egalitarian utopian future and a
revolutionary altruism morality, dubious and fake. The invalidation of old
instruments of control under the shockwaves of rapid marketization leaves
an increasingly large portion of the society out of governmental command,
and the state’s rival suppliers of authority in public life, such as parallel
organizations, religious solidarities, and civil society networks, are not only
possible but flourishing. With the fading away of Maoist mass movement
and the associated participatory enticement, the state loses its ability not
only to incentivize loyalty but to monitor compliance.

Overall, in the era after 1989, the undermined governability of the
compromised state poses a fatal threat to the reigning regime of China. To
survive, the compromised state is impelled to undertake a complete over-
haul of the state order—rather than a mere jump-start of old engines. To
remain in power, the post-Tiananmen Chinese regime sets out to reinvent
a state within and from itself—only on new terms. The aim is to reestablish
an institutional structure that facilitates the state’s reach into social fabrics,
reinvigorates the legitimation footing that justifies the state’s right to rule,
reasserts the state’s regulative capacity over the public sphere, and revi-
talizes an outmoded infrastructure that engenders incentives for political
compliance. In undertaking to rebuild the institutional order, the compro-
mised state has a list of priorities (Eisenstadt 2017, 3). Yet, to manage its
own salvation, a compromised state’s foremost concern is always to rees-
tablish control over the country’s critical social groups (zhongdian renqun)
and reenact regulation within critical social spaces (zhongdian chusuo). In
a similar vein, when commenting on the effectiveness of Mao Zedong’s
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“mass line” tactics, Dimitar D. Gueorguiev (2021) wrote that “the whole
of mainland China was arguably too large and too complex for the CCP to
fully grasp. As a result, the CCP was forced to target its control function
within urban centers and production corps, and toward specific population
groups” (56).

Ciritical social groups—such as the technical intelligentsia in the Soviet
Union, or tenant farmers in the British Raj—live on the margins of the
radiant network of state control and have subjectivities that may diverge
hugely from the state’s hegemonic cultural influence and political will. The
relationship of these groups with the ruling clique of the day is precarious
at best. Neither their loyalty nor their conformity is written in stone, and
foreign, external, and communal influences can claim their sympathy given
the right circumstances. From time to time in history, such critical social
groups are imbued with strong antisystem potential and a proven capabil-
ity to provide alternative or even revolutionary imageries for the future.

In the postcrisis context, critical social groups are ostensibly comprised
of citizens who share a similar socially or naturally forged identity, who suf-
fered the most in their everyday lives prior to the crisis, and who endured
the largest collective loss during the crisis. However, these groups are not
merely a product of the ex post contingencies of a national crisis; their
existence is a priori. Members of a critical social group maintain a close
internal network of solidarity that is based on shared professional commit-
ment, religious bonds, or collective memories. Moreover, they usually have
an intentionally or unintentionally different diagnosis of the sociopolitical
reality and have aspirations and plans for the future that run afoul of those
advocated by the state. Sharing a discordant worldview and value system,
they maintain behavioral autonomy, albeit constrained by the state’s legal
and political devices, by associating with each other in a communal man-
ner and preserving a spatiotemporal structure that tries to escape from the
reach of the state.?

Members of critical social groups inhabit and live their everyday expe-
riences in critical social spaces. Within this socially produced spatiality,
mobilizational networks, political symbolism, or a shared sense of belong-
ing may be nurtured, and activities deemed harmful by the ruling political
order may take place. These spheres usually have physical boundaries (such
as university campuses, public squares, dissident bookstores, underground
churches, and jungle camps of guerrilla fighters), but their more important
dimensions are the symbolic meaning, interpersonal bonds, and socializing
effects that are generated, maintained, revived, and disseminated. As Wil-
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liam H. Sewell Jr. argued, “it is a space that is used, seen, and experienced”
(2001, 53). The high concentration of people with similar social attributes
within a critical social space enables the inhabitants to maintain a lively
public life. These spaces are thus turned into meeting places for the crucial
social relationships and connecting nodes for different historical periods,
where the legacies of foregone eras can be most easily found and observed;
these legacies may still exert influence on the contemporary narrative, the
symbolic order, and individual behavior.

Ciritical social spaces are containers for specific practices, actions, net-
works, and identities that an order-seeking state seeks to monitor, regulate,
and govern. Critical social groups and critical social spaces meet in people’s
everyday lived experiences. For instance, on the university campus, the
everyday lives of students provide both the duration and the territory for
social forces to take effect, for political discourses to take shape, and for the
most powerful of the competing centers of authorities to take command.
Space is always lived and continuously transformed by the minute practices
of the everyday (Lanza 2010, 7). Lived experiences give life and form to the
otherwise docile and formless spatiotemporal structure of political order;
they offer a handle and pathway for the order-seeking state to exert its
influence on the everyday-ness in the social sphere.

The political everyday is the confluence point of institutional dyna-
mism, societal networks, and state imperatives. As David W. Lovell (1984)
argued, what “fired Marx’s enthusiasm for the Paris Commune” was “its
fostering of politics as an activity integral to man’s existence, not separate
from him as under the system of ‘alien politics’ embodied in the existence
of a state” (69). As this book shows, in the university, the transmutation
between time and space in the everyday brings political order into focus
and is one of the chosen sites for the compromised state to begin its project
of rebuilding a political order.

Understanding the state’s domination in the political everyday is thus
of central importance for understanding the state’s overall restorative
undertaking to reassert control. As Anthony Giddens argued, “all social
reproduction and . . . all systems of power are grounded in the ‘predictabil-
ity’ of day-to-day routines. The predictable—that is to say, regularised—
character of day-to-day activity is not something that just ‘happens,’ it is
in substantial part ‘made to happen’ (1987, 11). The silhouettes of the
political everyday reflect the contours of state order. For the rebuilders of
a state, it is essential to keep critical social groups at bay and critical social
spaces under control; in this field, the state simply needs to win the day.
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Infrastructures for Statism

The post-Tiananmen Chinese Communist Party’s project to salvage the
compromised state and reinvent the infrastructures of statism essentially
operates in distinct fields with different concerns, strategies, operational
contrivances, and reservoirs of instruments. Divergent theories about the
making of state order suggest that probing the multivocal process in which
order is invented and preserved in the political everyday remains a cru-
cial undertaking for students of the state in all its variants. For example,
as Margaret Levi (1997) argued, perceptually, a citizen’s compliance with
state order comes from her conception of the government as “trustworthy
and she is satisfied other citizens are also engaging in ethical reciprocity”
(19). And “the more a government is capable of credible commitments and
the more its procedures meet prevailing standards of fairness, the more
trustworthy that government will seem” (Levi 1997, 21). How this percep-
tual foundation for state order is being formed has to be discovered in the
political everyday.

Behaviorally, the stability of a political order may depend on the range
of continued and repeated interactions between rulers and subjects in
terms of testing each other’s boundaries of tolerance. As Barrington Moore
(1978) argued, “what takes place . . . is a continued probing on the part of
the rulers and subjects to find out what they can get away with, to test and
discover the limits of obedience and disobedience. . . . The more stable the
society, the narrower the range within which this testing and discovering
take place” (71).

Studies on the invention and maintenance of colonial order or foreign
occupation have provided particularly valuable insights into the multiele-
ment structure of state order that exists only within the political everyday.
Mahmood Mamdani (1996) found that to ensure compliance and order, a
colonial state in its “mature stage” often deploys a governing structure that
he termed the “bifurcated state” to address the “native question” of how
a tiny foreign minority can “rule over an indigenous majority” (16). This
bifurcated mode of state formation features a combination of direct rule
prevailing in urban areas and indirect rule in rural areas, signifying tribal
authority. Under the colonial state, the former urban practice excludes the
native population from civil freedoms, but the latter incorporates natives
into a state-enforced customary order. Thus, Mamdani showed that to
maintain control and order, the colonial state must wield dual forms of
power under a single hegemonic authority (18).
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The British Raj, the colonial state established by the British Empire in
India, features “an orderly control in which force . . . had to learn to live
with institutions and ideologies designed to generate consent” (Guha 1997,
25). To establish and maintain order in India, the colonial state had to fall
back on the traditional Indian concept of danda to exert coercive force,
and to use a combination of discourse on improvement and dharma (i.e.,
virtue, moral duty)—both in the nuanced political everyday—to exercise
persuasive power (Guha 1997, 25-35). Even an alien ruler can maintain a
legitimate rule “to the degree that rulers effectively produce the right kinds
of collective goods, and allocate these goods fairly to the ruled” in the lat-
ter’s everyday experiences (Hechter 2013, 3).

Timur Kuran (1995) argues, “Individuals routinely applauded speakers
they disliked, joined organizations whose mission they opposed, ostracized
dissidents they admired, and followed orders they considered nonsensical,
unjust, or inhuman, among other manifestations of consent and accom-
modation” (119). While the Soviet political order was capable of maintain-
ing itself where “the perception that society is at least publicly behind the
Party” was reinforced by society’s “preparedness to conform to the political
status quo” (123), in this theory, the origin of this prevalent culture of “fal-
sification of preference” in favor of political conformism remains obscure.
While Kuran (1995) convincingly demonstrated that it was a “culture of
mendacity”—the pervasive conformism of the people to state-mandated
activities—that sustained the Soviet political order in the everyday, in his
theory, the origin of this prevalent culture of “falsification of preference”
in favor of political subjugation remains obscure. This book shows that, in
post-Tiananmen China, conformism is the outcome of a coordinated and
multivocal state project that engineers stability with the aid of the infra-
structures of statism.

For the modern state, establishing order and control has become a
complex business, where the state may increasingly need to deploy a full
set of nuanced, normalized, and layered instruments to secure an organiza-
tional and ideological grip over society. This demands more synthetic and
analytical frameworks for understanding state order and state power, going
beyond the “power debate” that focuses on how a powerful party can win in
a war over policy preferences or agenda setting. (Machiavelli 1513 [1998];
Schattschneider 1960; Arendt 1969; Bachrach and Baratzm 1970; Gaventa
1980; Lukes 2005).

The critical project undertaken by the state rebuilders is upheld by
the reconstructed institutional, significative, regulatory, and incentiviza-
tion infrastructures: the basic structural-functional components of statism.
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Each of these basic infrastructures also represents a crucial aspect of the
state’s capacity to extend control over the social realm. It is worth noting,
however, that the different infrastructures of statism are interconnected
processes and social spheres, rather than separate structures of fixed spati-
ality. I use Joel S. Migdal’s (2011) concept that these processes refer to “the
ongoing struggles among shifting coalitions over the rules for daily behav-
iour” and they “determine how societies and states create and maintain
distinct ways of structuring day-to-day life” (11).

The institutional infrastructure provides an overall structure through
which the state can organize the critical social groups, arrange the critical
social spaces, reassert its control over the social realm, and rebuild state
order to the will of the incumbent regime. The institutional infrastructure
gives the sprawling social spaces a tailored form in the image of the state
itself, a hierarchical central-periphery structure based on reckoned politi-
cal loyalty and an institutional web that weaves the state’s presence into
people’s everyday experiences (Whyte 1974; Koss 2018). The institutional
infrastructure connects the state and society, in fact mingling the two into
one inseparable entity with strong significative, regulatory, and incentiv-
ization capacities. Also, by replicating the state’s political practices at the
micro level and in the everyday lifeworlds, the institutional infrastructure
spreads out the institutional form of the state, colonizing a sprawling civil
society by hollowing out the latter’s autonomous form, and thus holding
sway again over an increasingly independent social sphere in the postcrisis
era. As Hillel Soifer and Matthias vom Hau (2008) argued, “the ability of
states is . . . crucially shaped by the organizational networks that they coor-
dinate, control and construct” (222).

The significative infrastructure facilitates the renewal and update of the
meta-narratives that can justify the state’s right to rule after its devastating
political clash with dissenting social forces, ensuring that the renovated
baseline political rhetorics of the state meet the new demands on fresh
terms in the postcrisis era. By deploying the significative infrastructure,
the state blends its legitimation message into the discursive fabrics of the
people’s daily lives, rendering the state’s baseline political language, sym-
bols, and meaning a natural, repetitive, and tedious presence in people’s
everyday lifeworlds. As Lily L. Tsai (2021) argued, in the two millennia
of recorded history, the Chinese state has always sought to portray “itself
as the creator and enforcer of a value system that provided social order
and meaning to the everyday lives of ordinary people” (77). Obviously, this
task can only be accomplished with the aid of a robust state significative
infrastructure. With this infrastructure, the state strives to establish and
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maintain a symbolic order that masks, decorates, and upholds the reigning
power structure of the day. By deploying the significative infrastructure,
the state’s baseline goal is to maintain the society’s submission in form to
the symbol, ideology, founding myth, and official discourse being advo-
cated by the political regime; its ultimate goal is indoctrination—the genu-
ine belief in and autonomous internalization by members of the society of
official symbolism and discourses propagated by the state.

The regulatory infrastructure rectifies organizational life, manages
interpersonal communications, organizes collective activities, and governs
the socialization processes taking place in everyday lifeworlds, looking to
securing the state’s decisive edge in combating rival suppliers of authority
in public life. With the regulatory infrastructure, the state competes with
various kinds of centrifugal forces that drag social actors away from state
order and with alternative power centers that attempt to establish paral-
lel influence in the political everyday. By deploying the regulatory infra-
structure, the state’s baseline goal is to remain competitive in a market of
competition for control over the subjects; its ultimate goal is to dominate
the field, and it holds a forcefully advantageous position in shaping the
subjects’ preference in that field.

The incentivization infrastructure is also established to properly reward
loyalty, punish defiance, and deter the formation of oppositional forces.
For this purpose, a refurbished surveillance framework is also put in place
so that compliance can be measured, monitored, created, and enforced.
With the incentivization infrastructure, the state seeks to establish and
maintain a disciplinary order, by which it attempts to sanction overt defi-
ance, correct behavior irregularities, detect and tackle hidden resistance,
and ensure all-around conformity in the terrain it seeks to control. In using
the incentivization infrastructure, the baseline goal of the state is to forge
behavioral obedience; its ultimate goal is to create a disciplinary regime
based on voluntary assent, willingness to collaborate, and self-motivated
submission to rules that shape not only people’s behavior but their ways of
thinking, their preferences, and their attention.

Anchoring the Political Everyday

“The everyday is simultaneously the site of, the theatre for, and what is at
stake in a conflict between great indestructible rhythms and the processes
imposed by the socio-economic organisation of production, consumption,
circulation and habitat” (Lefebvre and Régulier 2013, 82). The everyday
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political life under an institutionalized political order is a meeting place
for state forces and societal dynamism. The spatial-temporal structure of
the everyday is both shaped by and reflects the interaction between grand
statecraft and on-the-ground negotiation, the synergy between elite vision
and mass imagination, and the convergence of high politics and subaltern
networks. To effectuate and maintain an effective political order, the mod-
ern state is always concerned about shaping, controlling, and structuring
the everyday. As Fabio Lanza wrote, politics lies in “the ability to produce
a space in which a new everyday can be experienced, new relationships
formed, and alternative lives can be lived. Space is not simply the stage of
events but truly the stake of political struggles” (2010, 7).

Regional studies on states in various cultural contexts have a rich tra-
dition of exploring the rhythm, rhetoric, and structure of the political
everyday. Students of the modern Chinese state have long been interested
in discovering the political structures embedded in the everyday experi-
ences of the “ordinary and obscure individuals who lived in the shadow
of great architecture and great men” (Strand 1989, xii). By doing so, they
have sought to decipher the political foundation, operational principles,
and networked societal dynamism underlying the political order of the
body politic (Strand 1989; Duara 1988). Scholarly interest in the everyday
political life of ordinary Chinese in the communist era has not faded, and
new insights continue to emerge from scholars’ persistent exploration of
the traces of the Chinese state’s various initiatives to create order through
shaping and regulating people’s everyday lifeworlds (e.g., Henderson and
Cohen 1984; Walder 1984). Beyond China, a growing cohort of scholars
of the state have also theorized about the hidden everyday groundwork for
institutionalized political order (e.g., Wedeen 1999; Blaydes 2018; Khoury
2013; Bayat 2013). With that, successful resistance movements in the Mid-
dle East have contested the many forms of domination that “clothes itself
in the guise of normality, of routine, of a presence that need not be ques-
tioned because it is so much part of the ‘natural’ order of things” (Tripp
2013, 2). These insightful studies demonstrated that, to understand the
institutionalized political order disguised as normalcy, we must discern
how the state structures, commands, and shapes the spatiotemporal struc-
ture of the everyday experiences lived by different social groups in differ-
ent social spaces.

Three points are salient. First, a nuanced understanding of the everyday
rhythm in these crucial social spaces helps the authors accurately identify
the pulse of the institutionalized political order in operation as lived expe-
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rience. For instance, by studying “the characteristics of everyday life in fac-
tory settings,” Andrew G. Walder (1984) illustrated the communist neotra-
ditionalist image of the Maoist political order.* Also, the collusion between
state and societal forces in bolstering state rule as well as the “seepage” of
the regime’s security mandate from one policy area to another can only
be found in a careful examination of the rhythms of the political everyday
(e.g., Wallace 2014; Rithmire 2015; Mattingly 2020; Pan 2020; Ong 2022).

Second, the relevance of nuanced subjectivity and the diversified expe-
riences of the people who live under an institutionalized political order
is central to our understanding of the foundational importance for state
power of controlling people’s everyday lifeworlds. Scholars have asked that
attention be devoted to the richness of the local “folk” variants of political
processes and to the lively negotiation of state rule that takes place on the
everyday level. They found revolutionary and postrevolutionary state for-
mation to be a “culturally complex, historically generated process” that was
“embodied in the forms, routines, rituals, and discourses of rule” (Joseph
and Nugent 1994, 5, 20). Political and cultural understandings of the state’s
efforts to effectuate and maintain order in the everyday rhythm of people’s
lived experience are conceptually and empirically indispensable.

Third, state power exercised and manifested in the political everyday
and through people’s quotidian lifeworlds can exert a strong shaping effect
on the social realm. In the twentieth century, Japan’s state-directed cam-
paigns of “social management” are “a powerful pattern of governance in
which the state has historically intervened to shape how ordinary Japanese
thought and behaved.” These intrusive state campaigns undertook to mold
the everyday mindsets, habits, and practices of ordinary Japanese, reflect-
ing the “unrelenting drive by a transcendent state to control society as a
whole”—a “state in everyday life” (6, 16).°

As Derek Sayer (1994) contended, “power enforces the terms on which
things 7zust be done at the most everyday of levels” (italics original); essen-
tially, power is “an organisation of the times and spaces within which indi-
vidual life is lived” (375). To grasp these “most deeply buried structures of
the different social worlds” (Bourdieu 1996, 1) that build up the institu-
tionalized political order, we must go back to the point of origin and sphere
of ultimate power: the political everyday. In Michel de Certeau’s words,
there is a pressing need to rescue the operational combination (les combina-
toires d’opérations) of everyday practices from obscurity and make it explicit
(1984). Only by anchoring in the political everyday can we fully grasp the
“real” operative logic of the social and political world in which we live.
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Visibility of the State

The state establishes and maintains political order by manifesting itself as
“an effect of detailed processes of spatial organisation, temporary arrange-
ment, functional specification, and supervision and surveillance” (Mitchell
1991, 95). However, when the state operates to produce order and exert
control, it does not always make itself visible in all the political fields.
Sometimes, the state’s presence in the political field is announced, overt,
and even heavily propagated; on other occasions, however, the state oper-
ates in secret. The visible state is not only present in spectacular ceremo-
nies, rituals, and grand projects, but is woven into the everyday experience
of the social groups under its rule. When the state chooses to be invis-
ible, its political operations are disguised behind administrative, scientific,
or moral narratives and are often implemented behind a civilian facade
by intermediary organizations, brokerage institutions, or secret agencies.
Robert Nisbet (1975) quite accurately noted, “What has in fact happened
during the past half century is that the bulk of power in our society, as it
affects our intellectual, economic, social and cultural existences, has become
largely invisible” (italics original) (178). To understand state rebuilding, it
is crucial to understand this often-nuanced alternation between state vis-
ibility and invisibility.

By nature, the state has an abstract side, and it has been deemed by
some as a subjective, conceptual, and cognitive construct: “an abstraction
in relation to the concrete-ness of the social” (Nisbet, 96). Yet despite its
occasional invisibility, the state remains an essential and discernible entity.
The essentiality of the state is embedded in the lived experience of the
political everyday. As Timothy Mitchell (1991) wrote,

A construct like the state occurs not merely as a subjective belief,
incorporated in the thinking and action of individuals. It is repre-
sented and reproduced in visible, everyday forms, such as the lan-
guage of legal practice, the architecture of public buildings, the
wearing of military uniforms, or the marking out and policing of
frontiers. (81)

The state’s visibility is effectuated by (a) the institutional operation of the
state bureaucracy, (b) the public exercise of state violence, (c) state ceremo-
nies, celebrations, rituals, and other spectacles, (d) symbolism embedded
in state-invented cultural codes, and (e) the state’s official narrative main-
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tained through propaganda, historiography, and education. Compared to
primitive and traditional states, modernity increases the visibility, mobility,
and intrusiveness of state power in the everyday life experiences of the citi-
zenry, and the state’s visibility and invisibility have a dialectic relationship.

The state chooses to be invisible for a variety of reasons. Antonio
Gramsci (1971) argued that hegemony and dominance by the ruling class
can be effectuated through the intelligentsia, who serve as the dominant
groups’ “deputies” and exercise the “subaltern functions of social hege-
mony and political government.” Gramsci emphasized that the intelligen-
tsia do not serve the dominant social group directly; instead, their actions
must be “‘mediated’ by the whole fabric of society and by the complex of
superstructure” (1971, 12). In the Gramscian sense, the pervasiveness of
such efforts to effect hegemony make the domination of the state both
invisible and indirect.

Empirically, studies of the federal and state governments of the United
States have provided enlightening reasons for state invisibility. The contra-
dictions between an antistate American political culture and the develop-
ment of a strong national identity and a strong government make symbiosis
and interdependent relationships between the state and civil society orga-
nizations the best solution to advance the American welfare state (Clem-
ens 2017). Culturally, “Americans preferred that the national government
enable rather than command” (Balogh 2009, 3). Responding to that par-
ticular cultural trait, the American state has intentionally shaped people’s
perceptions of what are state actions and what are not: “their underlying
structure remains constant, but subjective perceptions of them vary over
time” (Mayrl and Quinn 2017, 62).

Scholars have also critiqued the invisibility of the American welfare
state, the “submerged state,” worrying that it may undermine the demo-
cratic values and practice of the public and worsen the unpredictability,
vagueness, and clumsiness of public policy (Mettler 2011). Christopher
Howard (1997) used the metaphor of a coral reef to describe the advan-
tages and potential risks embedded in the invisible welfare state:

The coral reef lies beneath the surface, hard to see unless one knows
exactly where to look. Each reef plays host to a fascinating combi-
nation of flora and fauna. . . . More importantly, coral reefs grow
at varying rates and in unforeseen directions depending on water
temperature, clarity, and salinity, as well as hurricanes and disease.
(1997, 188)
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The state is by nature both visible and invisible. Scholars have provided
theoretical insights by ascribing one or the other of these characterizations
to particular nation-states, but they have rarely been considered together
in reference to one country. In this book, by exploring the post-Tiananmen
Chinese state’s efforts to rebuild order and control in the university—a
critical social space for institutionalized political order—I argue that vis-
ibility and invisibility are strategic choices the state made in the process of
effectuating and maintaining institutionalized political order. Such deci-
sions are largely contingent on the field in which the state seeks to oper-
ate. In the field of signification, the state operates more openly to project
symbolism, propagate state narratives, and solicit ideological conformity.
In the field of contestation, the state makes a calculated choice between
visibility and invisibility based on the circumstances of its competition for
domination with other power centers. When the state has a clear edge, it
tends to be visible; if not, or if it perceives itself to have a disadvantageous
position, it tends to be invisible in its operation. In the field of regulation,
the state is more likely to operate covertly.

The Reinvented State

The process of building the new political order that the post-Tiananmen
Chinese state has sought to reinvent also showcases an intraregime, incre-
mental change process I call “state reinvention,” which is manifested
through a paradigm shift in how the state maintains order and asserts social
control. Study of political regimes to date has focused on either the back-
sliding of democracy or transitions across regime types (such as democra-
tization); much less attention has been devoted to the paradigmatic change
within a regime, because there have not been many such cases. Yet intra-
regime mutation is not a new discovery. In his 1968 treatise on political
development, Samuel P. Huntington describes the process of institutional
decay caused by a mismatch between the level of institutionalized political
participation and the demand for such participation from newly emerged
social actors who press to have their voices heard. In his studies of the
Third Wave democracies, Huntington (1991) studied the phenomenon of
a “reverse wave” of democratization: the rapid deterioration of both the
stability and quality of rule in nascent democratic regimes. Francis Fuku-
yama (2014) discussed “political decay” in the sense that state institutions
cannot adapt themselves to changing circumstances and demands, such
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that competent state agencies start to malfunction. The democratic back-
sliding literature tasks itself with scrutinizing how democracies break down
and extending the research into exploring the compromised institutional
health of democratic systems, unsubstantiated democratic rights and lib-
erties, or a generic “deterioration of qualities associated with democratic
governance” (Waldner and Lust 2018, 95).

“Conceptualising intraregime changes is no easy task” (Waldner and
Lust 2018, 95). The state reconstruction project taking place in post-
Tiananmen China provided a valuable opportunity to discern the Chinese
state’s paradigmatic change in terms of asserting control over the social
realm. From 1949 and the communist victory in China, to 1976 and the
end of the Cultural Revolution, the Maoist paradigm of control based
on mass mobilization had prevailed in China. After the 1989 Tiananmen
Movement, the Chinese state started to build up a substantially different
paradigm of control. The Maoist control paradigm differed from the post-
Tiananmen paradigm in terms of institutional structure, operational strat-
egy, methods of control, reserves of resources, and the respective effects of
these factors on the subjects of control. This paradigmatic change of con-
trol signifies the process of state reinvention. Interestingly, David Stava-
sage (2020) argued in his treatise on the decline and rise of democracy that
“in the end, rather than seeing China as a deviation from a standard route
for political development set by Europeans, it is instead simply an alterna-
tive route for governance and a very stable one” (26).

After its national military victory in 1949, the Communist Party swiftly
demolished the old state machinery and established a new socialist order
of control across China. This new order was firmly rooted in an ongoing
ideological mobilization of the masses. Under such a political order, con-
trol comes from mobilization: when members of society are activated to
devote themselves to the revolutionary cause and join the ranks of practic-
ing revolutionaries, they integrate the individual into the collectivity of the
revolutionary state. The task of state control is completed automatically
through this integration. This paradigm of control saw its pinnacle in prac-
tice during the heyday of the Cultural Revolution from 1966 to 1976, but
its primitive form was nurtured much earlier than that, ostensibly with the
Yan’an Rectification Movement of the early 1940s (Selden 1971).

The Maoist paradigm of control seeks devotion based on the integra-
tion of and congruence between the collective and the individual, rather
than compliance and quiescence through imposed regulation and immer-
sive discipline. It sees members of society as a “mass” that can be educated,
indoctrinated, and subsequently integrated into the Party-state’s political



The Compromised State and Its Reinvention 43

and ideological agenda. For such an effort of mobilizational control, mass
alienation is not a premise but rather something that the control mecha-
nism strives to prevent. In a way, the Maoist control paradigm relies on
large-scale societal participation, popularly based subjectivity, and a dyna-
mism radiating from societal activism instead of the one-way projection of
state power. To the contrary, the power of the social, unleashed by the state,
takes the lead in the operation of the Maoist control model.

"The abrupt elite reshuffling after Mao’s death in 1976 precipitated not
only a change of leadership but a paradigm shift in its model of governance.
The demise of the ancien régime came about from its chronic dysfunction,
starting with the Cultural Revolution, which was an organizational mani-
festation of Mao Zedong’s distrust of the entire Party-state bureaucracy
and his belief that the revolutionary “old guards” had reduced themselves,
postvictory, to nothing more than a corrupted new class of elites endlessly
pursuing privileges and perks. From the Maoist perspective, the task of
destroying a corrupted Party-state apparatus in the making is achieved by
launching a vehement attack based on mass mobilization toward the state
machine.

The new post-Tiananmen order, however, relies on state force ahead of
societal activation. In the dichotomy of state versus society, orthodox Marx-
ist theorists emphasize the revolutionary potential of the latter against the
former. For Marxists, the instrumentality of the state in the progress of his-
tory can only be materialized through the mobilization of the power of the
most revolutionary class. The Maoist order of control follows this ratio-
nale; even the judicial, coercive, or categorizing powers that conventionally
belong to the state are effectuated through societal channels. As this book
demonstrates, the Tiananmen Movement of 1989 becomes a watershed for
the old order. Under the post-Tiananmen order of control, the respon-
sibility for maintaining political stability, effectuating control, removing
threats, punishing defiance, and deterring potential rebels is shifted from
armies of societal mobilizers toward a more bureaucratic state apparatus.
Hence, the new order appears to be more stationary than dynamic.

The new order of control is no longer predominantly “thematic,” peda-
gogical, and agitated; rather, it is quotidian and everyday—mingling in the
daily activities undertaken by the critical social groups and in the critical
social spaces. The primary target of control is the structure and rhythm
of the everyday, where “political power . . . embeds itself, and becomes
absorbed into the social edifice, which it supports and by which it is in turn
supported” (Poggi 1990, 18). Periodic campaigns with a designated theme
are still carried out, but only for very specific policy purposes and with
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much more limited societal impact.® Conformism under the new order of
control comes from the routine and formalized operations of the state,
with the aid of modern technologies and scientific knowledge at the dis-
posal of state rulers. Meanwhile, the power of control is exercised through
a rigid institutional architecture rather than through an energetic, passion-
ate, radical, and at times disordered mass movement. It is interventionist
in terms of the state’s heavy involvement through brokerage institutions,
agents, and norms into the basic fabric of social life. The new order of con-
trol is preemptive rather than instructive, with a focus on negating poten-
tial delinquency or defiance rather than usurping moral or virtuous behav-
ior. The new control mechanism aims to prevent antiregime thoughts and
behavior rather than constructing role models for others to follow; it is
about deterrence rather than imitation.

The postcrisis state rebuilding in post-Tiananmen China is a process
of regime self-reform. With the completion of the state-rebuilding project,
the Chinese state in the post-Tiananmen era represents an overbearing
type of governance that goes beyond the “transitology” terminology of the
1990s. In this book, I argue that this unique form of state is not some fleet-
ing and “in-between” form of governance but rather represents a peculiar
model of manifested state power, from which rulers of many of the world’s
developing countries have started to learn. I call this new form of state the
“reinvented state.” At the core of the reinvented state is an institutional
order of control that is routinized, silent, quotidian, and seemingly casual,
yet carefully designed and implemented.

The order that the reinvented state seeks to establish derives from the
structuring of people’s everyday lives. In this process of effectuating and
sustaining control, the state has two methods of operation. At times, the
state is loud and highly visible, vigorously declaring its presence, injecting
its ideas and performing its spectacles to targeted social groups and rallying
its loyalists in the open. On other occasions, the state elects to remain out
of sight and submerged in the everyday taking-care of the routines of life; it
then operates silently and is often disguised by a normalized, bureaucratic,
scientific, or mundane facade, strategically downplaying the political side
of the undertaking in question.

The state may also engage in a mixed mode of operation, in which its
activities are hidden behind a nonpolitical mask but its essential presence
and authority loom large in the background throughout the process, rec-
ognizable and detectable at least by the subjects concerned. The coded
message “you know it” (ni dong de), used by Chinese netizens to indicate
the state’s omnipresence in and surveillance of virtual spaces, represents a
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response to such an intentional obscuring of state operations. The com-
bination of visible and invisible modes of operation forms an important
element of the state’s project to reinvent order. As this book argues, these
intriguing undertakings constitute a concrete state-directed social engi-
neering process through which subjects are proactively integrated into the
rules, norms, mores, and structural regimentation of the reigning regime—
indeed, the “regulation of the body politic” (Turner 2008, 142).

Statist Order and the University

“Universities, like cathedrals and parliaments, are a product of the Mid-
dle Ages” (Haskins 1923, 1).” Originating from a society of masters and
scholars and as the “lineal descendant of medieval Paris and Bologna,” the
university has never been free of the influence of state politics. In fact,
as an institution, the university has managed to flourish under the persis-
tent shadow of the state. Shaped by remarkable continuity and longevity,
unlike those of most human institutions (an exception being the Universal
Church), the university has an inseparable bond with national politics and
has always been a politically charged battlefield central to the state’s efforts
to establish order. Interpretations of the political nature of the modern
university are also full of controversies and contradictions.®

The university “held a central place in the formation of subjects for
the nation-state, along with the production of the ideology that handled
the issue of their belonging to that nation-state (culture),” and it becomes
modern only when “it takes on responsibility for working out the relation
between the subject and the state” (Readings 1996, 53, 167). Modern states
are conscious of the political weight of the university. University students
on campus are a principal target group of the modern state’s efforts to
build and maintain control over the society. Regardless of regime type,
the university is the training school for every nation’s professional class,
military officer corps, and other elites-in-waiting. For the state, however,
the university’s functionality presents a contradiction: the university is an
arena in which occur the production and reproduction of official symbol-
ism, codification, discourse, and narrative, which constitute the legitimat-
ing foundation of modern autocracies; yet the university is also the genera-
tor of the most advanced scientific knowledge, technological know-how,
and ideas for innovation, which drive socioeconomic development. As Ser-
gei Guriev and Daniel Treisman (2022) argued, while the postindustrial
economy relies on the imaginative power of an educated labor force, “the
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problem . . . is that higher education is intrinsically linked to freedom of
thought” (174).

Striking a right balance between the two sides constitutes a formidable
challenge to the state’s maintenance of regime stability. Schools of higher
learning produce a class of “state nobility” who possess symbolic power, are
affiliated with the state’s secular authority, and uphold the state’s principal
supporting pillars (Bourdieu 1996). This resembles John Connelly’s (2000)
observation in his study of the sovietization of East European universities:
“universities were key to making the states in which these people lived
socialist because they produced not only national histories and ideolo-
gies, but also elites, or, in the words of East German ideological chief Kurt
Hager, ‘commander[s]”” (3).

The university is also an “arena of action” in which “the rules of aca-
demic life and the rules of the new (state) power coexisted” (Jesse 2005,
248). The intellectual, social, and communal spaces demarcated by cam-
pus walls comprise a unique, relatively independent, yet neatly networked
field. The multivocality of the university as a social space is best described
by James I. McDougall, who works in southwest China as both a teacher
and university administrator: “[T]he space occupied [by] higher education
represents a multiplicity of social purposes” (2020, 1014). At the end of the
day, the university is a meeting place of all kinds of social networks, and all
kinds of existential social inequality, dominant hegemony, social miseries,
class suppression, political corruption, and state coercion are mirrored in
the students’ everyday experiences. The university holds the “promise of
being a microcosm of the nation-state” (Readings 1996, 167). The critical
political importance of the university lies in the fact that it is culturally
shaped and socially embedded.

For the state, the university is a politically precarious field, posing a
constant threat to the entire establishment. The university provides a criti-
cal space in which alternative ideologies, narratives, discourses, imaginar-
ies, and action plans may be proposed and discussed in partial freedom
from state control and influence. This implies the possibility of a public
sphere operating in parallel with the state-endorsed associational space.
As an arena imbued with the force of inquiry, the “clear and unmistakable”
historical continuity of the university has created a unique space for it to
allow, accommodate, or even facilitate political activities that are out of the
state’s immediate reach (Haskins 1923, 24). With its unique nature, under
different circumstances, the university has the potential to nurture centers
of authority that compete with state power, including academic authority,
fraternity authority, hierarchical authority in student societies, corporate
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authority (when students engage in career development activities), parental
and family authority, and prevailing social norms. To dominate the politi-
cal everyday on campus, the state engages in a never-ending competition
with such rival suppliers of authority and strives to maintain its own advan-
tage. In the university, as in all such critical social spaces, the state contests,
competes with, and even fights against alternative rules, norms, habits, and
informal institutions to create and maintain its domination, control, and
order.

Most modern universities in China are creations of the state. Nonethe-
less, as institutions of higher learning and a foundational component of the
state’s cultural project, they continue to be a major base for revolutionary
mobilization. In modern China, universities are base camps for China’s
urban revolutionary movements; their revolutionary heritage, identity, and
potentiality render university campuses some of the most critical social
spaces for the order-seeking Chinese state (Wasserstrom 1991; Schwarcz
1986; Mitter 2004; Perry 1994; Calhoun 1994). For the modern Chinese
state, high tension persists between the university, with its threatening rev-
olutionary potential, and the state’s efforts to create and maintain an insti-
tutionalized political order that operates on rational bureaucratic terms.
However, this does not mean that the state-university relationship has
always been antagonistic. Also, universities are occasionally used when the
ruling regime seeks to deploy social forces to attain specific policy goals.

Three features of Chinese universities—some of which are also applica-
ble to universities in general—explain their centrality in the political pro-
cesses of making and remaking an institutionalized political order. First,
the alien cultural identity and value principles of the modern Chinese uni-
versity make it a foreign force in the institutional arrangements advocated
by the Chinese state. “To most underdeveloped countries, the university
was a foreign institution with few or no indigenous cultural roots” (Zhao
2001, 96). The culturally alienated nature of the university renders it a
representation of a kind of cultural “otherness,” a rebellious enlightening
device and an exogenous shock to the cultural “integrity” so ardently pro-
tected by the Chinese nation-state.

Second, the unique temporal-spatial structure of everyday experiences
within campus walls makes the university organizationally a likely source
of social upheaval. Prominent studies have found that the “ecology” of the
university is conducive to social mobilization (Zhao 2001, 239-66). Schol-
ars exploring the genesis of the 1989 Tiananmen Movement have agreed
that various features of university life in China, including the network of
solidarity of classmates and friends; the public space formed in dorm life;
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the strong interpersonal links across institutions; the structured collective
lifestyle; the instruction on alternative ideologies, discourses, and narra-
tives in the university public spaces; and the active associational life in
student societies and organizations, jointly created a unique urban space
offering favorable conditions for the mobilization of a cross-cleavage stu-
dent movement on a national scale.!! The unique organizational structure
of the everyday life of university students creates “‘free spaces’ outside
immediate state control” and “a wealth of organizational resources” at the
level of face-to-face relations, in addition to personal networks that were
later available for anti-regime collective action (Calhoun 1994).

Third, the modern Chinese university is a hazardous and highly unsta-
ble political field filled with intrinsic contradictions and misbalances. The
contradiction between a class-levelling ideal and a bureaucratically con-
trolled hierarchical reality was manifested in the turbulent political history
of the university (Andreas 2006, 2009). The fierce competition between
holders of cultural capital and of political capital made this elite Chinese
university a hotbed of political warfare and human suffering, where ani-
mosity and strife “transcended . . . old inter-elite conflicts and reflected
the extent to which political and cultural capital had coalesced” (Andreas
2009, 130). The precariousness of China’s universities also comes from the
uneasy contradiction between what Susan Shirk (1982) termed a “virtu-
ocracy” that is still rampant in Chinese institutions of education'? and the
gradual yet significant turn toward operations that run on more realistic,
materialist, and professionalized terms, as depicted in Jérome Doyon’s
(2023) latest study of student cadres in the Communist Youth League of
Chinese universities.

Going from bad to worse, at the micro level, the internal dilemma of
China’s top university students presented them with a constant politically,
morally, and emotionally difficult choice between their desire to separate
from their parents (and metaphorically, by extension, from the state) and
their moral obligation to make sacrifices to repay that parental care (Breg-
nbzk 2019)."* As a recent the New Yorker article describes, the “shared real-
ity [with the outside society makes] . . . many students at [Chinese elite
institutions] feel . . . anxious, stressed, overworked, trapped in a status race,”
highlighting the coming-of-age of China’s “involuted” generation (Liu
2021)."* These embedded contradictions, tensions, and uncertainties have
created in many students—the primary inhabitants of the Chinese univer-
sity campuses—a constant state of doubt and fragility, as they struggle to
find the best way to deal with a patriarchal state and with their own moral
obligations (Havranek 2005).
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Conclusion

"Today, compromised states are prevalent in global politics, especially in
the vast developing world. In contrast with a failed state, a compromised
state still has largely intact state machinery and the capability to maintain
basic law and order; however, a compromised state suffers from a weak-
ened legitimation footing, a lack of instruments to regulate citizens’ behav-
ior, and a compromised position in its competition for domination with
other centers of authority in the nation’s public life. States can often be
compromised in the aftermath of a traumatic national political crisis that
entails entrenched, confrontational, emotional, and ideologically charged
animosity between the state and society. If such issues are not addressed, a
compromised state has a high likelihood of becoming a failed state, which
would pose a grave threat to both domestic welfare and international
peace. As Francis Fukuyama argued, “state weakness is both a national and
international issue of the first order” (2004, xi).

A compromised state has to manage its own salvation, reinventing a
state within and from itself. In a compromised state’s efforts to rebuild
political order and reassert control over the society, one of its priorities
is to reestablish control over the critical social groups and critical social
spaces. Critical social groups and critical social spaces meet in the politi-
cal everyday. It is the state’s capacity and efforts to shape the temporal-
spatial structure of the political everyday that cement the foundation for an
institutionalized political order to be established and maintained. Turning
scholarly attention from the “high” politics of autocracies to the down-
to-earth operations and the operational logic behind maneuvers on the
ground helps enrich our understanding of state building, regime mainte-
nance, and people’s lived experiences under the power of the state. If the
state is to live, it must live in the political everyday.

The Tiananmen Movement of 1989 was a national crisis that was ended
only by a year of militant confrontation between society and the state, which
significantly weakened the latter’s ability to uphold order. The university, a
traditional field of politically charged state influence, has become a crucial
social space for the Chinese state’s efforts to reestablish institutionalized
political order. As discussed in this chapter and in the following pages, the
best way to understand the process by which the state overhauls its con-
trol over a critical social space is to examine the rhythm of the “political
everyday”—that is, to determine how the state can effectively regain its
strength, signify its legitimation narratives, reclaim an advantageous posi-
tion in the competition with rival suppliers of authority in public life, and
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reinvent an incentive infrastructure that rewards conformity and punishes
defiance. In this process, the infrastructures for statism with institutional,
significative, regulatory, and incentivization parameters are reconstructed.
"This exploration also includes the ways in which the state overhauls its cri-
sis monitoring and processing system, which ensures that the state will not
easily succumb to domestic or foreign shocks. The state alternates between
visibility and invisibility along the way. The university provides an unusu-
ally valuable glimpse into this process.
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Concentric Circles

The Institutional Infrastructure

School is the state school where young people are turned into state
persons and thus into nothing other than henchmen of the state.
Walking to school, I was walking into the state.

—Thomas Bernhard, The Old Masters, 1989, 27

The more static, standardized, and uniform a population or social
space is, the more legible it is, and the more amenable it is to the
techniques of state officials.

—James C. Scott, “Seeing Like a State,” 1998, 82

Mobilization, Dependency and Classification

After its military victory in 1949, one of the pressing priorities for the Chi-
nese Communist Party, which had been based in China’s vast rural areas
since the late 1920s, was to take over the country’s urban superstructure.
Given the importance of the higher-education sector in modern China’s
revolutionary history, universities were central to the “urban revolution”
through which the CCP aimed to build an entirely new political order.
After the closure of missionary universities across China and a major state-
directed merger of institutions of higher learning,' the Maoist Party-state
turned its attention to designing and imposing a novel system of internal
control on China’s now reorganized university campuses and the vast stu-
dent population.

51
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During the state-building process, successive mass campaigns, in the
form of either “thought reform” or “youth movement,” became the most
important tool for the communists to solidify the revolution into an
embryonic regime. In the Maoist state, the effectuation and maintenance
of political control over university students involved three pillars. The
three arms of state power—mobilizational power, dependency power, and
categorizing power—secured the Maoist variant of state order. The first
was the ideological-political congruence between students and the state
continuously forged and consolidated through mass movements. Mass
movements in Maoist universities served various political purposes for
the nascent state—providing a utopian imaginary for the future, a partici-
patory channel into national politics, a dynamic platform for ideological
indoctrination by practices, and a venue for pledging loyalty to the Great
Helmsman himself.

The second pillar was the strong dependency of university students on
the state and the cadre-dom. The Maoist regime is a centralized command
structure, in which the state monopolized most of the economic, politi-
cal, social, and symbolic resources that in other systems would have been
routinely shared by the state and society. In particular, under the prevailing
“work unit” system (danwei), students were considered part of the nomen-
clatura of their respective universities. The communist neotraditional-
ist dependency relationship—a la Andrew G. Walder—was prevalent on
the Maoist university campuses, too (Walder 1984). The students relied
on regime-approved representatives of the revolutionary line—first the
Communist Party organizations, then the rebellious factions, and eventu-
ally the revolutionary committees—to compete for educational, political,
and career opportunities, and also to acquire the numerous administrative
permits needed for their everyday activities and life events. This systemic
control over the life experiences of young university students made com-
pliance a rational option.

The third pillar was an unusually strong categorizing power of a domi-
nant Party-state, which assigned significantly different rights, entitlements,
and obligations to different categories of the populace, including university
students. “Modern states routinely classify the populations they seek to
govern” (Loveman and Colors 2014, 3). Categorical identification is the
foundation of the legal-rational power of the Weberian state. However,
whereas democratic states usually classify the population according to
naturally defined attributes (such as gender, race, and age), the Chinese
state under Mao exercised its categorizing power mostly along political
lines. University students were categorized by their family background and
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political performance. Those who were categorized as “red” and “revo-
lutionary” received significantly better treatment in terms of educational
resources, job opportunities, financial assistance, and other advantages.
Students lived under the shadow of the Party-state’s categorizing power
and the everlasting fear of being assigned to an unfavorable category.

The end of the Tiananmen Movement of 1989 and the ensuing politi-
cal alienation and apathy that became pervasive throughout the 1990s sig-
nificantly compromised the Chinese state’s capacity to mobilize societal
resources. On university campuses, the new forces of marketization, glo-
balization, and opening up to the West did not facilitate state control. The
three pillars of Maoist control failed to survive the nationwide engagement
with a globalized market economy. In particular, marketization and the
flourishing of the private sector effectively ended the Party-state’s monop-
oly over upward mobility, significantly undermining its control over the
career paths of the younger generation. With market forces at work, the
neotraditionalist dependency structure between the state and students was
crumbling, too. Under these unprecedented and yet mostly self-made cir-
cumstances, the Party-state was circumvented; the traditional pillars of its
control of educated youth were swept away by the force of global capital-
ism. An alienated student population, and politically “defenseless” univer-
sity campuses (in the eyes of the communist apparatchiks), threatened to
make universities the weakest link in the state edifice. To reinvent a state
order in the Chinese university, the first task for the Communist Party,
obviously, was to rebuild for itself an all-powerful institutional infrastruc-
ture of control on campus.

Reinventing the Machinery of Control
The Centralization of Student Control

As Pierre Bourdieu argued, to understand the state as a “field of power,” it is
important to first grasp the “division of organizational functions associated
with the different respective bodies” (2020, 20). The institutional fabric of
the state assigns functionalities to state agents, facilitates cross-cleavage
coordination, and sets the stage for the everyday activities involved in order
building. The institutional contours of the state do not only prescribe its
functionalities and thus determine its capacity; more importantly, the insti-
tutional design of the state at a given time reflects the foundation, purpose,
and essential nature of the political order that the state seeks to establish.
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The institutional skeleton gives form and structure to the otherwise form-
less everyday lives that take place within a critical social space.

The post-Mao communist leadership struggled to demobilize the stu-
dent population and restore a functional and institutionalized bureaucracy
of control. The ending of the 1989 Tiananmen Movement pushed the state
to accelerate this process. As a result, a triple-layered structure of control
was imposed on university campuses, which included the Communist Party
System, the Communist Youth League System, and the Student Work Sys-
tem (xvuegong xitong).” Unlike the more decentralized system of academic
authority that exists in parallel on campus, this triple-layered system of
control is highly centralized and is accountable only to the Party secretary
of the university. Moreover, this structure extends beyond the university
walls and serves as part of the larger control framework headed by the Par-
ty’s central or provincial “Committee on Higher Education Work” (gaojiao
gongwei). Figure 3 demonstrates the organizational structure of the student
control system in a typical Chinese university.

The most salient feature of the post-Tiananmen student-control system
is its emphasis on the state’s reach into every corner of student communities
and its design that allows the Party-state to structure banal quotidian details
of the students’ lived experience on the campus. For example, political
counselors,’® as lower-level but essential components of the student control
apparatus, have an around-the-clock presence in the everyday lives of uni-
versity students. More precisely, as one Chinese researcher noted, “Political
Counsellors should have a real-time knowledge of the conditions of student
thoughts . . . and provide education and guidance in a timely manner. They
should try their best to solve any antagonism and clear potential factors
of instability” (Xu 2007, 239). In some universities, political counselors are
required to maintain regular residence in student dormitories, keeping non-
stop watch over the daily activities of university students.*

What the post-Tiananmen student-control system seeks is a state-
directed, normalized, and routinized reorganization of the student popu-
lation. With the introduction of a Western-style academic credit system
in the 1990s, the separation of political authority and academic author-
ity, the debut of an academic degree system, and other changes, university
students became more free-floating in the campus public space and were
able to gradually distance themselves from the direct influence of political
power. The post-Tiananmen era witnessed a return of the Maoist method
of organizing the student population into small units. University students
were again organized into a quasimilitary structure extending all the way
from basic-level classrooms (banji) to the year-cohort (nianji). Several units
at the lower level constitute one unit at the higher level, with the entire
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Figure 3. Organizational structure of the student-management system at a provincial
university in central China (Wuhan, China).

organizational architecture tied together by the Communist Party’s super-
vision and leadership.

A Grid-like Web Structure

The return to a quasimilitary organization of the student populace proba-
bly defines the post-Tiananmen Chinese university.’ Unlike their Western
counterparts, who form groups from sororities and fraternities to sports
teams based largely on their own choice, Chinese students are assigned
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Figure 4. New students
attending a class
(Wuhan, China).

by university authorities to rigid, immovable, hierarchical administra-
tive units—“grids”—from day one. The lowest organizational layer, banji
(class)—the basic level of such units—contains from 20 to over 100 stu-
dents, who are normally in same-year cohorts in one specific major of
study. Nianji (year cohort) is the higher level of organizational unit, com-
prising students from the same faculty or school who enter the university
in the same year. Higher than the “year cohort” (nianji) is the collective unit
that contains all the undergraduate students of different year cohorts who
belong to the same faculty, college, or school (yuan/xi, or “school cohort”)
within the university.® At both the “class” and faculty (college or school)
cohort level, the Communist Party Branch, the Communist Youth League
Branch, and Student Administrative Committees (student unions) are in
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place. These neatly demarcated organizational structures frame students’
lives on campus and shape the dimensions of their sociality.

Martin King Whyte (1974) has discerned several strategies featuring
primary ties that control-oriented state elites may adopt to deal with social
groups. The elites may ignore those ties, appeal directly to the individu-
als, “draw individuals away from their primary groups,” or “break up and
disperse existing groups,” such that a new order might be established. Yet
for Whyte, the final and most ambitious strategic choice is to “create new
primary groups in which to encapsulate individuals, thereby gaining con-
trol over group norms and using them to reinforce higher demands” (10).
In the post-Tiananmen era, the rationale behind the Chinese state’s deci-
sion to install a grid-like web structure has several dimensions. First, this
arrangement of people and space—which denotes the grouping of socially
homogeneous subjects or the demarcation of socially homogeneous spaces
into small, parallel, yet interlocking units—facilitates the state’s reach into
each small human or social unit, streamlining the reproduction of a con-
sistent pattern of control and operation over identical groups of subjects
or demarcated social spaces. This significantly reduces and simplifies the
state’s workload in keeping critical social groups and spaces in order, com-
pared with managing a “flat” society that includes many diftusive, interac-
tive, and multicultural elements.

Second, the grid structure increases the legibility of each demarcated
unit of the social space and its inhabitants, facilitating the state’s surveil-
lance at both the holistic and the everyday levels. Moreover, the institu-
tional, spatial, or temporal boundary between grids puts up barriers to
cross-sector or cross-institutional information flow and knowledge forma-
tion, leaving the entire space and group under stable monitoring and con-
trol conducted exclusively by the state.

Third, the institutional structure in each grid is made in the image
of the state—the identical institutional structure of each unit makes the
everyday operation of the entire system a natural reproduction of the
overall institutional culture. The accumulative effect of this repeated
institutional practice, which mirrors the overall political operation of the
regime, helps to consolidate the political order in its quotidian exercises.
For example, in the grid-like web structure of the Chinese university, each
parallel grid, or banji, features a dual structure of governance comprising a
prerogative Party organ along with a normative administrative organ, the
Student Committee. This structure resembles the dual-state structure of
the Chinese communist regime; its operational principles, assignment of
work flow, and everyday practices also resemble those of the Party-state.
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Figure 5. First-year students in compulsory military training (Wuhan, China).
Note: Each class cohort (banji)—the basic organizational unit of students—
sits together in a “grid” formation.

The repeated institutional practice within each gridded unit habitualizes
the regime’s political concept, political principle, and institutional practice
in the world of university students. A sense of conformism can be gradually
forged through students’ participation in the collective life of their own
community and from as early as the very first day of their university life.

The Miniature State in the Everyday

Under this grid-like web structure, most Chinese students consider their
“class cohort” (banji) to be a home base throughout their entire university
life. They tend to study and socialize with peers in the same class cohort,
to which they are assigned on enrollment. Campus accommodation is usu-
ally arranged based on this organizational structure, which thus shapes the
main domain of students’ everyday activities. Students from the same “class
cohort” live together in the dormitories designated for their college or
school. Students from the same “year cohort” often occupy the same block
in a dormitory building. One senior university official explained:
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This kind of arrangement is put into place in order to facilitate
the university’s monitoring of student activities and their everyday
lives; but the most important reason is that it prevents students who
belong to different faculties or departments from “mingling and
interacting” (chuanlian, literally, liaison and connection) with each
other. We have to remember that [a] cross-faculty solidarity network
among the students [was] a crucial instrument of mobilisation in the
(1989) Tiananmen Movement and the Party has striven to prevent
that same situation from “taking place ever again.”’

The rigid accommodation arrangements further strengthen the arbitrarily
“grid-like” web structure that organizes China’s vast university-student
populace.

The resemblance between the micro institutional structure of control
within each basic unit of students and the larger political system of the
state is considered essential. In each class cohort (banji), the Student Com-
munist Party Branch is the main source of leadership. Similar to the coun-
try’s Communist Party apparatus, the Student Party Branch serves as the
invisible prerogative authority that deliberates and makes decisions only in
exclusive internal meetings; however, the decisions it makes are the most
consequential ones. For instance, the Student Communist Party Branch
is responsible for vetting the “political performance” (zhengzhi biaoxian)
of each student every year—an important form of political categorizing
mandated by the Party-state. It also determines the principles for select-
ing the recipients of scholarships and awards, the granting of Commu-
nist Party membership to noncommunist students, and the distribution of
other benefits. Also, the Student Party Branch operates as a formal moni-
toring agency in parallel with the “political counselor”—the communist
cadre-teacher—assigned to the unit; both institutions report directly to the
higher-level Communist Party Committee, and neither is accountable to
the other. Thus there are implicit checks and balances between the political
counselors and the Student Communist Party Branches, preventing either
from deviating from their responsibilities.

The composition and operation of the Student Party Branch resemble
those of the larger Party-state apparatus outside the campus as well. The
Branch, whose membership comprises all of the student Communist Party
members in the unit, is led by a committee of a party secretary and two
commissars, one in charge of propaganda and the other of organization. All
of the cadre students are either elected at a general meeting of all student
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Party members or appointed by the supervisory Party Committee. The
Student Party secretary oversees the operations of the Party Branch and is
usually considered the most senior-ranked student cadre of the entire unit.

The commissar in charge of propaganda is responsible for assisting in
ideological education; the commissar in charge of organization oversees
the admission of new Party members and the training of student activ-
ists, and initiates disciplinary action against any student Party member for
political offences. The commissar in charge of organization also accepts
“reflective journals” or “reports of thoughts” (sixiang huibao) on behalf of
the Communist Party from noncommunist students, who want to establish
good political records that may lead to the Student Party Branch’s favor-
able consideration in major personnel or welfare decisions, or when it con-
siders admitting new Communist Party members. These journal reports
vary in content and length; their core function is to examine and confess
one’s current political thoughts and activities—in particular those that are
politically problematic or sensitive for the Communist Party. These reports
also serve occasionally as an information source about irregular events, dis-
cussions, or debates taking place in the student community. “Reports of
thoughts” are kept, read, and recorded by the leaders of the Student Party
Branches—and whenever they deem it necessary, individual reports may
be transmitted to higher-level Communist Party committees for further
perusal.

Just as in the larger state system of China, in each “class cohort,” the
Student Party Branch is assisted by a Communist Youth League (CYL)
Branch, which includes almost all of the noncommunist students in the
unit;® in the rare cases of students who are not CYL members after enter-
ing college, the CYL admits them immediately after the banji is formed.
The CYL—as a major institutional component in the Party-state machin-
ery to organize and educate youth—is much more visible in the students’
everyday life. It organizes leisure activities and group events, from student
chorus to hikes. The top position of the secretary of the CYL is always
filled by a student Communist Party member.

In addition to the prerogative authority exercised by the Student Party
Branch, there is also a normative authority in each “grid”—the Student
Administrative Committee (banwei hui, SAC). The SAC is a nominal self-
governing entity. Its responsibilities are often mundane and sometimes
trivial, including managing any collective funding for class events, or main-
taining the hygiene of student dorms. As in the larger Party-state struc-
ture, the SAC does not have substantial decision-making power; in most
scenarios, it just implements or formally announces any decision made by
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the Student Party Branch. For instances, the annual competition for schol-
arships and student awards is nominally operated by the SAC, yet in reality,
the vetting and selecting process is performed by the Student Party Branch
behind closed doors.

In most places, the Student Administrative Committee is led by a “class
head” (banzhang), with members in charge of sports, welfare, mental health,
women’s rights, and academic studies. In some universities, the member-
ship of the SAC overlaps with that of the Communist Youth League, but it
rarely overlaps with membership of the Student Communist Party Branch.
Describing the administrative duties of the SAC as follows, one political
counselor commented,

The Student Administrative Committee is the body that governs
the student community of the “class cohort.” . . . It is like the “gov-
ernment” of the student community—you see in Beijing, the Party
Center makes decisions while the State Council implements those
decisions and runs the national economy. The logic is same here.’

Tension between different institutional bodies may also arise on campus,
as in the larger Party-state apparatus. For example, within a “class cohort,”
the relationship between the Communist Youth League and the Student
Administrative Committee can be contentious, given their overlapping
responsibilities. One student said, “the power status and relative weight
of them entirely depends on the personal influence of the student leaders.
If the Class Head is aggressive and active, the Communist Youth League
Secretary can be relatively weak in power; and vice versa.” However, under
the ultimate leadership of the Student Communist Party Branch, this kind
of institutional competition can be managed. As the same student said, “if
their conflict is very serious, they will resort to the Student Party Secretary
to mediate or make the final decision. Ultimately, we all know it is the
Party that calls the shots!”*

Compared to the Student Communist Party Branch, the Student
Administrative Committees are more accountable to the student commu-
nity. One student said, the Student Committee serves the students, while
the Student Communist Party Branch acts more as a “bridge” between
the student body and the Communist Party organization on campus.!!
In recent years, the Student Administrative Committee (banji) has been
elected via an open campaign and competitive election organized by the
students.!? This demonstrates a synchronization between the political cli-
mate on campus and the national experiment with more direct democratic
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elections for lower-level People’s Congresses. Nevertheless, it is evident
from other students’ accounts of the process that the Communist Party
still has an enormous influence on the “election.”"?

In the everyday life of a university student in post-Tiananmen China,
an organizational structure that resembles the larger Party-state apparatus
forms the basic institutional foundation of a grid-like web structure that
students belong to and must deal with on a daily basis. Within the student
community, the Student Communist Party Branch, despite its habitual
invisibility, firmly holds on to the core leadership role and makes the most
important decisions for the student community. From this resemblance
between the micro structure of control in the basic organizational unit
of university students and the overall institutional culture of the state, a
“social engineering” process silently produces an institutional, cultural, and
bureaucratic environment in which the university students are accustomed
to, and indeed habitually conform to, the large political system through
repetitive and quotidian everyday practices. Through daily engagement
with and participation in the miniature power structure of their own com-
munity, these immersive experiences integrate students into the norms,
mores, and culture of the ruling regime. This silent political integration is a
powerful tool the temporarily broken state used after the 1989 crackdown
to regain its capacity and reestablish order in one of the most critical social
spaces under its rule—the university.

Political Counselor

“The state finds expression in those individuals who act on its behalf)”
argued James N. Rosenau (1989, 19). Political counselor (zhengzhi fudao
yuan, or simply fudao yuan) is the most basic post in the hierarchy of the
student-control apparatus.!* This position was established in an instruction
issued by the Ministry of Education (MoE) on October 28, 1952, shortly
after the founding of the PRC, mandating that a political counselor be
present in every class in every university in China. The system was aban-
doned during the Cultural Revolution, as a remnant of the institutionaliza-
tion efforts of Mao’s opposition, but revived in the 1990s when the Party
bureaucracy returned to power.

In July 2006, the MoE issued Instruction No. 24, which promulgated
a new “Regulation on the Construction of Corps of Political Counsel-
lors in Ordinary Institutions of Higher Education.” According to this new
document, “Political Counselors . . . should have a dual identity as both a
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Figure 6. A political
counselor chairing a
class meeting (Wuhan,
China).

teacher and a Party-state cadre,” and such counselors are also “the primary
working force for moral and ideological education of university students.”
“They are also,” the document goes on, “the organiser, implementer and
supervisor of the daily ideological education and political management of
university students” (Ministry of Education 2006). The dual identity of the
political counselor manifests clearly the essential nature of the student-
control apparatus in the Chinese university—an extended arm of Party-
state power.

Although the institutional settings of the post-Tiananmen Chinese uni-
versity make a silent social engineering process possible, equally important
is the corps of personnel who implement the daily task of establishing,
effectuating, and consolidating state order on campus. Within this corps
of personnel, political counselors, student Communist Party members, and
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TABLE 1: Number of full-time and part-time political counselors in China

Year Full-time Counselor Part-time Counselor Total
2005 48,692

2006 69,198 36,000 105,198
2008 91,818 29,329 121,147
2015 About 130,000

2016 About 130,000 About 50,000 About 180,000
2020 About 200,000

Sources: Zhou 2021; Yuan 2009; Xinhua News Agency 2021; Xiao 2008; Chen 2015; Chai
2016.

the student cadres form a series of centripetal forces that support the con-
trol apparatus on the university campus. Among the three teams of collab-
orative forces, the position of political counselor represents the key formal
and institutional point of liaison between the Party-state machinery and
the university student populace of China."

Political counselors are usually appointed from the university’s recent
graduates by the Organization Department of each university’s Com-
munist Party committee. Normally, three criteria are used for selection.
First, with very rare exceptions, political counselors must be Communist
Party members. As one senior cadre working at a national university put it,
“political counselors are supposed to help the Communist Party to manage
the student population and their loyalty is essential for doing the job well;
you cannot recruit any troublemakers—however talented—into this work-
force,” Second, the selected candidates must have enough prior experience
working as student cadres in college; the argument is that, if they don’t
they will be unfamiliar with the nature of the task of student control and
the relevant policies and work procedures involved. Former student cadres
are also considered to have better skills in dealing with university students
and to be more loyal to the Party-state in moments of crisis. Third, the
selected candidates for political counselorship have to be both committed
and devoted to a career path as a political official for the Communist Party.
"To keep the Party’s workforce stable, they are supposed to remain in their
position for quite a long period of time, barring the rare opportunity for
early promotion. After political counselors are appointed, they are trained
by the university’s Communist Party Committee.

The central Party-state has clear regulations and rules for the construc-
tion and maintenance of the political counselors work force. The MoE
requires a “ratio of political counselors to students (of) 1:200” (Ministry of
Education 2006). More specifically, the central government requires that,
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of the entire team of political counselors on any university campus, 70 per-
cent must be full-time Communist Party cadres on the state payroll, and
no more than 30 percent can be part-time cadres appointed from the ranks
of former academic staff or senior-year postgraduate students.

The university’s Communist Party committee and its subordinate
working departments issue periodical internal briefings to political coun-
selors, sharing important state instructions, talking points, and intelligence
about potential student unrest. Political counselors are required to moni-
tor students’ social media accounts so that they have real-time updates of
students’ “thought condition” (sixiang zhuangkuang) and can immediately

detect if anything is about to go wrong. Overall, as a senior university Party
official described it,

Political counselors are at once the “eyes, ears and hands” of the
Communist Party; they should know everything taking place in the
student communities and understand clearly what should be done
in various situations, including efficiently and appropriately dealing
with political emergencies in consultation with senior Communist
Party representatives.'

Political counselors also act as the shepherds of the collective everyday life
of university students. From orientation camps for freshmen to the even-
tual graduation ceremony, political counselors work with students from
the beginning through the end of their university lives. They approve,
coordinate, and oversee group events and serve as guardians of students’
community activities. Political counselors also endorse recommendations
for scholarship applications, financial aid requests, and petitions to change
majors, and address complaints about dormitory assignment and similar
issues. Such trivial matters, which are usually considered procedural nice-
ties in Western universities, are placed in the hands of political counsel-
ors in Chinese universities. In a way, a university student’s everyday life
on campus is inextricably linked to the power of the political counselor
assigned by the Communist Party to the student’s grid unit.

Meetings are an important instrument for structuring the everyday
rhythm of the Chinese university. Regular meetings break up students’
spare time, restrict them via spatial confinement, increase group cohesive-
ness, facilitate the Party-state’s ideological education efforts, and foster stu-
dents’ political compliance. It is an important part of the job of a political
counselor to hold regular political meetings for students. At one provincial
university, for example, political counselors hold weekly meetings for the
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group of students they supervise. Known by the student as ban hui (liter-
ally “classroom meetings”), these compulsory gatherings are usually held
on Sunday nights, and a roll call is periodically conducted to keep a formal
record of attendance. The content of the meetings varies; frequently, how-
ever, they are reading and sharing sessions for discussing topics in the offi-
cial newspapers. Sometimes political counselors use classroom meetings to
brief students on the latest state policies; alternatively, such meetings may
become sessions in which students report their thoughts and activities in
the past week.

On other occasions, classroom meetings are discussion sessions on a
book about the Party’s revolutionary history assigned by the Central Pro-
paganda Department—an activity termed “reading red books” (du hongshu).
At times, the political counselor may guide students to discuss the latest
controversial social issues along the “correct” line designated by the Party-
state. The purpose is to provide proper guidance for the students to under-
stand the “dark” side of Chinese society (i.e., unpleasant political or social
occurrences) and prevent more critical opinions on these inadequacies
from emerging. Aimed at shaping students’ understanding of social reality,
this sort of “thought guidance” (as it is described in the official discourse)
attempts to nurture a sense of “social awareness and political responsibil-
ity” (however state-manipulated) among the student populace, and has
become increasingly important for the regime’s stability maintenance
efforts in light of the mounting social grievances outside the ivory tower.
Students who have shown signs of “irregularity” in thought or behavior are
usually kept behind by the political counselor for individual conversations.

Given the nature of their daily work, it is all the more important for
political counselors to keep a close and friendly relationship with the stu-
dent communities for which they are responsible. These cadre-teachers are
charged with the obligation to show a “humane” face of the power of the
state. As one former student recalled,

For undergraduate students, political counselors were more like
an elder brother or sister who took care of their junior siblings.
Most of them were kind and friendly—although a few were indeed
ill-tempered and harsh. When I was at the university, I could call
my political counselor whenever I had a question or needed some
advice—the feeling was just like having an elder college friend
whom you could always turn to for help. Therefore, although we all
knew that political counselors were assigned by the state and they
were meant to monitor and discipline us, this tension could hardly
be observed in our daily campus life."”
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Nonetheless, political counselors are also motivated, indeed incentivized,
to use coercive means to discipline the student populace whenever needed.
Political counselors work under considerable pressure arising from peer
competition in terms of the vetting of their work performance. One impor-
tant component of the job evaluation system for political counselors is a
horizontal comparison of key indicators among different student units in
terms of the level of political stability, the number of newly admitted Com-
munist Party members, the number of applicants for Party membership,
group honors, the students’ attendance at official activities, the frequency
of political meetings, etc. Given the pressure, political counselors are not
only on high alert around the clock for any sign of student unrest—any
protests would be a permanent black mark on their performance records—
but also keep a close eye on how neighboring units are doing in terms of
political education and control, to get an edge in the competition.

In their daily operations, political counselors have various instruments
at their disposal to establish their authority among students. Opportunities
for graduate studies, quotas for public and private scholarships, and slots in
state-sponsored overseas exchange programs are in the hands of political
counselors. As one student said,

If you work with the [political counselors] and demonstrate your
loyalty and compliance, you get a lot more opportunities and a
“competitive edge” in various aspects of your life. For instance,
you may be admitted into graduate school with a waiver (of the
extremely competitive national graduate school entrance examina-
tions), get exchange opportunities, obtain scholarships, etc. These
resources are all accessible through the political counselors, who
are obviously more favourable to those [students] who have a
closer relationship with them—but I consider this a normal part
of human nature.!

Student organizations, hobby clubs, and societies are under the control
of political counselors, too. Before such a request for university funding
or the use of space or other resources can be submitted to the university
organizers must obtain a recommendation from the political counselor.
The Communist Party’s institutional heritage from the revolutionary
period still plays a significant role in its effort to rebuild order and state
control on the post-Tiananmen university campus. For instance, political
counselors remain in control of students’ personnel dossiers—confidential
sets of files that record individuals’ life events, political evaluations, and
other personal data. These files are only accessible by Communist Party
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organizations at all levels. The records formally start with a person’s
entrance into college and accompany that person throughout his or her
entire professional life. In the university, political counselors are the princi-
pal cadres authorized to compile records and evaluations of each student’s
political performance, and include them in the students’ personnel dossier.
When the students graduate and are hired, these dossiers are transferred by
special post for classified Party-state documents to the Communist Party
organization at their new employer’s workplace. The general awareness of
the existence of these records makes political counselors quite powerful. In
short, in dealing with university students, political counselors shoulder the
most important responsibility on behalf of the Party-state. As state agents,
political counselors structure the students’ everyday experiences in a ten-
der, largely unnoticed, communicative way. However, the threat of political
coercion constantly looms in the background, and cannot be ignored.

Student Party Members

For state rulers—always a minority in number—to exercise their authority
and exert control over a vast population, more often than not they choose
to build a solid “ruling coalition” that comprises the regime’s most loyal
and trustworthy subjects. This inner circle of political loyalists is encircled
by a larger group of politically “friendly” members of the population, who
vary in their degree of support and willingness to assist with governance.
The popular base that supports these two circles is an even larger collec-
tive of “nonantagonistic” members of society at large, who either remain
uninterested in state politics or passively comply with the political regime
in power. Different layers of this stratified structure have different levels
of access to the regime, enjoy different forms of privilege, shoulder differ-
ent obligations, and incur different corresponding personal costs in the
case of systematic collapse. Figure 7 demonstrates the structure of political
stratification among the student population of a typical Chinese university,
which mirrors the larger political stratification under the Chinese state.
In the Chinese university, a major force supporting the Party’s edifice
of control is student Communist Party members. As Daniel Koss argued,
“regime party can provide the organisation infrastructure that allows a
state to project authority throughout the realm” (2018, 3). With perhaps
only a brief interruption during the Cultural Revolution, the Communist
Party has remained the sole source of authority, privilege, and power on
the university campus since 1949. The dominant position of the Commu-
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Figure 7. Political stratification in the student populace.

nist Party in everyday work and life on campus was affirmed and elucidated
by the Central Committee in a document issued on 16 March 1996, which
for the first time specified that university presidents in China are responsi-
ble for managing their institutions “under the leadership of the university’s
Communist Party Committee” (dangwei lingdaoxia de xiaozhangfuzezhi).
The 1996 document assigns extensive power to the University Communist
Party Committee."

Given the position of the Communist Party at the top of the institu-
tional power pyramid, the extremely selective group of student Commu-
nist Party members are naturally seen as “elites” on the university campus.
Student communists constitute the inner circle in terms of power stratifi-
cation in the student populace and remain the most important element of
the Party-state’s power coalition in the university. Political stratification
directed by the state manifests the categorizing power of the regime and
serves as a major vehicle for overall governance and control. In the Chinese
university, this inner circle of the state’s “golden boys and girls” consists
exclusively of student Communist Party members, who are presumed to
be politically more loyal to the Party-state than to competing sources of
authority.

The number of student communists, as the designated “elites” on cam-
pus, has to be kept at a level that ensures the group’s continuing selectiv-
ity. Figure 8 shows the nationwide number and percentage of Commu-
nist Party members in both the undergraduate student populace and the
entire populace of students in higher education in China from 2004 to
2019. In 2004, only 5.85 percent of college and university students were
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Figure 8. The number and percentage of Communist Party members in the university
student populace in China (2004-2019).

Note: Here, “undergraduate students” only include students enrolled in normal courses.
Communist Party members among higher-education students only include students enrolled in
normal courses, short-cycle courses, normal courses provided by Adult HETs, short-cycle courses
provided by adult HETs, normal and short-cycle courses provided by web-based programs,
short-cycle courses provided by web-based programs, as well as doctoral and masters students.
In contrast, higher-education students include those enrolled in postgraduate courses, advanced
degree programs, or persons in employment, state-recognized credit programs provided by
nonstate/private HETs, registered viewers/auditors of programs provided by RTVUs, classes run by
nonstate/private HETs for students preparing for state-administered examinations for self-directed
learners, college-preparatory classes, in-service training, as well as foreign students.

Communist Party members; in 2010, this percentage rose to 9.17 percent.
After 2010, the percentage of Communist Party members in both groups
dropped dramatically; in 2019 it was only slightly more than 5 percent.
Despite the Communist Party’s claim to have engaged in proactive recruit-
ment campaigns on university campuses in the past decade, student Party
members still represent a tiny portion of the student population, main-
taining their privileged status as an exclusive group of the regime’s most
trustworthy supporters in China’s higher-education sector.

The elite nature of the corps of communist students on campus is
reflected in the lengthy and tedious yet also highly selective and competi-
tive processes of identifying, evaluating, and admitting university students
to the Party. In the post-Tiananmen Chinese university, Communist Party
membership is highly sought after within the student community. A quan-
titative study by Xin Guihua and Zhang Yangyang revealed that 75 per-
cent of the surveyed students had submitted an application for Commu-
nist Party membership at some point during their undergraduate years;

9%
8%
7%
6%
5%
4%
3%
2%
1%
0%



Concentric Circles: The Institutional Infrastructure 71

85 percent of these students submitted the application during their fresh-
man year (2016, 49). Our interviewees also reported that the number of
applications for Communist Party membership is particularly high when
members of the freshman class arrive on campus after completing their
prematriculation military training. In the Party’s selection of new members
from among university students, three criteria are considered. The first is
political performance (zhengzhi binoxian). With the decline of its capacity
for ideological mobilization, the Party-state now relies more heavily on
vetting applicants’ attitudes toward the current Party leadership and the
supreme leader. One student Party member responded as follows when
asked to define political loyalty:

Political loyalty is something you cannot define in concrete terms—it
is more of a sentiment. It is the way you feel about the Commu-
nist Party. In fact, I can tell you that . . . our generation [note: the
interviewee was born in the 1990s] does not feel the relationship
between us and the Communist Party is as close as our parents felt;
but I think I had full loyalty to the Party before I became a member.
Why? I remember at that time, whenever I heard someone talk-
ing about the negative side of the Party leaders, I would feel very
uncomfortable. I think all of the political parties in the world are
problematic but eventually they can become better (and thus criti-
cism of leaders is groundless). I use my own example to show why I
think political loyalty is a kind of sentiment. And when I review new
applications on behalf of the Party, I always take this as a criterion.?’

In a separate interview another student Party member of the same age
seemed to agree:

I guess I judge someone’s political attitude by the criterion of how
they feel about the Party. . . . I think Communist Party membership
is an indicator of your political identity, which you should feel proud
of. Like last time, when I was watching a TV programme [in which
the Party celebrated the impressive selfless deeds of model Commu-
nists], I strongly felt that being a Party member is glorious. . . . My
generation has never experienced a China without the Communist
Party, so we take the rule of the Party for granted and as a natural
phenomenon. There is of course sporadic negative news about the
Party—but I always feel that there is nothing wrong with the organ-
isation itself, even if a few of its members may commit crimes. I
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think this is also the kind of political belief we would like to see in
applicants for Party membership.”!

Political loyalty is hard to measure, and outright defiance is rare. Thus,
the frequency of reporting on anyone’s state of mind, of attending offi-
cial events and meetings, and of contributing information on the student
community, as well as the willingness to perform the duties of a student
cadre, are taken into consideration. In a few cases, a background check
of a candidate’s parents becomes necessary. For students whose parents
have been convicted of a crime or engaged in antiregime activities, the
scrutiny may be stricter. On the other side, the offspring of “revolutionary
martyrs”—whose deaths have been officially recognized by the Party-state
as glorious examples of devotion to the Revolution—find it much easier to
pass the recruitment review for Party membership. Overall, following the
overall demobilization of Chinese society, the Party today uses increasingly
bureaucratic criteria to measure political loyalty, with a focus on the candi-
date’s support for the current communist leadership rather than ideological
purity or class identity, which was stressed in the past.

The second criterion in the selection of new members from among uni-
versity students is academic performance. Given that the Party claims to be
the “vanguard” of the Chinese people and Chinese nation, one of the major
legitimizing narratives for the rule of the Communist Party lies in the sup-
posed “advanced” nature (xianjin xing) of its membership, which requires
that Communist Party members be not only politically loyal but profes-
sionally talented. In the recruitment of new Party members in the Chinese
university, this is manifested through criteria for academic performance in
the vetting process. At the leading universities, to be admitted to the Com-
munist Party, a student needs to at least reach the top 30 percent in terms
of academic performance in the class cohort (banji). In smaller or lesser
institutions where the quota of new Communist Party members is more
limited, a student has to reach the top 5 to 10 percent of the class cohort to
be eligible for consideration. At some institutions, even a student’s perfor-
mance in the National College English Proficiency Test held by the MoE
can become a factor in the selection of new Communist Party members.

The third criterion considered is the candidate’s popularity among
peers and influence in the student community. Since its years of revolution-
ary warfare, the Communist Party of China has stressed the importance of
maintaining a popular power base through Party members’ daily activities
in the community. Qunzhong guanxi (relationship with society)—defined as
feedback on the candidate’s personality and moral character from her peers
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and the extent of her devotion to community service—is a very important
criterion for the Communist Party. A ruling party that is gradually los-
ing its ideological power from the revolutionary era naturally holds more
tightly to the “moral” high ground to claim legitimacy. One student Party
member said:

To get into the Party, we even have to sweep the streets (as volun-
teers), go to Party School classes on the weekends, help fellow stu-
dents in extraordinary ways—as your image in the community and
people’s evaluation of your character mean a lot in the application
process. Community service and good interpersonal relationships
are almost indispensable if you want your dream (of getting into the
Communist Party) to come true. I’d say that the sacrifice a student
has to make to obtain Party membership can be tremendous.”

Student cadres who make a significant contribution to political edu-
cation events and official activities and who serve as informants for the
surveillance apparatus are guaranteed priority treatment. To ensure that
new Communist Party members are popular among their peers, poten-
tial candidates in the university almost all need to go through a process
termed “mass recommendation” (gunzhong tuijian) or “democratic referral”
(minzhu tuixian)—a secret poll conducted by questionnaire among all of
the noncommunist students in the same grid unit as the candidate, investi-
gating how popular the candidate is in the community. Negative results in
such a poll will almost certainly kill an application.

Naturally, the chance of getting into the Communist Party also depends
on the quota issued to each basic grid unit of students. For example, in a
class cohort of about 60 students at a provincial university, only two can be
admitted to the Party each year beyond the second year of study, whereas
four can be admitted in the fourth (and final) year of study, right before
graduation. The quotas are much more generous for China’s prestigious
national universities. A special quota is allocated to officially endorsed stu-
dent organizations in favor of the principal student cadres who operate
those groups. This kind of extra quota sometimes leaves room for manipu-
lation, nepotism, rent-seeking, and outright corruption. Even more impor-
tantly, because it circumvents the mass monitoring of character within
small “grid” units, the extra-institutional channel for accessing the Com-
munist Party becomes a useful perquisite that the Party can trade for sup-
port, loyalty, and collaboration from politically ambitious but unpopular
student cadres.
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Yet overall, to maximize its utility in securing order and control, the
Party regulates the quota for admitting new members very carefully. The
Party sets annual quotas and merit-based criteria for the initial selection of
potential candidates, which guarantees that new admissions are students
who have demonstrated outstanding political and academic performance
and a record of devoted community service. This measure aims not only
to maintain the selective nature of the Party’s membership, but to ensure
that only the most loyal and outstanding candidates are recruited. As one
university Party secretary said, “in terms of recruiting university students
to the Communist Party, our policy is that it is better to leave a deficiency
unremedied than to deal with it poorly—in Chinese, this is called ningque
wulan.”

Students who finally become Communist Party members enter an elite
group of loyalist students on campus. They enjoy a wide array of privileges,
ranging from easier access to the university or faculty leadership to more
career opportunities on graduation. For the politically ambitious, Com-
munist Party membership is itself an admission ticket to the all-powerful
Party-state establishment and the officialdom of the People’s Republic.
Given their enormous stake in the future, student Party members con-
stitute the primary force supporting the order and control that the state
seeks to reestablish on university campuses. Student communists serve as
the principal student cadres, run the Communist Youth League, report on
activities and irregularities within the student community, and assist in
the operation of various ideological training programs, political education
projects, and official Party-state ceremonies. The state relies on them to
establish, effectuate, and maintain its reach and control on the university
campus and in the student population.

Student Cadre

In the political landscape of the Chinese university, student cadres (xuesh-
eng ganbu) represent a special case. Unlike student Communist Party mem-
bers, who are at the center of the political stratification structure, student
cadres constitute the outer layer in the concentric circles of forces that
buttress the political order that the post-Tiananmen Chinese state seeks
to reinvent. Broadly defined, the concept of “student cadres” covers a wide
range of student leaders and activists who work at different levels of the
institutional pyramid on campus. Members of the corps of student cadres
are dispersed in the Communist Youth League, student unions, student
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administrative committees, student organizations, and interest clubs and
serve as student assistants or helpers for Party or state agencies on campus.

From the university-wide Student Union to the basic grid unit of the
class cohort, student cadres are a community of selected students who run
an array of activities for the student populace and implement instructions
issued by the Party-state. Although not as trustworthy as student Com-
munist Party members in the eyes of the Party-state, student cadres play
a supporting yet indispensable role in the operations of state control on
the university campus. Good student cadres are rewarded with political
incentives and material perquisites, and as their loyalty has been tested in
their service to the Party-state, they may receive fast-track admission to
the Communist Party. Ultimately, student cadres are a critical buffer group
between the state machinery and university students.

Compared with student Communist Party members, student cadres are
recruited on a more democratic basis. One political counselor said:

After the students arrive on campus and the basic organisational
“grids” are established, we face the issue of selecting student cad-
res. . .. What I feel is that it is necessary to respect the students’ col-
lective choice. As this is also a screening process for us to find a pool
of potential Communist Party members and the backbone [gugan
liliang] of our student control apparatus, the selection process has to
be freer and more open, rather than narrow and closed.”

With this mindset, the selection of student cadres is usually conducted
through open, quasidemocratic competitions. Most posts have a one-year
term, and selection polls are held annually. However, the Communist Party
still exercises considerable influence in the process. One student described
the election of the president of his school’s Student Union as follows:

Student cadres are produced by open voting. For the presidency of
the student union, the election involves a candidate speech and sub-
sequent voting by all of the students. But officials from the Com-
munist Youth League occasionally intervene in the election process.
For example, last time, a male student was elected. However, the
Communist Youth League cadres indicated that a female candidate
might be better, as it is a tradition of our school to have a female
Student Union president; the male student was eventually forced to
withdraw from the competition. This came as an enormous surprise
to us all, as no one had even mentioned the existence of such a tradi-
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tion in the past. Eventually, we learned that the female candidate was
the favourite pick of the Party, as she had contributed a lot to the
Party’s official activities and had a close relationship with political
cadres. They feared that the male candidate might be a little “out of
control” if he were elected.**

In other cases, political counselors might encourage and advocate the can-
didacy of students who are considered to have the potential to join the
Communist Party, as taking up a student leadership position is considered
a major credit in the competition for Party membership. For senior posi-
tions in the student organization hierarchy, the list of candidates must be
scrutinized and approved by the Communist Youth League before they
can be put on the ballot. Students who are favored and supported by the
Party but lose in the open voting are very likely to be asked to serve in less
important cadre posts for which a formal election is not required.

Once selected, student cadres have to attend strict, sometimes tedious
political education and training sessions organized by the Communist
Party. After all, the formation of a reserve of student loyalists is one of the
principal purposes of the institutional arrangements of student cadre-dom
itself. Political training has larger purposes, too. It involves introducing the
Communist Party’s internal and unannounced rules and regulations for
managing the university student community. It also covers basic knowl-
edge about the internal chains of command within the Party apparatus, the
content of inner-Party disciplinary codes, and rules about how to respond
to natural or political emergencies (such as a sudden outbreak of student
protests on campus). Obviously, this kind of political training does not
merely aim at ensuring the student cadres have a safe experience in their
leadership post; more importantly, it can be seen as the Party-state’s ini-
tial reaching out to the country’s future professional, community, or state
leaders in a holistic way. The exclusive live-in political training program is
a rare opportunity for Communist Party representatives to examine each
student cadre up close and vet their loyalty, capability, and character. The
group training also provides a venue for the student cadres to socialize with
each other and form a social group comprising only student loyalists—a
group closely affiliated with the political establishment and serving as one
of its principal supporting pillars on university campuses.

The corps of student cadres on campus is a hierarchical infrastructure.
Both its internal institutional structure and its daily operating methods
resemble those of the larger Party-state apparatus. Jérome Doyon (2023)
also found “behavioural homogeneity” between the CYL student cadres
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he studied and the formal Party-state officials—the kind of congruence
that is believed to be an important part of the basis for the student cadres’
eventual commitment to the incaumbent Chinese regime. The operation
of this student hierarchy is highly bureaucratic, with student cadres at the
top of the chain of command deciding on matters in closed-door meetings,
and student cadres at each level in the bureaucracy possessing absolute
authority over their subordinates. This may itself be a means to demobi-
lize a corps of potential student movement leaders on campus. As Sara M.
Evans and Harry C. Boyte (2003) contended, commenting on the changes
of social movements in America, “as social movement leaders over time
became distanced from the communal foundations of democratic revolt,
and adopted dominant categories and vocabularies . . . they often [has-
tened] the process of bureaucratization and incorporation of protest into
the language and terms of modern, centralized authority” (264).

Similar to other spheres in the everyday rhythm of the Chinese univer-
sity, the life experiences of student cadres can be also seen as a process of
synchronization of the students’ political attitudes, behavior, and philoso-
phy with the larger Party-state system operating outside the campus walls.
This involves processes of education, indoctrination, habitualization, and
internalization in which the political rationale and principles of the Party-
state are integrated into the mindsets and senses of self of university stu-
dents. According to research on Arabic politics, “for a regime to be stable
surely implies that the structures in place are to some extent internalised
in the minds of the citizens,” and people are not “necessarily [compliant]
simply because they are coerced” into it (Wegner 2007, 94). A similar logic
is applicable to China.

Conclusion

The nationwide marketization and opening to global capitalism in the
1990s seriously weakened the three powers—mobilization, dependency,
and categorization—that had supported the Chinese state’s edifice of con-
trol over the university and its population of students during the previ-
ous era. With the Maoist strategy of “control via mobilization” fading into
history, the Party-state endeavored to construct a routinized, normalized,
and bureaucratic system of surveillance and control in the university, and a
concentric structure that aimed to stratify and organize the student popu-
lace in order of political trustworthiness. Within this critical social space,
“the expectations, roles and attitudes are internalized, corresponding to
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what is demanded and foreseen” by the new normative structure (Germani
1978, 16).

"This institutional infrastructure for control has three significant fea-
tures. The first is the highly bureaucratic nature and the decidedly hierar-
chal formulation. This structure operates a pervasive network comprising
Communist Party officials, political counselors, student Party members,
student cadres, and other activists and informants. It extends into the stu-
dents’ lived experience, structures the everyday rhythm on campus, and
positions the Party as the supreme source of authority in this critical social
space. The second feature is the grid-like web structure and quasimilitary
framework that organize university students into parallel administrative
units. In such a closed space with crowded (and layered) means of control,
the compliance and order sought by the regime is habitually internalized
by students through everyday practice and the endogenous dynamism of
the student community, even with little forceful state intervention. Third,
the concentric stratification structure of the student community serves as
a supporting framework for the order the Party-state seeks to reestablish.
Sorting university students into groups based on their perceived political
loyalty and performance is a good example of the state’s revamped catego-
rizing power. With these labeling and stratification processes, the regime
is not only able to locate its most loyal supporters among educated youth,
it can create a pyramid of incentives to attract university youth to align
themselves with the political establishment.



THREE

A Torrent of Encounters

The Significative Infrastructure

“The State” never stops talking.
—Philip Corrigan and Derek Sayer, The Great Arch, 1985, 3

Great power announces itself by its power over order. It discovers
order, creates order, maintains it, or destroys it. Power is indeed the
central, order-related event.

—Edward Shils, The Constitution of Society, 1982, 128

The State’s Signification Project

The state has never been a mere coercion-wielding organization in the
Weberian sense, and it is not “‘formed’ once and for all” (Steinmetz 1999,
9). The production, perpetuation, and projection of the state’s power of
symbolism, signification, and mystification have always been essentially
constitutive components in both modern and ancient states. As Pierre
Bourdieu argues, “one of the major powers of the state is to produce and
impose . . . categories of thought that we spontaneously apply to all things
of the social world—including the state itself” (1999, 53). With effective
signification of its tailor-made legitimating narratives, the state makes the
society accept the official order as not only justifiable but also natural and
purposeful. Signification can be used to establish the state as a “coherent,
controlling organisation in a territory” (Migdal 2011, 16-17). Indeed, an
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integral part of state formation is the state-directed goal of “normalising,
rendering natural, taken for granted, in a word ‘obvious,” what are in fact
ontological and epistemological premises of a particular and historical
form of social order” (Corrigan and Sayer 1985, 4). The state’s strategic
significative efforts anchor the very existence of the state itself, making
people “forget that it issues out of a long series of institution (in the active
sense) and hence has all the appearance of the natural” (Bourdieu 1999, 56).

The state’s signification project involves establishing and promoting a
mega-narrative that justifies, rationalizes and naturalizes its control over
the social realm. This mega-narrative usually includes a legitimation dis-
course, a founding myth (historiography), a visionary anecdote to substanti-
ate the state’s political lines of the day. By tactfully deploying the discursive
devices it has at its disposal, the state constructs its desired social reality and
directly combats all opposition to it. Moreover, this mega-narrative places
the state’s political order within a larger order, thus justifying and signify-
ing its ruison d’état from a broader perspective (e.g., by fulfilling a historical
mission to wash away a national humiliation), or within a spatial sphere
that reaches beyond the Westphalian nation-state (e.g., by contributing to
a human community that shares a common fate in peace and prosperity),
or both. In a “realpolitik” sense, the state’s mega-narrative is designed to
explain away social grievances, tensions, and even atrocities, to encourage
personal sacrifice, to legitimize the incumbent political order, and to pres-
ent a visionary statement for the national community.

The state’s signification project has visionary value in that it provides a
higher meaning and purpose deriving from a larger outlook for the politi-
cal world, and a teleological justification for that outlook acquired from a
historiography tailored by the state. The availability of a justifiable state-
ment of purpose has long been an important foundation for all forms of
states, from Babylon under the reign of Hammurabi to the states of the
twentieth century. Chalmers Johnson contended that in any revolution-
ary ideology, a “goal culture” and a “transfer culture” can be identified.
Whereas the “goal culture” is the revolutionary state’s “image of the ulti-
mate utopia, its idealized contrast to the present,” the “transfer culture”
provides a path to the promised future and legitimates the present reality
(Johnson 1970, 7). The state’s provision, justification, and signification of a
visionary statement not only attributes a grander meaning to the everyday
sacrifices that people make in reality, it also provides a teleological rhetoric
that facilitates the rationalization of the current political order. For those
who experience a quotidian reality, the state’s mega-narrative provides a
bond, a teleological confirmation of meaning, a solemn assignment of pur-
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pose, and—all together—a red thread knotting events and occurrences into
a defined order in which every person can be identified, interlinked, and
made a part of a larger cause. The state’s significative power thus becomes
a centripetal force that connects the seemingly disintegrated temporal and
spatial particulars of the everyday into strong support for the control and
order that the state seeks to effectuate and maintain.

Multivocal Signification

The state’s signification project—namely, the forging, projecting, and
solidifying of a mega-narrative—is multivocal, involving a variety of chan-
nels, arenas, and forms. The university is by nature a critical site where
the state can carry out its signification project. While “the contemporary
University is busily transforming itself from an ideological arm of the state
into a bureaucratically organised . . . consumer-oriented corporation,” the
grand narrative of the university “centered on the production of a liberal,
reasoning subject” of the state still firmly holds (Readings 1996, 9, 11). The
uniqueness of the university as a critical space for state building hinges on
the fact that it integrates pivotal yet parallel existent contradictions.

The university is both an institution of education that prioritizes the
pursuit of knowledge, and a precarious arena for potential societal mobi-
lization over which the state seeks to exert control. It combines the func-
tionalities of learning and disciplining. As the producer of national “pro-
fessional elites in waiting,” the university must at the same time nurture
expertise and allegiance, talent and obedience, quiescence and innovation,
and indoctrination and enlightenment. The university is a microcosm of
society, where social networks meet and the structural defects of human
society, such as economic inequality, are manifested. Moreover, in the eyes
of the state, opposing ideologies, discourses, and agendas are always hid-
den under the university’s “facade” of free inquiry into truth. It is one of
the most formidable strongholds that the reinvented Chinese state seeks
to conquer to win control over the social realm and secure its supremacy.

Obviously, coercive instillation and assertive propagation do not produce
the conformism that the state needs for its future professional elites. Impo-
sition of the state’s official discourses increases the difficulty of naturalizing
the political order and building a cognitive foundation for self-motivated
compliance. This situation is similar to other scenarios in states where
forced indoctrination creates passivity, resistance, and counter-reaction
rather than the much-desired voluntary conformity. Since the demobiliza-
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tion of Chinese society following the 1989 Tiananmen Movement, there-
fore, the state has striven to rebuild a new infrastructure through which a
state-directed experiential signification project can be implemented.

Three mechanisms have thus become central. First, the state’s signifi-
cative operations are increasingly embedded in the temporal and spatial
fabric of the student community to ensure that students’ contact with
the state’s baseline political rhetoric is constant, nuanced, and carefully
woven into their everyday experiences. The official political rhetoric can
thus eliminate alternatives from the structured life experiences of the tar-
geted social group as much as possible. Second, effectuated signification
is realized through a combination of passive training and active participa-
tion. Encounters with the state in various forms of participatory activities
prevent the official narrative from becoming a lifeless doctrine with no
meaning in university students’ temporal and spatial present. Third, the
effectuation process entails constant surveillance over the political every-
day lived by the student population. Monitoring quotidian details in both
the personal and public spaces provides the state with a safety net, helping
it to maintain an edge in its competition with alternative mega-narratives,
rival suppliers of authority, and alien forces that enter the social space it
seeks to command.

Given the intricacies of the university as a social space, whereas the
state’s signification project on campus appears to have adopted an open and
direct approach, the form of the state’s operation remains task-contingent
and scene-specific. The official story is told in various formats and through
numerous avenues, and the high visibility of the state throughout the sig-
nification process proclaims to the audience the inviolability of its mega-
narrative, deterring any competing rhetoric. The state’s significative activi-
ties in the university permeate everyday campus life. Through repeated
exposure to the state’s discursive framework, which often takes the form
of scientific discussion, administrative rationality, or educational proceed-
ings, students are expected to learn that the explanatory framework, which
hinges on the social reality constructed by the state, is the only valid system
of signification.

A New Significative Infrastructure
The tidal wave of marketization and global capitalism of the 1990s posed

grave challenges to the legitimacy and capacity of China’s state. Almost
overnight, the state found that its ability to maintain political order had
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broken down. With tensions high between the state and society, the
regime’s old legitimizing discourse—stressing a revolutionary spirit and
“blood and flesh” bonds with the subaltern classes of China—was no lon-
ger effective. The rapid accumulation of wealth by China’s nouveau riche
made the Maoist mission of achieving a class-leveled society not only
infeasible but also undesirable. Marketization fundamentally weakened the
state’s monopoly over the allocation of scarce resources and career oppor-
tunities. If unaddressed, these intrinsic contradictions could consume the
state. The Chinese state is not hesitant to undertake a complete overhaul
of its significative infrastructure.

In terms of content, in the post-Tiananmen era, the state’s old mega-
narrative, which is based on the concept of perpetual domestic and inter-
national class struggle and positions the Chinese version of communism
as the antithesis of Soviet “revisionism,” has lost much of its appeal. The
Party’s mission to level China’s class-based social inequalities, which is
central to the visionary statement in that old mega-narrative, has even
become detrimental to the long-term interests of a stability-seeking and
development-driven state. The nascent market economy and the entry of
global capitalism have brought a new agenda and a new imagery for the
state, yet both further compromise the credibility, authenticity, and allure
of the Party’s long-held ideals. The state overhauls its signification project
by injecting new elements that are more China-specific, identity-based,
nationalistic, and development-oriented to meet the ideological needs of
a state that only marginally survived the political trauma of 1989 and has
since sought to repair its ability to signal its own existential value to the
population amid economic, social, and cultural transformations occurring
at breakneck speed.

Facing a demobilized Chinese society in the post-Tiananmen era, the
state’s significative operation has undergone reform on three fronts. First,
the demobilization of Chinese society requires a new signification project
that is normalized, routinized, and suitable for mundane bureaucratic man-
agement. Second, without devoting time and energy to mass movements,
the new style demands a combination of overt politico-ideological educa-
tion and subtle activities to fill the temporal and spatial structure of people’s
everyday lives. Third, a demobilized society and the state’s compromised
legitimation base necessitate that state signification provide a submerged
and quiet experience for the target audiences—university students in par-
ticular. The new state project, compared to its Maoist counterpart, appears
to be diffusive, experiential, noncentralized, and integrated naturally into
the everyday experiences of the people. By implementing the new state
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signification project, the post-Tiananmen Chinese state strives to prove
that, even in this completely new era driven by globalism, capitalism, and
the power of the internet, the Party remains the master of the fundamen-
tal truth about China’s future and the champion of its destiny to achieve
national rejuvenation.

The State Signification Project on Campus

Since the 1990s, immersive and pervasive state-directed significative oper-
ations have become a strong driver of the renewal of the cognitive, percep-
tual, and legitimation foundation for securing a largely obedient and qui-
escent student population. In the new routinized, quotidian, and immersive
signification system, the state remains visible at the center of the arena.
The new significative infrastructure includes three essential components: a
political education curriculum, significative activities, and mandatory mili-
tary training—each representing a primary device for the state’s significa-
tive operation on campus, namely formal education, immersive experience,
and formation training.

The Formal Curriculum

Formal classroom teaching had not been the favorite form of politico-
ideological education for Mao.! Classroom instruction in Marxism, Lenin-
ism, and the Mao Zedong thought violated Mao’s philosophy that one can
only develop a truly revolutionary spirit by participating in real revolution-
ary movements, not by studying state-designated textbooks in the class-
room. It is unsurprising that in 1957 and 1966, Mao himself abolished all
formal politico-ideological curricula across China (Xu 2013).

It was not until the end of the Cultural Revolution that the Party-
state’s more bureaucratic instrument of signification and ideological train-
ing, a formal politico-ideological curriculum, returned to the classroom.?
In April 1978, only one and a half years after Mao’s death, the Ministry
of Education (MoE) issued the “Opinion on the Strengthening of Marx-
ist Education in Institutions of Higher Learning,” in which the Ministry
stressed the following:

A curriculum on Marxist theories must be mandatory for all kinds
of socialist institutions of higher learning. Whether a curriculum on
Marxist theories is on offer is a key difference between universities
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of the New China and those of the Old China, and between socialist
universities and bourgeois universities. All teachers must teach well,

all students must learn well and leaders at all levels must manage
(this curriculum) well. (Feng 2009, 16)

In June 1978 and July 1980, the Ministry issued further national guide-
lines covering issues from the publication of textbooks on the politico-
ideological curriculum to the pedagogy for these now-mandatory courses
(Feng 2009, 16). In August 1985, a complete set of newly designed main-
line courses for the politico-ideological curriculum—*“Revolutionary His-
tory of China,” “China’s Socialist Construction,” “Basic Theories of Marx-
ism,” and “World Politics, Economy and International Relations”—was
endorsed by the state and offered in colleges and universities across China
(Feng 2009, 16-17). In these four mainline courses, instructors taught
students the Party-state’s official version of historiography dating to the
Opium War of 1840, the Communist Party’s political narratives since the
founding of the PRC in 1949, the basics of Marxist philosophy and politi-
cal economy, and discourses on China’s position in the world and justifi-
cation for its foreign policy. These courses were the first attempt of the
post-Mao state to theorize, standardize, and streamline the content of the
state’s signification project on university campuses. They served as de jure
politico-ideological training for China’s professionals-in-waiting until the
Tiananmen Movement in 1989.

The suppressed uprising of 1989 and the ensuing tension between the
state and Chinese society were a shock to the political elites that moti-
vated them to reevaluate the style, format, intensity, and effectiveness of
the politico-ideological education being provided to the country’s edu-
cated youth. In the wake of the bloodshed of 1989, the communist leader-
ship blamed inadequate politico-ideological training in Marxist theories
and the incompetence of educational institutions in communicating the
Communist Party’s mega-narrative effectively to their students (Li 1992).
In March 1991, China’s rising new leader, Jiang Zemin, wrote to the State
Commission of Education (SCE, later renamed the Ministry of Education,
MOokE) requesting that an enhanced course of instruction on China’s revolu-
tionary history be included in the curriculum at every Chinese educational
institution (Jiang 2021, 479-80). From then on, the state endeavored not
only to redesign the curriculum per se but to provide a routinized, immer-
sive, and well-rounded learning experiences for politico-ideological educa-
tion nationwide. The process was, to use Stanley Rosen’s term, “a massive
infusion of political ‘re-education’ in an attempt to forestall a recurrence of
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the turbulence and, more ambitiously, to win back the hearts and minds of
Chinese youth” (1993, 310).

"To create such an immersive educational experience, the state deemed it
important that the politico-ideological curriculum takes up a certain amount
of the credit-bearing learning time in university studies. In the wake of the
Tiananmen Movement, on 3 August 1991, the SCE significantly increased
the credit-bearing learning hours for the politico-ideological curriculum:

[It has been decided that] the teaching hours designated for the
politico-ideological curriculum need to be increased. For under-
graduate students enrolled in a four-year program, those who major
in the arts and social science must complete 350 teaching hours and
those who major in the natural sciences, engineering, agriculture
and medicine 280 teaching hours. . . . These designated numbers of
teaching hours must be guaranteed (by the university administra-
tion). No university or individual administrator shall reduce or re-
allocate any of these designated teaching hours for other purposes.
(Department of Ideological and Political Work, MoE 2008, 161)

These courses are usually taught not by regular academic faculty mem-
bers but by a corps of teachers who belong to a specific teaching unit set
up for “Thought and Political Education” (sixiang zhengzhi jiaoyu) in the
university. In recent years, most of these special teaching units have been
incorporated into or directly managed by the School of Marxism at each
institution.

The politico-ideological education courses are usually conducted in a
completely academic format, with all of the typical educational compo-
nents in place, such as weekly lectures, tutorial discussions, term papers,
final examinations, and occasional field trips. The state also mandated the
precise division of the designated teaching hours for political-ideological
courses among these different educational modules. The standardization
of the format and content of the national politico-ideological curriculum
after the Tiananmen Movement reflected the state’s novel efforts to further
theorize the Party’s mega-narrative and communicate it to university stu-
dents in a systematic manner. To forge universal syllabi for these courses,
a simpler version of an introductory Marxist curriculum inherited from
the 1950s has now been developed and expanded into a comprehensive,
holistic, and organic educational program whose main trunk includes four
mandatory courses of instruction that reflect the major aspects of the state’s
renewed political narrative.
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The foundational course in this curriculum is “Introduction to the
Basic Theories of Marxism,” which focuses on the basics of the “sinicized”
versions of Marxist philosophy and political economy. It aims to teach stu-
dents the state’s philosophy, with the formation of a correct worldview and
epistemology as the most important goal. The course covers entry-level
Marxist concepts with heavily simplified explanations of topics ranging
from dialectical materialism to political economy terms such as “surplus
value,” “exploitation,” and “class struggle.” The textbook concludes with
theory about the inevitability of communism’s replacing capitalism world-
wide and why socialism with Chinese characteristics is the only route to
reaching that ultimate goal (Editorial Group 2010c).

The course “Introduction to Modern and Contemporary Chinese His-
tory” surveys China’s modern history from the Opium Wars of the 1840s
to the most recent National Congress of the Communist Party, focusing
on the ongoing endeavor of the Communist Party to lift China out of pov-
erty, instability, and subordination to Western powers by leading the Chi-
nese people down the road toward modernization. The course’s primary
mission is to outline and elaborate on the state’s official historiography. It
seeks to legitimize the state in the historical context of modern China and
justify to students that the state is the only choice for China, a nation seek-
ing to reclaim its dignity and greatness (Editorial Group 2010a).

The course “Introduction to Mao Zedong Thoughts and the System of
Theories on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics” introduces and jus-
tifies the Communist Party’s political platform and policy lines—in the
words of the authors of the course’s textbook, “the historical process and
theoretic achievements of the sinicisation of Marxism.” The course delin-
eates the major ideological discourses of the state since 1949, including
Mao Zedong thought, Deng Xiaoping theory, Jiang Zemin’s “Important
Thoughts on the “Three Representatives,” and Hu Jintao’s theories on sci-
entific development. Since 2018, Xi Jinping’s “Thought on Socialism with
Chinese Characteristics for a New Era” has also been included. The main
purpose of this course is to provide a systematic overview of the Commu-
nist Party’s major national policies and a theorization of the Communist
Party’s substantially different political lines across history as a holistic and
organic whole, thus showing the Communist Party’s resilience, adaptabil-
ity, and infallibility—in a word, why the Party is fit to lead (Editorial Group
2010b).

The course “Moral Education and the Basics of Law” completes the
politico-ideological curriculum by sketching out the state’s official moral
codes and providing basic knowledge of China’s legal system. The moral
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education component of the course covers the “socialist value system.” The
official textbook identifies the core socialist values to be observed in vari-
ous areas: the guiding moral principles of Marxism (placing the “public”
over the “private”), the moral codes required to construct socialism with
Chinese characteristics (stressing individual citizens’ patriotic devotion to
the needs of the state), public virtues (observing civility in the public space
and upholding public order by being a law-abiding citizen), traditional
family values, and professional ethics in the workplace (Editorial Group
2009). This last textbook ends with a call to action:

The future of the motherland will be incredibly beautiful and the
future of the younger generation unprecedentedly bright and prom-
ising. The youth can only flourish in their sincere devotion to the
state and the people. Your life will only shine by mingling it with
the grand endeavours of the state and of the nation. Let the youth
shoulder the responsibility. Let responsibility guide your life. Let us
together synchronise with the pulse of our time, share the fate of the
motherland, work hard with the people, and create an eternal young
age that belongs to us forever. (Editorial Group 2009, 251)

Standardized courses of instruction, disguised educational procedures, and
carefully designed course content have all facilitated the establishment of
the Party-state’s desired discursive milieu in the critical social space of the
university. In this ideological theater, both the Party and the state display
a high level of visibility, operate openly, and play the salient roles of com-
mander, instructor, and narrator in the campaign to promote the state’s
baseline political rhetoric to educated youth. Yet classroom instruction is
only one device. To reinvent and maintain the political order, other activi-
ties outside the classroom setting, both voluntary and mandatory, are also
necessary for the state to fill the vast temporal and spatial gaps in everyday
student life.

Political Training Activities

Obviously, in the university, classroom teaching alone cannot provide a
sufficiently immersive educational experience. To more closely structure
and shape the students’ everyday experiences on campus, the state under-
takes to extend its signification project from the classroom to the everyday
fabric of campus life through political training activities.

The Party-state appears to be highly strategic in designing and imple-



A Torrent of Encounters: The Significative Infrastructure 89

menting such activities. Via its youth work arm, the Communist Youth
League (CYL), the Party-state assigns content and designates activities
to different sectors of the country’s youth. “Document No. 17,” issued by
the Central Committee of the CYL in 2010, categorizes Chinese youth
into four major groups—university students, peasant workers, professional
youth, and rural youth—and states that political training activities specifi-
cally should be tailored to the needs of each group and be implemented in
certain ways.’

For university students, the Party-state has much grander aims and
more intensive political training activities than it does for the other groups
of youth:

For university students, we should focus on guiding them to
acknowledge the great achievements our country has made in her
socialist construction and modernisation endeavours under the
leadership of the Communist Party, making sure they have a cor-
rect understanding of the current situation of the world, the country
and the Communist Party, convincing them that patriotism, social-
ism and the Communist Party’s leadership are organically and con-
sistently linked to each other. (Chinese Communist Youth League
[CCYL] 2010)

The document mandated that all institutions of higher education “shall
explore innovative methods and forms [of ideological training activities]
that are welcomed by the younger generation and that effectively propa-
gate the Party’s ideology and discourse among them” (Chinese Communist
Youth League [CCYL] 2010). Table 2 lists all of the ideological training
activities discussed in Document No. 17.

Political training activities are implemented at three levels in Chinese
universities: national campaigns, everyday activities, and political rituals
and ceremonies. At the highest level, the Politburo or Central Commit-
tee of the Communist Party periodically implements nationwide political,
ideological, and rectification campaigns. Universities all over China must
participate in these national campaigns. For example, in February 2021, the
Central Committee launched a nationwide campaign to promote the study
of the Communist Party’s history, with a focus on the Party’s historical
achievements as it celebrated its centennial. On 25 June 2021, Xi Jinping
and the entire Politburo visited the Red Building on the old campus of
Peking University in downtown Beijing for an exhibition on the Party’s
revolutionary activities in its early years. In an article published shortly
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TABLE 2: Forms of innovative ideological education activities mandated by the
Central Committee of the Communist Youth League

Category Forms of Activity

Face-to-face Party/CYL school seminars, keynote speech, discussion sessions,
workshops, debates, study groups, individual consultations

Experience by Practice  Site visits, social surveys, field trips, internships, volunteer work

Media Propagation Mass mobile phone text message, themed website, mini-blog or
blog, online discussion groups, traditional news media (including
newspaper, public radio, magazines, and TV channels)

Culture and Fashion Singing contest, performance, film, ceremonies, and fashion
activities (i.e., the use of fashion products, discourses, and stars in
ideological education activities)

Exemplary Cases Awards for exemplary individuals, promotion of the moral deeds
of exemplary individual, themed conferences

Source: “Notice on the Work of Classification and Divergent Guidance Work for the Youth,” Chinese
Communist Youth League, Zhong Qing Fa [2010] No.17, November 19, 2010.

afterward, Qiu Shuiping, the Communist Party secretary of Peking Uni-
versity,* described the immersive politico-ideological training experiences:

Peking University pays high attention to the best and strategic use
of “red” historical resources of the university in carrying out the
study of party history campaign. We will closely integrate the study
of party history into endeavours of implementing the moral educa-
tion for our students. We will strive to form a lively situation at our
university where everyone talks about party history, in every corner
people learn about party history, people know about party history
and love the Communist Party, and people understand the national
history and love our motherland. (Qiu 2021)

Regarding the implementation of this national ideological campaign as an
experiential signification project, the article stated,

We must promote the integrated construction of [the] politico-
ideological education curriculum with practical learning across
[China’s] vast society. Every summer, our university shall allocate
financial resources and send our students to the old revolutionary
base areas, to the urban cities and the countryside, to the farm-
ing land of China to carry out experiential teaching and learning
[about the Party’s history]. We will send our students to the battle-
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field against the COVID-19 pandemic to help them understand the
grand spirit of fighting and to the main ground of reform to help
them sense the power of development. Ultimately, we will make
sure that China’s educated youth are equipped with strong minds,
pure Communist beliefs and adherence to the doctrine of “four self-
confidences” from their own first-hand experiences. (Qiu 2021)

National campaigns specifically designed and carried out for the nation’s
younger generation have been fairly frequent. For instance, in 2011 alone,
atleast three national political education campaigns designed for university
students were carried out in Chinese universities under state mandate. The
schedules for these national campaigns are usually extensive and exhaus-
tive; they occupy a large amount of students’ time on campus.

Everyday political training activities also take up a sizable portion of
university students’ time, especially for students who anticipate a career
in the public sector or who seek Communist Party membership. These
activities vary in format and include regular class meetings (banbui), CYL
meetings (fuanbui), reading sessions (dushu bui), and Student Party Branch
meetings (danghui), in ascending order of importance. At almost all of these
mandatory meetings, much time is devoted to reading aloud important
articles published in the Party’s mouthpiece newspaper and journals, or
paragraphs taken from the latest central documents. The reading is fol-
lowed by a discussion in which every participant is expected to express
support for the official lines and pledge personal allegiance. Such reading
and discussion sessions may seem odd in the internet age, especially given
that the content of the Party’s documents and newspaper is readily avail-
able online, yet the tedious reading of often very long texts remains an
important political ritual for university students in China.

In addition, university administrations periodically organize various
forms of political training activities, often public seminars or public lec-
tures where senior communist cadre members or officially endorsed schol-
ars from outside the university are invited to deliver keynote speeches on
policy or political issues relevant to the student population. On each uni-
versity campus, a Communist Party school serves as an important center
for the ideological training of student activists who are hand-picked by the
Communist cadres that oversee student affairs at all levels.

On other occasions, mandatory political study sessions can be crisis-
response measures to prevent students from participating in anti-regime
activities off campus. Since 1989, it has almost become the norm that
whenever an extraordinary political situation arises, Party organizations
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at all levels on campus are required to hold urgent political study sessions.
Such gatherings are also used to release relevant information to students, to
pacify them if they are agitated by the situation, and to limit their mobility
amid a growing social or political crisis. For example, in spring 2011, when
antiregime websites outside China called on Chinese students to launch
a “Jasmine Revolution”—a Chinese form of the “Colour Revolution”—
university students were immediately required by university administra-
tion to attend special political study sessions scheduled for the designated
day of protest, a measure obviously meant to prevent the student body
from mingling with or being co-opted by domestic or foreign oppositional
forces.

Rituals and Ceremonies

A ritual is a “formalised collective performance, usually combining move-
ment and both visual and verbal discourse” (Gill 2011, 15). At the individ-
ual level, rituals and ceremonies express “some deeper ordering of political
and social relations” through the “clothing of power” (Wilentz 1985, 1).
“Participation in ritual can give individuals a sense of continuity, belong-
ing, and an affirmation that all is regular and in accord” (Gill 2011, 15). At
the collective level, rituals and ceremonies are important instruments for
building a stable sense of community membership, which “is so much more
resistant to change than beliefs [are]” (Kertzer 1988, 67-68).

Scholars have identified two key ways in which rituals and ceremonies
are valuable to state rulers. Functional-instrumental theories focus on the
ability of rituals and ceremonies to strengthen state legitimacy, display state
might, define national identity, and meet the physiological needs of the
population (Podeh 2011). Rituals and ceremonies also have an essential-
existential value well beyond the functional convenience provided by the
“ordering force of display, regard, and drama” (Geertz 1980, 121). As Clif-
ford Geertz argued, rather than exogenous instrumentality, the “hierarchi-
cal, sensory, symbolic, and theatrical” dimensions of the state are part of its
intrinsic nature—the cultural form and display of the state are, ontologi-
cally, the state (Geertz 1980, 124-25).

The Communist Party and the state understand well the important role
played by political rituals and ceremonies in bolstering state order, state
control, and state legitimacy. In the Communist Youth League’s terminol-
ogy, political education through participation in rituals and ceremonies
is “education by rites” (yishi jiaoyu) (Chinese Communist Youth League
[CCYL] 2010). For a Chinese university student, participation in politi-
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cal ceremonies and rituals organized by the Communist Party or the state
consumes a considerable amount of time outside the classroom.

From the public oath-taking ceremony for new student Communist
Party members to the solemn memorial service for the “revolutionary mar-
tyrs” who lost their lives in revolutionary warfare, China’s political rituals
and ceremonies are significant events. These rituals and ceremonies can
be classified into three main types. Loyalty-nurturing rituals are designed
to cultivate and strengthen students’ political loyalty to the regime. Only
the most politically privileged students on campus can participate in these
rituals, which include oath-taking ceremonies for new Communist Party
members, the opening ceremony of the Student Party School, inner-Party
award-conferring ceremonies, and annual political training camps for stu-
dent cadres.

Regime-identifying rituals are intended to enhance students’ identifica-
tion with the regime through the festive display of, ceremonial exposure
to, and participatory observation of the signification and celebration of
the Communist Party’s mega-narrative, historiography, and political lines.
Attended by more common students, these rituals include the annual
memorial service held at the graveyard of the “revolutionary martyrs,” the
annual chorus competition of revolutionary songs, and the national flag-
raising ceremony held on every university campus in China.

Punitive rituals are more special. Students have nicknamed such ritu-
als the “political guillotine” because they usually include quasitheatrical
displays of criticism of members of the student community who have been
deemed to have made political or moral mistakes, as well as self-criticism
by such members. Such rituals include, in descending order of severity,
public criticism sessions (xuesheng dabui), public announcements of disci-
plinary penalties, and sessions of “criticism and self-criticism” to “help”
politically wayward students to return to “correct” ways of thinking and
behaving. Despite their highly unpleasant nature, punitive rituals are man-
datory events, serving not only as public sanctionings of “wrongdoers” but
as deterrents to others.

On special occasions, political rituals organized by the university admin-
istration might go beyond the campus walls. For example, on 1 July 2003,
the first anniversary following the national SARS crisis of the founding of
the Chinese Communist Party, Peking University held a grand ceremony
in Tiananmen Square at which participating students were instructed to
collectively pledge their allegiance to the Party as a sign of approval of
the regime’s performance in fighting the deadly pandemic over the past
half year. At the ceremony, after observing the raising of the national flag
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by the honorary guards of the army, the students stood in prearranged
lines, wearing university uniforms and chanting slogans such as “Keep Our
Heart with the Communist Party” and “Rebuild Our Glorious Achieve-
ments” (Guan 2004). This unusual ceremony was a public display of elite
university students’ political loyalty to the Party-state following a devastat-
ing medical crisis that had initially been mismanaged by a number of senior
communist cadre members.

Military Training

Military training for university students has appeared periodically in mod-
ern China since the late imperial era, the product of a nascent Chinese
state that gradually proclaimed itself as having been founded on ratio-
nal, scientific, and modern principles, instead of Confucian moral codes.
As early as 1902-1903, radical institutions that served as student protest
centers in Shanghai—such as the Patriotic Academy (ziguo gongxue)—had
adopted military training to educate a new generation of modern Chinese
citizens with a patriotic mindset. The students in such radical institutions
formed themselves into “student armies” composed of small brigades (xia-
odui) whose “avowed purpose was to prepare to defend the nation’s sover-
eignty” (Wasserstrom 1991, 40).

After the founding of the communist regime in 1949, military training
for university students declined. The emphasis of such training on a rigid
organizational nature, absolute obedience to the chain of command, and
the stringent control of a military bureaucracy went against Mao’s desire to
foster a permanent revolutionary spirit in the country’s youth. The culture
of mechanical obedience sought by a military training program did not fit
with Mao’s vision for spontaneous youth activism that would self-organize
against any revisionist Party-state leadership that might arise.

The intensification of military training on university campuses after
1989 was first introduced as an insulation measure to prevent the members
of the incoming freshman class in 1989 (who were scheduled to matricu-
late in September of that year) from mingling with students in other year-
cohorts, many of whom had participated in the Tiananmen Movement. But
on the other hand, mandatory engagement in institutionalized activities
has long served as an effective instrument of social control, and particularly
of regulating the social behavior of youth (such as required apprentice-
ships for young vagrants in sixteenth-century England) (Mizruchi 1983,
13). Thus, at the same time that the special long program was implemented
in two universities renowned for their influential arts and social sciences
disciplines, shorter military training programs (typically seven to fourteen
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days) of varying intensities were implemented in all institutions of higher
education in China.

On April 28, 2001, China promulgated the first “National Defence
Education Law,” which requires that “institutions of higher learning . . .
shall carry out national defence education to the students through [a]
combination of classroom teaching and military training” (Standing Com-
mittee of the National People’s Congress 2020). A joint instruction issued
by the State Council and the Central Military Commission in June 2001
(Document No. 48) specified that universities, colleges, and high schools
that had not incorporated military training into their curricula were to
do so in a coordinated manner so that student military training could be
implemented all over China (State Council and the Central Military Com-
mission 2001). According to the People’s Liberation Army Daily, the mouth-
piece of the Chinese military, in 2018, more than twenty million university
students in China attended military training (Shi 2018). Most of the faculty
advisors assigned by the university administration to accompany the stu-
dents and oversee the military training program were Communist Party
members. In 2020, 84.1 percent of the 107 faculty members who oversaw
the military training of students at Peking University were Communist
Party members (Education and Publicity Group of Peking University 2020
Freshman Military Training Corps 2020).

Military training programs for university students in China usually have
three areas of focus: physical training, collective life training, and ideologi-
cal training. Physical training involves a rigid daily timetable from dawn to
midnight, emulating the exercise and training routines of an ordinary sol-
dier in the Chinese army. An instruction jointly issued by the State Council
and the Central Military Commission (Document No. 76) emphasized that
students should receive “combat readiness training, training in defensive
tactics, basic combat training and military sports training.” It also encour-
aged universities and schools to promote “simulation training . . . such as
shooting with a light weapon system” and, for institutions with the neces-
sary capacity, to hold “training in basic navy sailing skills” (State Council
and the Central Military Commission 2017). Table 3 displays the basic ele-
ments of the ten-day military training program for students at Sichuan
Agricultural University in 2013.

Collective life training focuses on the organization of students into grid-
like units and nurtures students’ ability to live a collectivist life in cohorts
and to collaborate with team members to accomplish military tasks. In an
instruction issued in May 2017, the Ministry of Education emphasized
the importance of managing collective life rhythm in the implementation
of military training in universities. The instruction required that during
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TABLE 3: Basic elements of a provincial university’s ten-day military

training program

Summary

Contents of Training

1. Study of the Common
Regulations of the PLA

2. Formation training

3. The tactics training of defense
and attack in catch and grapple

4. Shooting practice

5. Cultural activities

6. Military theories
7. Seminar on national defense

8. Emergency response

Study of regulations on routine service of the People’s
Liberation Army, the regulations on discipline of the
People’s Liberation Army, the regulations on formation
of the People’s Liberation Army; routine service setup
and competition

Stand at attention, stand at ease, parade rest, face to the
flank, face to the rear, steps and marching, salute and
review

Combination attack, the use of army daggers, the use of
a police baton

Theories of shooting, including the introduction to
frequently used light weaponry, practice shooting,
preparation for shooting

Learning to sing revolutionary songs, university battling
songs, barracks singing competition

The university will invite experts to teach.
Regiment for military training will implement the teaching.

The military will organize the teaching.

Source: “Implementation Plan for the Military Training of the 2013 Freshman Class,” Sichuan Agri-
culture University
https://bwe.sicau.edu.cn/info/1004/1022.htm, accessed 9 September 2021.

the period of military training, students’ everyday life must be managed
according to the “Regulations on Routine Service of the People’s Libera-
tion Army,” which rigidly structures the everyday lives, work, and training
of soldiers in PLA barracks (Ministry of Education 2016).

Ideological training involves studying the revolutionary history of the
Communist Party and the military, reading party and military newspapers,
discussing current affairs in society outside of the barracks, singing military
songs, and carrying out criticism and self-criticism sessions (State Coun-
cil and the Central Military Commission 2017). In many universities, the
Communist Party’s student branches take full advantage of the symbolic
nature of military training to promote the ruling party to members of the
freshman class. In Sichuan Agricultural University, student party members
moved their Party membership initiation program to the training field.
Student Communist Party members in the senior cohorts set up water
and snack kiosks on the training field and provided help for new students
requiring medical attention or other assistance. The university’s news web-
site reported,
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“Buddy, here is hot water and over there is cool water, please line
up to get what you need.” “Classmate, get some bread and don’t let
yourself faint due to low blood sugar.” Today, the freshman class
military training officially kicks off under the scorching sun. The
Communist Party Service Team of the School of Economics had
set up service kiosks on the training field by dawn. During the day,
they were busy arranging “Communist Party member service spots,”
distributing free breakfasts, preparing a glucose sugar solution (for
students who might need treatment for low blood sugar), accompa-
nying students who had heatstroke to the medical clinic. . . . They
were practising what the Communist Party requires of her mem-
bers, and they made every effort to attract freshman to the Chinese
Communist Party. (Sichuan Agricultural University [SICAU] 2017)

Political rituals and ceremonies are abundant during military training. For
example, on 18 September 2009, students at the Ocean University of China
who were undergoing military training observed a moment of silence with
military officers in honor of the victims of the September 18 Incident,
which marked the beginning of the Japanese invasion of China in 1931.
The university news website reported the occasion using the emotional
title “Don’t Forget the National Humiliation: I Am a Chinese National”:

At 3:30 in the afternoon, with the three long whistle sounds, all of
the military trainees belonging to the Third Battalion immediately
stood in attention. At the command of the training officer, all of the
students took off their army caps and observed a moment of silence.
There was suddenly pervasive silence on the training ground. Per-
haps the students’ [military] posture was not yet accurate, but they
all bore a sad facial expression. On that evening in 1931, a perma-
nent scar was imprinted in the minds and hearts of countless Chi-
nese—it was a national humiliation that cannot and shall not be for-
gotten. . . . At the end of the ritual, the sound of gentle weeping was
heard from the corps of trainees—a few female students were crying
and even some boys seemed on the verge of tears. (Ocean University

of China [OUC] 2014)

“People often think of the army as an instrument of coercion . . . but the
army is also an instrument for inculcating cultural models, an instrument
of training” (Bourdieu 2020, 157). Military training occupies a block of
time during which freshmen’s activities are rigidly structured by the state
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and familiarizes them with heavy state control and intervention in their
subsequent college years. This military training also provides intensive
exposure to the state’s baseline state rhetoric through the various activi-
ties organized by both the military and the university’s Party organiza-
tions. More importantly, military training furnishes the students, at the
outset of their university life, with officially sanctioned exemplary model
soldiers and officers of the People’s Liberation Army. The martial spirit of
the soldiers and officers, the neatness of barrack life, the devotion of the
military to the Communist Party, and the display of bravery, commitment,
service, and sacrifice are not only essential to the state but also attractive to
the young students, the majority of whom have embarked on independent
lives free of parental control yet marked by obstacles and uncertainties.
Juliette Genevaz argued that at this pivotal juncture in students’ transition
to maturity and to “social” life, the Party-state “uses the [army] to structure
social relations” and “crafts an image of the soldier as the embodiment of
(the ideal of human) personal quality” (2019, 466). These experiences have
a long-lasting impact on young student trainees.

The Threat Posed by Fundamentalist Students

The state’s immersive signification project has had some specially strong
impacts on the minds and hearts of a small group of university students: the
young Marxists. The surprising rate of growth and the unusual vigor of the
fundamentalist Marxist groups on Chinese university campuses in the past
decade has become an unintended externality of the Communist Party’s
decade-long compulsory state-sanctioned ideological education. The radi-
cal leftist student groups in the elite Chinese universities are a product of
the state’s indoctrination into Marxist ideology, and their political confron-
tations with the state and the state’s crackdown on them are among the
most bizarre occurrences in the state-student relationship.

Student Marxist groups in the Chinese elite universities were originally
state-endorsed academic and propagandist societies. Although they were
gradually alienated from campus life following the reform and opening-up
period, these groups maintained a tradition of researching Marxist doc-
trines and propagating them not only to the university community but
to wider society. However, they began to cause problems for the state in
2015, when some of these groups started to raise concerns over the labor
rights of workers in their universities. For example, at Peking University,
the Marxist Society released a comprehensive report on campus workers’
mistreatment by the university administration in December 2015. This
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report, written by sixty-one students from nineteen faculties and depart-
ments, noted that campus workers were often back-paid and lived in sub-
standard accommodations. The report stated that 61 percent of the cam-
pus workers surveyed had not been provided employee insurance and 36
percent had not signed an employment contract. It also noted that the
workers often worked excessively long shifts: 79 percent worked for more
than eight hours a day and 32 percent worked for more than twelve hours
a day. The publication of the report led Peking University to promise a
“self-check” of labor conditions on campus (Wu and Sha 2015). At Renmin
University of China, an elite institution of education in the social sciences,
a leftist student society called the New Light Society for the Develop-
ment of Common People organized a night school for campus workers
from 2011 to 2017. In these night classes, the students befriended young
migrant workers employed by the university as janitors, cooks, drivers, and
other support staff, helping them to improve their work conditions, fight-
ing for their rights as employees, and assisting them in gaining new skills
and knowledge (He 2017).

Equipped with Marxist teaching and educated to have a strong belief in
the power of the proletariat, the students’ concern was naturally not lim-
ited to the campus; many joined forces with the burgeoning labor move-
ment in China, which brought these leftist students into conflict with the
state. The triggering event was a small local labor movement by work-
ers for Jasic Company at a manufacturing factory in Shenzhen. In 2018,
when the workers at Jasic tried to organize a labor union to fight for bet-
ter employment terms and improved labor conditions, they came to know
the leftist students at Peking University. Within a matter of months, the
leftist students had joined forces with the workers to fight not only Jasic’s
management but also the local government of Shenzhen, which sought to
suppress the labor unrest through coercive measures. In a way, the elite
students of the Marxist Society followed in the tradition of the Communist
Party’s revolutionary labor movement of the 1920s and 1930s (Perry 2012).
However, for a state that had shifted its priorities to economic development
and social stability, this mingling of educated youth with the impoverished
labor force was politically dangerous (British Broadcasting Channel 2018a,
2018b; Xinhua News Agency 2018). As the New Year Message of the Sup-
porting Group for the Jasic Workers stated,

"To our surprise, there were many new young voices in the Support-
ing Group: from new generations of workers who were following in
the path of Marxism-Leninism-Maoism to students from universi-
ties all over China and to youths who had abandoned their fame as
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elite-college graduates and stood alongside the workers. They stood
together under the scorching sun of Guangdong to defend the rights
and the pride of the working class. . . . One hundred seventy years
ago, Karl Marx wrote down the maxim of the proletariat movement:
“Workers of the world, unite!” The Jasic Worker Supporting Group
stands not only for workers who are striving for a labour union but
for all our comrades of the working class who are currently under
suppression and exploitation. (Jasic Workers Support Group 2019)

A nationwide crackdown on leftist student societies on university campuses
followed. In December 2018, Peking University removed the chairman of
the university’s Marxist Society, Qiu Zhanxuan, after he was detained and
questioned by law enforcement agencies, and reshuffled the society’s lead-
ership. The university administration also stopped the society’s memorial
service for the anniversary of Mao, delayed the renewal of registration for
the society, and terminated the studies of the most active members of the
student organization (New York Times 2019).°

This rise and decline of the leftist student movement represented a rip-
ple of vigor on the quiescent campuses of post-Tiananmen Chinese univer-
sities. The emergence and demise of fundamentalist students with a firm
belief in Marxist doctrine are a surreal reflection of the state’s significa-
tion project carried out on university campuses. The defiant students were
true believers in the state’s official ideology and practitioners of the state’s
proclaimed revolutionary heritage; yet as Dimitar D. Gueorguiev (2021)
wrote, “the homeostasis of [the Chinese control system] is threatened by
extremes in any direction” (199). The outcome was partly the result of
an overdose of politico-ideological education and partly the outcome of
immersive ideological training. When historical contingencies meet at a
critical juncture, inexperienced and unsophisticated students who have
been indoctrinated by the state’s signification operations and ideological
teachings may challenge the state for deviating from the grand theories
that they have learned in the classroom.

Conclusion

The post-Tiananmen era has witnessed a paradigm shift in the Chinese
state’s implementation of its signification project. The memories of Mao-
ist mass mobilizations rendered the “crusadic” style of state’s signification
operation—forging a state-society congruence based on the never-ending



A Torrent of Encounters: The Significative Infrastructure 101

revolutionary fight between antagonistic societal forces—unnecessary to
the post-Mao Chinese leadership. In the wake of 1989, it became even
clearer for the state that, to rebuild the state’s capacity and to reinvent
political order, it needs a routinized, normalized, immersive, everyday
mechanism that is embedded in the fabric of the political everyday lived
by the critical social groups. Therefore, in the critical battlefield of the
university, the state has sought to create an interlinked web of significative
operation that is immersive and compelling, one that is interwoven with
the students’ everyday campus life.

Infusing the standardized content of the state’s baseline political rheto-
ric into the formal educational system is not only a pedagogical goal but
also a direct exercise of the state’s sovereign power in the field of significa-
tion. Extracurricular political education activities permeate university stu-
dents’ everyday experiences and fill their timetables outside the classroom.
The nationwide mandatory military training designates a time period in
which students have intensive contact with the People’s Liberation Army,
the “military arm of the Communist Party.” Training in formation, collec-
tive life, and ideological compliance is intended to instill in students state-
defined morale, patriotism, and the organized, self-disciplined life required
by the state. Political rituals become expressions of political loyalty, shared
memories, and community compliance that shape students into profes-
sional elites in waiting for a country of 1.4 billion citizens. The impact will
be long-lasting.

Eventually, the discursive landscape continuously forged by the state
becomes so pervasive that students, despite experiencing occasional fatigue,
nevertheless consider it familiar, natural, and instinctive. In the field of sig-
nification, the state chooses to be visible, overt, and upfront in its opera-
tions. This is natural, as the field of signification is where the state projects
its baseline political rhetoric. Only by operating visibly can the state deliver
a clear message and establish a well-defined politico-ideological terrain.
When the state’s significative activities and the content that it contrives
to project are ingrained into the everyday rhythm of the university, the
state’s baseline political rhetoric becomes a ubiquitous part of students’
social environment. This is a fundamental way in which the state estab-
lishes, effectuates, and maintains political order.
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Shaping Public Life
The Regulatory Infrastructure

[Cloncrete space is defined in relation to human occupation, use,
or gaze. Concrete space is a space for some person or collection of
persons. It is a space that is used, seen, and experienced.

—William H. Sewell Jr., “Space in Contentious Politics,”
2001, 53

The most important political distinction among countries concerns
not their form of government but their degree of government.

—Samuel P. Huntington, Political Order in Changing Societies,
1968, 1

The Campus Public Space

To reinvent political order, a compromised state needs to reestablish control
over the public life within critical social spaces. Given the state’s nature as a
public organization claiming exclusive sovereign power, its utmost purpose
is to safeguard orderly public life. For state rulers, the desire for order goes
beyond pursuing the functionalities of a mere “watchman state”; instead,
the state competes for dominance in critical public spaces and seeks to con-
trol the sociopolitical, mobilizational, and discursive potentialities of that
public sphere. In the Chinese state’s campaign to reinvent political order in
the university, therefore, establishing supremacy in campus public life was
a priority for the regime.

The university is a unique public space that features a high density
of interpersonal and communal networks; its organizational principle is
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that—in Habermas’s phrase—“reason alone has force” (Habermas 1991,
103). It is also closely linked to the larger sociopolitical system, with its
embedded inequality, injustice, and conflicts, but it offers a relatively free
atmosphere for the education and socialization of youth; it is a place in
which competing societal forces can contest the state and its project of
maintaining an institutionalized political order. The public sphere of the
university is a field in which the state commits itself to guarding against the
influence of rival suppliers of authority.

The university’s uniqueness as a public space is tripartite, involving its
dense connectivity, its latency as an abeyance structure for youth progress-
ing into the adult world, and its centrality to the production and projection
of state ideology. First, the university is a connective structure, producing
through its members’ everyday interactions and exchanges a public space
tightly knit together by associational networks and interpersonal bonds.
"The associational space comprised primarily of student societies, organiza-
tions, and clubs is a fertile ground for the growth of communal reciprocal
links, and an intensive web of interpersonal connectivity powered by peer
pressure, accumulating and maintaining within it a wealth of organizational
resources (Calhoun 1994; Guthrie 1995). The rapid advance of campus com-
puter networks further enhanced connectivity on the university campus and
strengthened its mobilizational potential. When virtual communication on
campus is boosted, the campus public space is augmented and becomes a
self-multiplying space for debate and activism (Yang 2009; Han 2018).

Second, the university is what I term a “preparatory abeyance struc-
ture.” Societies use abeyance structures (such as monasticism, compulsory
apprenticeship, mandatory schooling, and programs hosted by the Works
Progress Administration during the US New Deal) as social-control mea-
sures to manage surplus population, prevent marginalization, and maintain
the status quo (Mizruchi 1983). “Abeyance” refers to “the process of hold-
ing personnel” with “mandatory engagement in institutionalised activities”
(Mizruchi 1983, 11, 13). Universities serve as a special form of abeyance
structure. The university holds young people together for a designated
time period, during which they experience the transition from late adoles-
cence to mature adulthood, physically, mentally, and sociopolitically. The
university also uses carefully regulated campus public space and assidu-
ously structured everyday experiences to shape students’ associational life
and interpersonal bonds to compete with other forms of organized influ-
ence, and thus nurture compliant, quiescent, and politico-ideologically
congruent “professional elites-in-waiting.” For the state, the campus public
space is a critical support for the political order the state seeks to effectuate.
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Third, the university is a public sphere where both the official state
ideology and its counterarguments, alternative frameworks, and substi-
tute discourses are manufactured, tested, contended with, and broadcast
to society at large. The public sphere on campus is an arena for the discus-
sion of national issues, debate on policies, and the formation of discourses
about the most fundamental topics of the time. As a country’s primary zone
for knowledge accumulation, scientific discovery, and theoretical construc-
tion, the university is naturally an engine for the invention and reproduc-
tion of a country’s prevailing ideology. The state also tends to rely on the
symbolic, intellectual, and human resources of the university to produce
and project its baseline political rhetoric. The relative autonomy enjoyed
by the university as the island of knowledge, along with the state’s practi-
cal need to preserve the innovative capacity of the scientific profession,
faute de mieux, means that it offers room for theses that compete the state’s
mainline discourse. This public space, even if it is not exactly like the “little
corner(s) of freedom” under the Soviet Union (Weiner 1999), is nonethe-
less more provocative, disparate, and heretical than the monotonous dis-
cursive landscape in the closely watched and strictly regulated mainstream
public sphere outside the university walls.

"To effectuate political order, states regulate any community-based pub-
lic space that exists in parallel. The existence of a nonstate public sphere—
societatis civilis—provides both the avenue and the vehicle for pluralistic and
dissenting public discourses. As Craig Calhoun contended, in the public
space of university campuses, members of the campus population create an
alternative, parallel system of politico-ideological discourse—a “rational-
critical discourse”—that aims at the resolution of public disputes (1994,
200). This system infringes incrementally on the symbolic and actual power
of the reinvented Chinese state. When this plurality of heterogeneous dis-
courses is protected by the online anonymity provided by the campus vir-
tual space, they come to be even more powerful. At China’s institutions of
higher education, the state’s regulatory infrastructure is constructed in four
overlapping arenas of public life: associational space, virtual space, the field
of the spiritual, and the institutional subculture.

Disciplining the Associational Life
Student groups are a vibrant part of everyday campus life in the university.

As a primary component of the associational life of the student populace
and a crucial element of the campus public space, student groups have
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Figure 9. On the university sports ground (Wuhan, China).

often served as a mobilizing vehicle for revolutionary movements in mod-
ern China. The “highly organised nature of university daily life and pat-
terns of student interaction facilitated and left their imprint on outbursts
of collective action” (Wasserstrom and Liu 1995, 365). The regime party
also traces its origin to the radical leftist student groups active in the early
twentieth century. Since the 1990s, various kinds of student groups—hobby
clubs, associations, reading groups, sports teams, or open and underground
societies—continue to form a lively scene of communal life on campus,
where youth form ideological affinities, fraternity-like personal ties, politi-
cal alignments, and social networks. Ultimately, the associational space
becomes crucial for the state’s project of reinventing a stable political order
in the university.

For the state, keeping a firm grip over the associational life of students
is no easy task. Student groups tend to bring together like-minded friends
and devoted comrades. It is easy for a student group to form a deep inter-
personal commitment and sense of fraternity on the basis of shared iden-
tity. Sticking to pure principle and often holding a sociopolitical stance
that is more idealistic, radical, and impatient for change than that of more
mature and sophisticated social sectors, the student associational space
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remains a powder keg that is in constant danger of exploding, and it can be
set off by even a little spark.

With the development of modern higher education in China, student
groups in Chinese universities persistently contributed to the central the-
ater of national politics. Throughout the Republican, Maoist, and post-
Mao periods, student groups remained a dynamic social force that fueled
radical social movements.! Yet before the state could take substantial steps
to address the issue, amid the tidal wave of marketization and globaliza-
tion, the 1990s witnessed the resurfacing of civic activism in the associa-
tional space across China—and the university campus was no exception.
Meanwhile, the liberal intelligentsia—now purged from the ruling elites—
became elements of a political opposition either hidden (domestically)
or in exile (overseas), which shifted its attention from high politics to the
grassroots associational space.

"This political unrest came along with new social cleavages and a desire
for more active expression among those whose private interests were vio-
lated by public authorities during the process of rapid urban development.
The renewed civic activism has been reflected in the robust associational
life on Chinese university campuses since the 1990s. In a survey focusing
on the development of student groups, Wang Xiaojun found that, on aver-
age, in the mid-1990s, 34.37 percent of university students joined at least
one voluntary student organization on campus (Lv 2012, 90). China Educa-
tion Daily, the mouthpiece of the Ministry of Education, reported in June
2005 that another national survey found that in 2003, 72 percent of the
university students in Shanghai had joined at least one of the 712 voluntary
student organizations in the city. In Zhejiang Province, 142,000 university
students reported membership in 1,420 student organizations, accounting
for 68 percent of the total provincial student populace enrolled in tertiary
institutions. The report “Student Groups: An Important Classroom for
the Growth of University Students” stated that “more than 80 percent of
university students in China have joined at least one student group within
their respective universities, across campuses or on the Internet. . . . Student
groups function effectively in self-service, self-education, self-governance
and self-development, playing [an] important role in facilitating the social-
ization process of the students” (Tian 2005). This expansion of campus
associational life over just a single decade was remarkable. Student orga-
nizations flourished in the first two decades of the new century. At Tsing-
hua University, only 54 student organizations existed in 1994; by 2010, the
number had risen to 120, and the number of registered student members
was more than 20,000. In 2017, the number of student organizations had
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increased to 251, with more than 33,000 registered members. On average,
a Isinghua student joined 2.6 student organizations.

In March 2004, there were 2,093 student organizations affiliated with
universities in Beijing, which claimed nearly 170,000 student members.
As many as 445 new student organizations were founded between 2003
to 2004 in Beijing. A survey conducted in 2009-2011 shows that, in Bei-
jing, more than 90 percent of university students were members of stu-
dent organizations, and they spent 3.7 hours on group activities each week.
In 2009, there were more than 2,800 student organizations in Shanghai,
which had more than 260,000 student members, accounting for 47 per-
cent of the entire student populace of the city (Li 2017, 4). As China Youth
Duaily exuberantly announced in November 2012, “participating in student
associations has become a way of life for China’s Post-90s Generation”
(Xie 2012b). “Post-90s generation” is a popular term widely used on the
Chinese internet, referring to members of the younger age cohort who
were born after 1990.

The reactivated associational space in the Chinese university, however
anticipated, turned out to be a matter of concern for the Party-state. In
2005, China Education Daily warned that “oppositional forces in the West
deem institutions of higher education a strategic focus for their campaign
to divide, Westernize, and weaken the Chinese nation, reaching their evil
goals of intervening in the political and economic spheres of China. Stu-
dent groups have a weak capacity to defend against such influences—we
should be highly attentive to such a danger” (Tian 2005). In 2004, the Cen-
tral Committee of the CCP issued a document entitled “Instructions on the
Further Strengthening and Improvement of Thought and Political Work
Amongst University Students,” ordering Party organizations to tighten the
regulations governing student groups on university campuses. In 2005, the
Central Committee of the Communist Youth League and the Ministry of
Education jointly issued more specific guidance, entitled “Instructions on
the Further Strengthening and Improvement of Work on Student Organ-
isations in the Universities” (“Document No. 57), which categorically set
out the requirements, methods, and institutional arrangements enabling
the Party-state to exert control over university student groups (Central
Committee of the Chinese Communist Youth League and the Ministry of
Education 2005).

Subsequently, University Communist Party Committees across the
country were given the job of keeping student groups under control;
the university CYL committees were responsible for managing, direct-
ing, and monitoring student groups on campus on a daily basis. In 2019,
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Peking University made it clear in its regulations that “student organisa-
tions are . . . important vehicles for politico-ideological education. . . .
Student organisations shall accept the regulation and leadership of the
university” (Peking University 2019). Tsinghua University announced
similar guidance in 2021. The Tsinghua University document said that
“the basic mission of student organisations is: under the guidance of Xi
Jinping Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New
Era ... [to] actively organise student activities that have correct political
direction, healthy character, refined contents and varied forms” (Tsing-
hua University 2021).

In January 2020, the Ministry of Education and the Communist Youth
League categorized student groups into three types: Communist Youth
League organizations, Student Union organizations, and student clubs
and societies. Student clubs and societies are further classified into seven
categories, including political-ideological organizations, academic and sci-
entific organizations, startup business groups, culture and sports societies,
volunteering and social service groups, multi-aid and self-discipline groups,
and other miscellaneous student organizations. The state implemented dif-
fering levels and forms of control and surveillance over each category, yet
on the whole, the presence and power of the Party-state and its agents in
everyday associational life on the university campus became pervasive.

Everyday Management of Student Groups

Among the three main categories of student groups, the Student Union is
the only officially endorsed association that represents the interests of the
entire student body in university administration, academic instruction, and
campus life; nevertheless, the Communist Youth League, staffed by full-
time communist cadres with the assistance of the student cadre-dom, holds
the most powerful place among the three. Given the CYLs political status
as the youth arm of the Chinese Communist Party, CYL organizations are
specifically entrusted by the Party-state with advising the official Student
Union, managing student groups and societies, and overseeing all group
activities taking place on campus.

The main universe of the campus associational space is a wide array of
student societies, groups, associations, and clubs. Academically oriented,
recreational, and friendship-based groups appear to be much more popular
among university students in China today. According to a survey conducted
in 1996, 80.53 percent of the active student groups in Chinese universities
can be categorized as “apolitical,” such as academic, recreational, and edu-
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cational groups (Lv 2012, 90). The motivations behind students’ partici-
pation in societies or groups on campus are often pragmatic. Compared
with those in the Republican or Maoist period, or even the 1980s, student
groups and societies in Chinese universities are more depoliticized, prag-
matic, and compliant. Yet the Party-state, having learned a painful lesson
from the June Fourth Movement, has remained on high alert nonetheless.
The Communist Youth League and the Ministry of Education declared
jointly in 2005 that “it is essential to make sure that politically false ideas
and discourses . . . are not spread via activities held by university student
groups and societies” (Central Committee of the Chinese Communist
Youth League and the Ministry of Education 2005).

In 2020, the regulatory codes were made clearer. Another joint ordi-
nance issued by the CYL and MoE that year stated that “all qualified stu-
dent groups must . . . establish a provisional Communist Party Cell or CYL
cell, presiding over political studies and discussion of the important issues
within the respective groups.” It also declared, “University Communist
Party Committees shall implement periodic reviews of student organiza-
tions and groups . . . [those that] have followed a false political direction or
organized illegal activities must be closed down.”

Based on these guidelines, a comprehensive regulatory infrastructure
has been reinvented at Chinese universities to establish control of the
associational spaces on campus. This national regulatory infrastructure
also emphasizes preventing cross-institutional and cross-regional liaisons
among student groups and societies, in particular the formation of any
nationwide student alliance or movement. The devices regulating cam-
pus associational life are ubiquitous, woven into the fabric of the every-
day collective lives of university students and throughout the campus
public space.

The state’s regulatory activities begin as soon as the creation of a new
student group is proposed. For example, at Tsinghua University, to found
a new student organization, a proposal in writing needs to go through a
five-stage application process: (1) documentation submission and review,
(2) internal hearing, (3) endorsement, (4) registration, and (5) certification
of the group or society leader. Strict bureaucratic requirements are set for
each stage. To take one example, the submission of documents requires
a “detailed list containing the personal information of the proposers, the
official opinion of the affiliated faculty-level Party Committee that serves
as sponsor, and any additional materials to justify the founding of a new
student society must be submitted.” In the internal hearing stage, all of
the proposers must be present to “fully answer any concerns the CYL



110 Engineering Stability

reviewers may have.” For the few lucky proposals that pass these stages,
the proposers have to prepare four additional copies of the formal applica-
tion forms, which have to be signed and stamped again by the sponsor-
ing faculty-level Party Committees. The signature of a Party cadre who
endorses this proposal is required for the formal application. Once the
approval is obtained, the proposers are required to go through another
equally long formal “registration” process to get the “red-cover registra-
tion permit” to officiate over their new student organization. Next, the
president of the new student organization is required to contact the uni-
versity’s CYL Committee and complete a training and certification pro-
cess to officially take up the responsibility of leading this newly founded
student group. The treasurer of the new group is required to go through a
similar training program operated by the CYL and obtain a certificate to
be qualified for the responsibility (Department of Student Societies and
Clubs of the CYL Committee of Tsinghua University 2006, 13-14). Exist-
ing student organizations have to pass an annual review and registration
renewal process, and groups that are deemed politically problematic—let
alone oppositional—are denied renewal. Some universities, such as Peking
University, require student organizations to renew their registration at
the beginning of each new semester—i.e., twice a year (Peking University
Center for Extracurricular Activities 2015). In its regulatory activities in
the campus public space, the Party-state does not hide its preference for
recreational and apolitical student organizations over their political and
ideological counterparts.

The CYDs management of the associational space on campus, on
behalf of the Party-state, is facilitated by its monopoly on the distribu-
tion of campus resources, such as venues, information broadcasting plat-
forms, and funding. Student groups rely on these resources to hold activi-
ties and operate. Almost universally across institutions of higher education
in China, even a fully registered student group has to apply for separate
approval each time it wishes to use some of these resources. Approvals are
only granted on a case-by-case basis after a review of the contents, format,
and potential audience of the suggested activities. At Peking University, the
codes for regulating student organizations include detailed procedures for
processing requests from student organizations to use classrooms, display
boards, set up information kiosks, and receive financial reimbursements
(Peking University Center for Extracurricular Activities 2015, 46-57).

Financial measures are also deployed to curtail the frequency and inten-
sity of the activities of certain student organizations, or to censor student
events that are disfavored. In this process, favoritism toward the politically
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loyal student groups can be pervasive, and the Party-state’s perception of
the nature of a particular student organization might also become a factor
of consideration.

Taming the Ominous Danger

The state’s everyday control over the campus associational space—via its
youth work arm—is nearly total. Whereas the joint instructions of the
Ministry of Education and the Communist Youth League in 2005 and 2020
only banned student group activities touching on “philosophy and social
sciences” or opposed to the constitution and laws, in reality, the criteria
used by the CYL at each university to regulate student organizations vary
widely, but tend to be much stricter. When a student drama society wanted
to stage an interesting new drama depicting the “informal rules” prevail-
ing in Chinese society (from bribery to consensual adultery), the plan was
immediately rejected by the CYL censors, citing political sensitivity and
the threat to “moral standards.” The effort of the CYL to “purify” (jing-
hua) the campus associational space from the threat of deviant political
discourses reflects the Party-state’s desire to curb the potential develop-
ment of an antagonistic symbolic power or organizational influence among
university students. As one student said, “when it comes to student groups
and societies, the Party acts like a babysitter, based on a belief that univer-
sity students are immature and not to be trusted. The paternalistic state has
to watch you 24/7 to make sure the kids do not ‘play with fire.””

A key area where the state has reestablished control over the associa-
tional space on university campus is the management of cross-institutional
student collaboration and activities. The escalation of the Red Guards
Movement in 1967, the spread of the Tiananmen Movement from Bei-
jing to the provinces in 1989, the siege of the Zhongnanhai Compound
(the headquarters of the Chinese Communist Party) by Falungong practi-
tioners from all over China in 1999—these political incidents all resulted
from national alliances of like-minded people. The communist regime
has learned its lessons from this history. Student activities going beyond
individual institutions tend to facilitate the formation of solidarity among
university students, which can further become a rival supplier of authority
and organized influence to the state. Concerned about the possibility of a
new cross-sector alliance in the social sphere, the Party-state has strived to
keep communication, connection, and collaboration between students at
different institutions to a minimum. In the first decade of the twenty-first
century, most provinces in China made rules restricting cross-institutional
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and cross-regional student collaboration and activities (Student Confed-
eration of Beijing 2002).

Also, the Chinese state is particularly concerned that student groups
may nurture close interpersonal bonds and thus a spirit of camaraderie
among their members. The Mountaineering Association of Peking Uni-
versity (shan ying she), founded in April 1989, is one of the earliest and
best-known nonofficial mountain-climbing clubs in China. Its members
share a strong commitment to mountain climbing and have tightly knit
social bonds that cross age groups. Members go through harsh training
and exercise together, relying on seniors to provide training to the juniors.
During mountain-climbing trips, members face fierce circumstances—
sometimes even life-and-death tests. Strong solidarity networks, such as
the one created by shan ying she, remain a point of concern for state agents.
For shan ying she, even the secretary of the University Communist Party
Committee—the top communist official of Peking University—regularly
meets with its leaders and members over meals for updates on the organiza-
tion. The Party-state’s revived regulatory infrastructure exerts increasingly
firm control over the associational space in Chinese universities. Through
its domination of public space and financial resources and outright censor-
ship of students’ associational life, along with the more overt operation of
the state signification project (see chapter 4), the Chinese Party-state has
stymied student activism and patterned the student community’s everyday
rhythm through a highly disciplined, formal, covert, univocal set of activi-
ties that occupy a significant part of the timetable of university students.
The unique scenario of a largely quiescent and compliant public space on
Chinese university campuses contrasts sharply with places without such
a rigid state control apparatus, such as universities in Taiwan, where the
campus public sphere remains pluralistic, energetic, somewhat chaotic, but
remarkably liberal. As one former student society leader from a prestigious
national university of China commented:

People try to stay away from politics and live a “normal” life that
conforms to the preferences of state authorities. We do not have the
room to think of things outside of this predefined mini-structure of
student life. The public sphere on campus—particularly the student
groups and societies—is a part of the extensive training camp oper-
ated by the Party and the State. Through the “socialisation” process
in the form of a highly controlled associational space, university stu-
dents are trained into a bunch of mini-bureaucrats-in-waiting for
the regime, who mechanically seek approval, obey orders and do
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not even think of questioning the rationale and justification for what
they do. You know, the social environment makes the person.*

Disciplining the Virtual Space

Cyberspace—or “virtual public space”—in the university poses novel chal-
lenges. The internet was introduced to Chinese universities in approxi-
mately 1994, when an internal computer network was created to link the
campus computers belonging to Peking University, Tsinghua University,
and the Chinese Academy of Science, the three major institutions of higher
learning in the country. This intranet was connected to the outside world
by a 64K cable connection provided by Sprint, a United States telecommu-
nications company (Cao 2012). With financial support from the Ministry
of Education, this small interuniversity network was later expanded into
a national internet infrastructure, CERNET, which connects all institu-
tions of higher learning in China and links to the global internet via data-
exchange hubs located in Hong Kong, Japan, Vietnam, and the United
States. At the same time, commercial internet service providers entered
some campuses and offered internet connections to the student commu-
nity at competitive prices (China Internet Network Information Center
[CNNIC] 2013, 18-19). The high-quality network infrastructure and
internet-savvy populace on university campuses provide an ideal environ-
ment for an alternative public sphere to bloom, which soon replaced tra-
ditional spaces for everyday community activities and became the primary
part of the everyday public space on campus.

Due to its pervasiveness, anonymity, and instantaneity, the virtual pub-
lic space on the internet is a relatively free space, providing a gateway to
liberal and Western discourses, ideologies, and historiography. The inter-
net also provides students with a cheap, private, and fast means of com-
munication, facilitating information flow within the student community.
The availability of user-friendly instant messaging services to the student
populace not only enhanced interpersonal bonds but helped develop new
connective structures—whether extended friend circles (peng you quan)
or intimate groups of like-minded students who would have remained
strangers prior to the internet age. The group chat feature of these mes-
saging platforms and other readily available social media networks—such
as Weibo (the Chinese version of Twitter)—has given students an effective
means to forge group-based solidarity.

The perceived threat of the virtual public space in the university also
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comes from the fact that it gives marginalized students a platform for pub-
lishing political opinions challenging the orthodoxy of the state. The uni-
versity public space can easily become a birthplace, or (worse), a national
hub, for dissenting ideas, as discourses can be transmitted through the
national intellectual network to the outside and override institutional barri-
ers. For anyone who wants to initiate discussion of a topic that is politically
sensitive, embarrassing, scandalous, or otherwise controversial—simply
put, anything that the Party would not want to include in the country’s
prime-time news broadcasting—the university campus has always been the
best starting point for larger-scale communication.

Fully acknowledging the mobilizing potential of the internet, the Party-
state has continuously revised and redeveloped a novel regulatory infra-
structure to keep its control over the campus virtual public space. As early
as July 2004, the Central Committee of the Communist Party and the State
Council called for more attention to the control and regulation of cam-
pus networks in a joint document entitled “A Few Opinions on the Fur-
ther Enhancement and Improvement of Thought and Political Education
among University Students” (hereafter Document No. 16).° This docu-
ment required that all university Communist Party committees “proactively
occupy the new frontline of online thought and political education.” More
specifically, the leadership stated that such a mission had to be completed
along two lines. First, the Party organizations in the higher-education sec-
tor must learn to use the internet as an instrument for the ideological indoc-
trination and political education of younger age-cohorts. For that purpose,
university leaders all over China were required to create a series of “red”
websites that were correct in political orientation, rich in information, and
fun and helpful to university students. Second, the instruction declared that
“all necessary technological, administrative and legal measures should be
adopted to strengthen control over the campus computer network, prevent-
ing harmful information from being spread via the Internet.” To secure the
purity of the campus internet, university authorities, the document advised,
should organize a team of staff members in charge of “online thought and
political education,” and a mechanism should be established to regulate the
virtual public space on campus. Overall, Document No. 16 sent a clear sig-
nal to communist cadres nationwide that the Party must “secure a firm grip
over any initiative” in cyberspace by putting a strong regulatory infrastruc-
ture in place (Ministry of Education and the Central Committee of the
Chinese Communist Youth League 2016).

The ministerial instructions issued subsequently clarified the measures
of control that must be put into place to discipline the cyber public space
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on campus. University administrations were required to take responsi-
bility for three major areas: online ideological education, public opinion
guidance (yulunyindao), and information censorship.® For all three areas, a
durable technological infrastructure is essential, but it also relies on a clear
division of labor.

To manage the university cyberspace, the university administration
relies on an advanced surveillance infrastructure. Chinese universities are
linked to the “Great Firewall” at the national level, and have also estab-
lished their own firewalls that block and censor politically harmful infor-
mation. This infrastructure varies across institutions but usually includes
five major components. First, access to “harmful” websites that have a static
internet address is blocked. Second, the universities screen data packets
that travel through the campus network with a dynamic list of harmful key-
words identified by state regulators—whenever a data packet containing a
specific keyword is transmitted through the campus network, it is blocked
and registered at the root server. Third, domain-name hijacking is applied
at the root level of the domain name system of campus computer networks,
misdirecting efforts to access a “harmful” domain name to a wrong address
from the list of permitted websites or to a blank page. Fourth, network
content is screened and censored: whenever users attempt to publish infor-
mation to the campus network (whether a conversation in a virtual chat
room or a longer post in an online forum), the system automatically checks
it against a list of banned content and decides whether to let it go through.
Fifth, monitoring software is installed on any computer registered on the
campus network, which records and monitors all activities and informa-
tion flow occurring on that computer (Cao 2012, 172-73). In addition
to the technological firewall, the university also manually censors online
forums through an internet management center—the campus equivalent
of “cyberpolice” that is staffed by Party officials and student activists.

On top of these defensive controlling measures, the state undertakes
more aggressive steps to control campus virtual space, including authen-
tication of online identity, mechanisms for instant censorship, and more
proactive “opinion guiding.” The first major step was the implementation
of a system of identity authentication (shi mming zhi) for bulletin-board sys-
tems, online forums, comment sections, etc., on campus computer net-
works. Access was restricted to computers properly registered on the cam-
pus computer network, which also needed authentication of the university
affiliation—a measure excluding members of the general public, including
alumni. Notwithstanding a brief outcry from a small number of frequent
users, the new system was steadily rolled out, first at Tsinghua Univer-
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sity and Peking University and then throughout China after 2005 (Chen,
Cheng, and Li 2005).” As a deterrence mechanism, universities also issued
codes and rules for disciplinary sanctions against antiregime or politically
incorrect conduct in the virtual public space on university campuses.

The state’s decision to take away the anonymity previously enjoyed by
campus network users was decisive. Identity authentication kept most uni-
versity students away from alternative, deviant, oppositional, or rebellious
public debate and discussion in the campus virtual public space. However,
a side effect was that the newly installed system led some students to turn
away from the virtual public space built on the campus internet infrastruc-
ture and to look for an online space outside of the university. Other students
simply indulged in the consumption of online entertainment information
or gaming. This trend can be seen in the sharp decline of the popular-
ity of campus bulletin-board systems as a virtual public sphere after the
implementation of the identity authentication system. Figures 10 and 11
demonstrate the decline of the campus bulletin-board systems of Peking
University after the state established control over the campus virtual space:
they show a sharply diminished number of posts, decreased number of vis-
its, and significantly shortened average time of each visit (Feng, Qian, and
Pan 2012).

"To secure influence over everyday campus life, university Party authori-
ties were also ordered to actively shape the discursive landscape formed in
the virtual public space on campus. Operations on two fronts are involved:
“opinion guiding” (yulun yindao) and the construction of “red websites”
(hongse wangzhan). The ministerial guidance of 2005 demanded that insti-
tutions of higher education “properly guide public opinion in that virtual
space.” University Party committees were instructed to “establish a team
of ‘online commentators’ who are politically loyal, knowledgeable, plenti-
ful and familiar with the style and form of online language.” This corps
of online commentators (wangshang pinglunyuan) must proactively “write
online posts concerning hot discussion topics,” “attract university students
to click and respond to their messages,” and “effectively guide and shape
public opinion in the campus virtual space.”® University leadership was
directed to “enrich the contents of online propaganda” and consolidate the
“domination of positive discursive power in cyberspace.”” “Opinion guid-
ing,” as an everyday operation of the state’s regulatory infrastructure, carves
out a compliant discursive landscape to the state’s liking beyond outright
censorship. “Online commentators” initiated new discussion threads by
order of the Party, responded to existing discussions along official lines, and
reported to the authorities any inappropriate comments made by their peer
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users. The activities of hand-picked, state-paid “online commentators”—
dubbed the “50-cents army”!® by Chinese netizens—reflect the state’s will-
ingness to not only firmly control but also systematically tailor the virtual
public sphere. One former student cadre from Peking University described
the impact of the campus “50-cent army”:

Quite a few of my friends were recruited by the university’s Propa-
ganda Department to do this job. This kind of operation had some
real effect—when a hot political issue emerged, without the “50-
cents army,” most of the responses might be negative and critical
toward the government; but when the online commentators kicked
in and wrote tons of responses, suddenly 9 out of 10 responses to
that same thread would be positive, pro-state and consistent with
the official line. More often than not, students who were originally
involved in the discussion would just let it go in light of so many
pacifying messages. And the community’s attention to that partic-
ular issue is successfully diluted by such operations, to the Party’s
advantage.!!

In addition, university authorities are instructed to promote political edu-
cation online, primarily in the form of “red websites.” After 2005, under the
auspices of the central and municipal Party-state, a series of “red websites”
was created on the campus network across China.!? Despite their various
names, these “red” websites disseminate the Communist Party’s propa-
ganda on all emerging issues and publish information for group political
study.

The Chinese state has not neglected the role of the campus internet
connection as a cheap and instantaneous means of interpersonal communi-
cation. With the rapid advance of group communication mobile platforms,
chat groups of like-minded students and friend circles sprouted up every-
where. Responding to this new development, surveillance of all instant
communication taking place on the campus network is conducted daily. To
weave the instrument of control into everyday communicative experiences,
the university authorities also implement manual monitoring, restrict cer-
tain interactive capacities of the campus network, and collaborate with law
enforcement agencies to monitor outbound links from the campus net-
work to the public internet outside the campus walls.

Due to the rapid development of the internet in China, virtual space
has shifted on the university campus from a marginal terrain mainly for
personal enrichment to a battlefield where the state competes with rival
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suppliers of cultures, ideologies, discourses, and organizational forces for
influence over the everyday experiences of university students, struggling
against numerous forces emanating from the broader processes of marketi-
zation, globalization, and culture wars. Instruments provided by the virtual
public space significantly increased the capacity of the student commu-
nity for public deliberation, interpersonal communication, and communal
bonding. The advance of new information technologies, the growing avail-
ability of mobile devices, and the constant development of the network
infrastructure facilitated the formation of new group identities and soli-
darities and the mobilization of a future student movement. Learning from
the past, the Chinese Party-state has decisively strengthened its regulatory
infrastructure over the virtual public space on university campuses.
Relying on advanced firewalls and a corps of censors on the public
payroll, the state has established a defensive network of monitoring and
censorship that screens out politically “harmful” information and filters
out alternative political rhetoric, historiography, or ideologies, ostensibly
defending the virtual sphere from the invasion of foreign, antiregime, or
agitating content. The censorship system has been further strengthened
by self-censorship by end users, due to the online identity authentication
mechanism and a strict set of disciplinary rules punishing online offences.
The second line of defense in the virtual public space is the construction
of the “red websites” that disseminate official political information and the
activities of state-paid “online commentators” who shape the discursive
landscape in the virtual domain to the liking of the state. The third line
of defense specifically targets the communicative features of the campus
virtual space. In addition to having a monopoly over the interactive func-
tions of the campus computer network, university authorities work closely
with state law-enforcement agencies to monitor antiregime communica-
tions that virtually link the university and hidden oppositional forces in
society at large. As in other fields, this regulatory infrastructure is ingrained
into the fabric of students’ experiences in the campus virtual space, and it
ensures the state’s ultimate dominance over this virtual public space.

Fighting the Spiritual

Philip L. Wickeri, an American researcher of Christianity in China, argued
in 2011 that “public life is a contested space in China today, and religion
has a growing importance within that space” (2011, 5). Following the fad-
ing of internationalist utopian ideology, the post-Mao Communist Party-
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state gradually adjusted its policies toward religious practice in mainland
China in the direction of tolerance. The deepening of market reforms and
the rapid accumulation of wealth provided new dynamism for the revival
of religion in public space in China.” This resurgence naturally facilitated
an increased exposure of university students to various religious prac-
tices, from traditional Buddhist liturgies to gatherings of Baha’i followers.
Steadily, newly restored religious organizations, practices, and influence
reached the seclusion of the ivory tower.

Although national statistics are not made public, various scholars in
China have estimated the number of students on Chinese university cam-
puses who are religious believers. For example, in a 2006 survey of 11,000
university students from eight universities located in northeastern China,
Yang Xiaohui—then deputy party secretary and vice president of North-
eastern Normal University—reported that 18.7 percent of the surveyed
students were believers or had attempted to acquire religious belief (Yang
2006, 19). In a 2011 survey carried out in five universities in Shandong
Province, researchers found that 14.11 percent of the surveyed students
claimed to be believers and 16.78 percent were “not sure” (Zhang et al.
2011, 84). Another survey conducted at five major universities in Fujian
Province in 2012 reported that 30.98 percent of the surveyed students
claimed to have at least one religious belief (Liao and Xie 2012). Research-
ers from Hubei and Hunan Provinces reported that 14.4 percent and 15.08
percent of surveyed students claimed to be believers, respectively (Zhang
2012; Jia and Zhou 2012). A survey conducted among financially disad-
vantaged university students reported a much higher percentage of reli-
gious belief—44 percent of the surveyed students claimed to be believers
(Zhu 2006, 30). Depending on the definition of “religious belief” and the
method of sampling, the statistics from different localities vary; neverthe-
less, these numbers provide a rough sketch of the overall landscape of the
influence of religion on campus public space today.

Religion is a natural enemy for any atheist political regime that seeks
to monopolize the public sphere—whatever the repercussions. The mere
“contamination” of students’ minds and hearts by religion is a menace to
the state’s signification project, competing not only with the state’s political
rhetoric but also its efforts to structure their life experiences. More funda-
mentally, organized religion and the community identity it creates endan-
ger the regime’s efforts to reinvent the political order. The many students
who identify with established—or worse, underground—religions have the
potential for mobilization beyond the reach of the state.

For the state, links between religious students and underground reli-
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gious fellowships—ranging from those within the “gray area” of the law
(such as the “House Churches of China”) to outright illegality (such as
“Eastern Lightning”)—is particularly disturbing. Ethnographic studies
conducted by scholars of China have revealed the extensive networks link-
ing the student populace and the secretive universe of illegal or quasilegal
religious communities in Chinese universities. For example, in Beijing,
Christian students forged a covert fellowship through regular participa-
tion in activities organized by the underground “meeting points” (jubui
dian) on university campuses. The size of these meeting points varies from
seven or eight persons to as many as thirty student believers. Often led by
foreign students, teachers, or professionals residing in Beijing, participants
in these underground Christian fellowships gather to study the Bible and
share biblical testimonials. They also hold an array of activities—{rom pot-
lucks to field trips—to develop friendship and religious community. These
secretive Christian fellowships, often supported by the semiunderground
House Churches of China, also have a snowball effect. Regular student
participants in the secret meeting points introduce friends and classmates
to them; some subsequently choose to be baptized (Zuo 2009; Xie 2010b).
Ideologically, religion posed an even graver threat to the Party’s world-
view, value system, and philosophy (Laliberte 2011). As a regime governed
by a Marxist party, the post-Mao Party-state still sticks firmly to its ideo-
logical foundation of dialectical materialism; in fact, with the decline in the
Party’s more internationalist and utopian revolutionary ideology, atheism
has become a crucial defining feature and shared “spiritual” identity of the
rank-and-file members of the Party itself. The increased influence of reli-
gious beliefs on the university campus could compromise the philosophi-
cal legitimacy of the regime. For example, a survey conducted in Hunan
Province showed that 40.3 percent of the surveyed university students
completely misunderstood the Party’s atheist nature by responding “true”
to the statement “Even believers of a religion can join the Communist
Party” (Liu and Liang 2007, 116). A later survey carried out in Fujian Prov-
ince revealed that 35.59 percent of the university students surveyed did
not know that “Communist Party members or Communist Youth League
members should not believe in any religion.” The surveyors observed that
“this testified to the fact that quite a few students were only aware of the
Party-state’s ‘religious freedom’ policy but [were] ignorant of the custom-
ary rule that believers of Marxism must first be an atheist.” They concluded
that many university students were completely unaware of the ideology of
the Communist Party, which requires that “party members should com-
pletely oppose the practice of any religious belief” (Zhou 2013, 62).
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In its efforts to reinvent order and rebuild a regulatory infrastructure
that shapes the campus public space, the Party-state has remained vigi-
lant against the spread of religion among university students. Despite the
increased freedom of religious practice outside university walls, the Chi-
nese state still prohibits religious observations and connections in the ivory
tower. There has also been a shift of attitude: compared to the Maoist
period or even the 1980s, the Party-state has focused less on individuals’
voluntary rejection of religious spirituality through atheist education, and
instead insisted on mechanical compliance with the government’s com-
plete ban on public and organized practice of religion in all institutions of
higher education.

The state especially attempts to prevent the growth of underground
religious networks attended by university students. A particular focus is
their ties with the international religious community. A research report
authored by security officials from Chonggqing University investigated
the underground Christian advocacy network operating on Chongqing
University campuses. The report found that due to China’s reform and
opening up to the West, and the globalization of world culture, Western
Christian organizations have penetrated institutions of higher education
in China; it warned that Western political organizations might take advan-
tage of the campus Christian network to influence Chinese universities.
The report asserted, “foreign religious organizations have devoted much
effort to entering border regions, coastal areas and prestigious national
universities—among these, universities are the most important area of
their endeavours” (Luo et al. 2010, 70).

The campus religious network in China features multiple communica-
tion channels, secret interpersonal bonds, and strong ties with international
religious organizations. Research conducted in universities in northeast-
ern China showed that, despite the state-enforced prohibition of religious
practices on campus, 27.78 percent of the students surveyed had received
proselytizing materials in school and 77.66 percent had been preached at by
religious advocates at least occasionally (Yang 2006). Take Christianity as
an example. Researchers in China found that to reach out to nonbelievers,
first, underground Christian proselytizing on university campuses usually
relied on a multiplicity of communicative means, such as face-to-face con-
versation, radio broadcasting, printed materials, telemarketing, and inter-
net platforms. Second, Christian proselytizing within the student commu-
nity mostly relied on a secretive interpersonal network. According to the
security officials of Chongqing University, religious advocates on campus
often “hide behind” the disguise of ordinary professions, such as exchange
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student, language instructor, or visiting professor. They also found that
Christians on campus often communicated in a “coded”'* manner that was
very difficult for people outside the network to interpret. Third, they noted
that many proselytizers on Chinese university campuses were covert mis-
sionaries dispatched by international religious societies. Their activities
posed a grave threat to the Party-state, because these covert missionar-
ies were sophisticated in spreading religious belief through interpersonal
networks, discreetly establishing organizational structures, and converting
university students (Luo et al. 2010, 70-71).

Such perceptions of the danger of religious influence were pervasive
and consequential after 1989, amid the Party-state’s endeavors to rebuild
order and control. To defend the university campus from this threat, the
state put in place a series of measures against not only organized religions
per se, but theism in general, superstition, and belief in the supernatural.
Overall, political education that discredited religious belief and practice—
particularly targeting antiregime sects such as Falungong—was strength-
ened to an unprecedented level in institutions of higher learning across
China. Education in “core socialist values” was also promoted by the Party-
state against the potential spread of religion on university campuses.

In provincial districts with a higher concentration of ethnic minori-
ties with their own religion, state-sponsored education on “scientific athe-
ism” is added to the standardized political education curriculum designed
for the local university students. For example, since 2002, all institutions
of higher education in Xinjiang—the autonomous region of Uighurs in
northwestern China—must offer compulsory courses on scientific athe-
ism (kexue wushen lun) to students from all ethnic backgrounds. The local
Party-state explained the rationale behind the measure: “learning scientific
knowledge per se cannot substitute for education in the Marxist concept of
religion.” The course on “scientific atheism” focuses on the Marxist view
of religion as the opium of the people, dialectical materialism, the official
distinction between religion and superstition, and the differences between
religion and “evil cults” (xie jiao). The purpose of this mandatory curric-
ulum—a comprehensive critique of spirituality at large—is to “guide the
students into establishing a worldview based on scientific atheism and . . .
thus achieve the ultimate goal of resisting . . . the infringement of the evil
religions on university campuses” (Li and Ye 2008).

The Chinese state has also deployed different means to limit the ris-
ing influence of open or underground religion on university students. A
research report, sponsored by the Ministry of Education and the Municipal
Communist Party’s Higher Education Committee of Beijing, argued that
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it is essential to “guide every university student into a true understanding
of the authentic nature of religion and . . . make them willingly stand on
the side of science and rationality” (Zuo 2009, 9). A study sponsored by the
National Association of Higher Education of China claimed that 31 per-
cent of the surveyed students who were believers converted from atheism
due to “unresolvable psychological problems” (Zhou 2013, 62). To prevent
more students from being converted, it was suggested that mental-health
monitoring and counseling could reduce “loneliness” and “helplessness”
among young university students, mitigating the driving force behind their
search for spiritual comfort from religion (Hua 2010, 80).

For the order-seeking state, the associational space occupied by uni-
versity students is a potential field for the spread of religious belief, and it
needs specific regulatory arrangement. One of the most important criteria
used by Communist Party authorities and state law-enforcement agencies
in scrutinizing student groups and societies is whether a religious compo-
nent is included in any of their activities. This is seen as a taboo that no stu-
dent group in China should touch. Security agencies across China are also
ordered to monitor activities organized or encouraged by the unofficial
Christian churches on the university campus; legal sanctions are applied
if the churches are found to be preaching to—or worse, converting—
nonbeliever university students. In particular, the ties between under-
ground or illegal religious associations and on-campus student groups are
carefully watched by state law-enforcement agencies. University security
officials must closely monitor the activities of foreign teachers and stu-
dents, striving to cut off their connections with the Chinese student com-
munity to discourage potential missionary activities. To attain these goals,
as one author wrote, “it is crucial to strengthen the investigative and detec-
tive work (at the grassroots) and let student party members, student cadres
and political counsellors play their role in garnering and reporting infor-
mation on illegal religious activities as early and effectively as possible” (Su
2009). The regime has clearly realized that its fate depends to a great extent
on its ability to win on this smokeless battlefield.

Creating an Institutional Culture

Born out of an Enlightenment ideal of liberty, happiness, and the free pur-
suit of knowledge, universities in China have long been deemed “islands of
freedom” that preserve for the nation a culture of critical thinking, a desire
for the exploration of truth, and a deeply ingrained liberal idealism that goes
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beyond the domains of immediate regime control, inspiring in the younger
generation a yearning for the betterment of the state and society. The lib-
eral university campus is an ideal breeding ground for an oppositional intel-
ligentsia, a parallel authority and an autonomous social space beyond the
reach of state control. The unique institutional culture of the university
makes it a danger zone in the eyes of the reinvented Chinese state.

The state’s way to mitigate this danger of the university is to create an
institutional culture that differs substantially from the ideal model. After
all, institutional culture characterizes the public discourse taking place
within its borders, molding individual and collective political behavior and
framing social norms and moral standards. Dictating the formation of the
institutional culture on university campuses improves the political atmo-
sphere, resets behavioral codes, and shapes public opinion to the advan-
tage of the state. Eventually, a state-sponsored institutional culture that
divorces universities from liberal idealism and produces an alternate set of
cultural norms and standards can facilitate the state’s endeavor to secure
its hold over the social space of the university without deploying outright
violence or coercion.

Thus, the Chinese Party-state has increasingly attempted to construct
a “positive” campus culture in institutions of higher education. The 2004
joint guidance issued by the Ministry of Education and the Central Com-
mittee of the Communist Youth League emphasized that the “campus cul-
ture of institutions of higher learning is an essential part in the advanced
cultural component of socialism. The strengthening of the construction of
campus culture is a crucial mission . . . for the enhancement and improve-
ment of our thought and political education work with the university stu-
dent populace.”"?

In this new institutional culture of the university, one feature has become
prominent: pragmatic careerism. The institutional culture overwhelmingly
emphasizes students’ career prospects throughout the educational experi-
ence, at the cost of developing the student’s values, such as liberalism, ide-
alism, or spirituality. The flourishing of careerism in Chinese universities
since the 1990s was a natural consequence of the overall market transition
and the fading away of the internationalist utopian ideology of the Maoist
past or the ardent appreciation of Western liberalism in the 1980s. It was
also a result of the regime’s institutional arrangements and encouragement
of careerist sentiment among university students. Pragmatic careerism
shifted students’ attention from the abstract discourses of individuality, lib-
erty, and democracy in the 1980s to an embrace of technical know-how,
economic gain, accumulating personal wealth, and satisfying hedonistic
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desires (Ci 1994). In 2010, 5,754,245 undergraduate students graduated
from Chinese universities; among them, 4,095,814 (71 percent) majored in
science, engineering, agriculture, medicine, or managerial science. In 2019,
7,585,298 undergraduate students graduated; among them, 5,482,209 (or
72.27 percent) majored in science, engineering, agriculture, medicine, or
managerial science. The choice of major for most Chinese students also
reflected this cultural turn toward pragmatic careerism in the Chinese
university.

New institutional changes added to the growth of careerist culture
on the Chinese university campus. Abolishing the state-controlled “job-
assignment” system of the socialist past robbed university graduates of job
security and forced them into the fierce competition of a free labor market.
Not so much an ivory tower from which the intelligentsia could criticize
political authorities, Chinese universities since the 1990s have become
the major supplier of manpower for the country’s booming market econ-
omy—in collaboration with pervasive global capitalism. The Party-state’s
decision in 1999 to significantly expand the higher-education sector and
increase the number of admissions to colleges and universities across China
further diluted the old identity of university students as “elites-in-waiting”
whose traditional duty was the betterment of national politics, even at the
cost of personal sacrifice.'® With the transformation from an “elite” to a
“mass” higher education, Chinese students—no longer the “favoured sons
of Heaven” (tian zhi jiaozi)—now had to endure intense insecurity, self-
doubt, and anxiety about their future career and life opportunities.!” Owing
to these multiple pressures, it is only natural that many Chinese students
chose to join not China’s critical intelligentsia, but instead the much more
politically apathetic and compliant professional working class. This new
identity shift—from presumptive elites of the nation to “professionals-in-
waiting” within a modern labor force—has had a continuing impact on
Chinese politics.

Conclusion

The campus public space—in theory “a specifically political space distinct
from the state and the economy, an institutionally bounded discursive
arena that is home to citizen debate, deliberation, agreement and action”
(Villa 1992, 712)—has thus become a major battlefield for the Chinese
state to compete with alternative authorities, parallel discourses, or power-
ful social hierarchies for control over the university as a critical social space
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and university students as a critical social group. After all, a consensus-
based public realm, driven only by the “unforced force” of the better argu-
ment, is against all of the principles of the reinvented state (Mendieta and
Vanantwerpen 2011, 3).

In Chinese universities, after the 1989 student movement, the Party-
state relentlessly reinvents a powerful regulatory infrastructure to main-
tain its control over the associational, virtual, and spiritual realms of the
university community, and to forge on university campuses a distinct insti-
tutional culture that is apolitical, careerist, and cynical. By doing so, the
state struggled to ensure lasting compliance from the student populace,
and stability—or rather quiescence—across the higher-education sector.
This systematic project of reinventing the political order and reestablish-
ing control represented the reinvented state’s renewed effort to subjugate
the critical social space through regulating and structuring the rhythm of
the everyday associational life and communal experiences of members of
critical social groups. Only history will tell where this state project will lead
China or whether it will eventually backfire; but at least for the moment,
it has secured the quiescence of the nation’s vast social group of educated
youth and tamped down the most rebellious and fragmented space in the
country’s political landscape.



FIVE

Nurturing Compliance

The Incentivization Infrastructure

We are all just prisoners here, of our own device.
—“Hotel California,” the Eagles, 1977

A country that was hurrying into the future required colleges that
would hurry along with it.

—Frederick Rudolph, The American College and University:
A History, 1962, 110

Incentivization Infrastructure

“Discipline and compliance,” wrote Andrew G. Walder in 1995, “where
they occur, must be explained” (7). The reinvention of a political order
has been no easy undertaking for the state; “one cannot simply assume
disciplined and cohesive state apparatus, just as one cannot simply assume a
compliant citizenry” (7). For the state, cultivating and sustaining a capable
and justifiable political order portends regulating the rhythm of everyday
experiences of the citizenry; to achieve that, the state has to make the effort
to shape and mold its citizens’ behavioral and discursive pattern at the indi-
vidual level. This entails reconstructing and deploying a revamped incen-
tivization infrastructure by which the state can compensate compliance,
reward loyalty, punish defiance, deter away potential resistance, and keep
a close eye on the lively occurrences within the critical social space that it
seeks to control.

128
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In this book, these contrivances and activities undertaken by the state to
generate incentives for conformity, mete out punishment for trespassing,
and maintain a surveillance system to measure and enforce compliance are
termed the “incentivization infrastructure.” The rewarding instruments
create positive enticements that encourage compliance, whereas the pun-
ishment devices create negative sanctions on defiance and deter potential
challengers to the state. When linked to rewards and penalties, monitoring
and surveillance mechanisms ensure that the incentivization infrastructure
is effective. The incentivization infrastructure serves as an institutional
architecture, a cognitive lens, and a symbolic frame that shape speech and
actions at the individual level, bolstering the state’s internal cohesiveness
and strengthening the capacity of the reinvented order.

“Institutions rest upon credible promises, of either reward or punish-
ment” (Bates et al. 1998, 5). For a state striving to reestablish its domina-
tion on university campuses, success in manufacturing such an infrastruc-
ture is imperative. With older methods of mobilizational control withering
in the new political atmosphere, the state has embraced more pragmatic
means to produce incentives for compliance and secure loyalty among the
nation’s educated youth. Supported by the state’s inherited as well as newly
established command over various economic, social, political, and symbolic
resources, these baseline “safety-net” arrangements to ensure acquiescence
at the individual level overwhelmingly focus on the exchange of benefits,
gifts, and privileges for those who display political compliance or loyalty,
illustrating a salient pragmatic, quotidian, and normalized nature.

Rewarding Loyalty

To effectively shape the behavioral space at the individual level, positive
incentives are an important vehicle for rulers looking to exert control over
their subjects. Compared to threats or coercion, positive rewards supply
more information about “what kind of behaviour is preferred” by the state
(Milburn and Christie 1989, 626). Political rewards facilitate governance
and simplify state control. First, positive incentives increase the opportu-
nity cost of outright defiance and motivate a rational person to side with the
state. Second, rewards dispensed in a hierarchical structure may enhance
internal competition between loyal subjects and thus create peer pressure
and an atmosphere of loyalty to the state. Third, rewards enable the state
to establish an explicit set of norms for preferred discourse and behaviors.
Rewards “often produce more predictable actions and outcomes, which are
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helpful for co-operation and improved relations” (Milburn and Christie
1989, 626). A carefully designed, hierarchically subdivided, and systemati-
cally enforced structure of positive incentives is a powerful weapon with
which the reinvented Chinese state can create, preserve, and administer its
desired political order.

States hand out perks of all kinds in a stratified structure to entice pas-
sivity and encourage compliance. The lines dividing the tiers are not always
clear; however, the highest tier of positive incentives given by the state is
nearly always membership in the ruling coalition. This elite membership is
reserved largely for the state’s most trusted subjects whose loyalty has been
consistently proved and who are considered role models for their peers.
Granting membership to the ruling elites is a process of both absorption
and expansion, where the boundaries of the establishment are broadened
as new blood is inducted into the ruling coalition.

The second tier of positive incentives is preferential advantages. To
allocate scarce resources, states always set up informal procedures that
operate in parallel with formal mechanisms. These secondary channels
for valuable resources (which include but are not limited to materialistic
resources, symbolic capital, or administrative permits) are relatively easier
to navigate and less competitive than formal channels, but operate at the
absolute discretion of the regime. With full control of access to such chan-
nels, the state can reward its favorite subjects and nurture in them a sense
of identification with the political regime.

The third tier of rewards is earmarked opportunities. In addition to par-
allel and secondary channels for dispensing scarce resources, a state might
set aside valuable political, economic, cultural, and careerist opportunities,
making them available only to the state’s handpicked loyalists.

The fourth tier, direct material benefits, is cash or other material ben-
efits directly given to selected subjects. In contrast to the other tiers of
positive incentives, direct material awards are one-off and do not have
long-term effects on the recipient’s career advancement or political status.
The regime usually uses such benefits to reward those who are politically
passive yet compliant but have demonstrated outstanding professional
capability. Together, these four tiers of rewards constitute a hierarchical
framework of positive incentives that regimes may use to enhance the link
between the targeted social group and the political regime.

An important component of this incentivization infrastructure that is
associated with all four tiers of rewards is metaphysical gratification (in Chi-
nese, jingshen jiangli). Metaphysical gratification associated with receiving
positive incentives from the state occurs on several fronts. First, by being



Nurturing Compliance: The Incentivization Infrastructure 131

among the small number of selected receivers of state rewards, recipients
naturally feel a sense of satisfaction and pride among their peers. When
such rewards are accompanied by a public ceremony, commemoration, or
ritual of conferral, recipients’ psychological fulfilment will be even greater.
"This is an important way for the regime to provide psychological welfare
to its favored subjects. Second, rewards may nurture in recipients a sense
of intimate access to a sovereign power and of being favorably connected
to the establishment, which increases their identification with the ruling
clique. Third, the sense of being included among the ruling elites of a state
could easily lead reward recipients to develop a sense of empowerment,
and some may feel a sense of obligation to the state even though they are
not actually members of the nomenklatura. An overhauled incentivization
infrastructure is a central component of the new edifice of control the post-
Tiananmen Chinese state has sought to reestablish on university campuses.

Communist Party Membership

Communist Party membership is one of the greatest positive incentives
that the regime can dispense to its most loyal followers on university cam-
puses. As the Party is the dominant political authority, Party membership
has been widely considered to be a ticket to join the ruling elite. The long-
term benefits, privileges, and advantages of Party membership for career
advancement are among the more attractive incentives for the state to gar-
ner support and followers among the nation’s educated youth. However,
being “an elite-dominated Leninist party” (Guo 2005, 372), the Party only
offers membership to a limited number of university students. According
to the Central Organisational Department of the CCP, Communist Party
members accounted for about 7.33 percent of China’s university student
population in 2021." The positive incentives associated with Party mem-
bership make identification with the ruling regime profitable and desirable
for common students. The long-term prospects of becoming a part of the
powerful establishment equipped with overarching power also strengthen
student Party members’ loyalty to and belief in the state.

More than other forms of reward, Party membership can have lifelong
effects on students’ career advancement and social status. Communist
Party membership is required for many positions within the state appara-
tus and is preferred for other official posts. Despite its gradual transfor-
mation from a Soviet-style cadre system to a modernized civil service, the
Communist Party has held firmly to the enshrined political principle of
the “Party managing cadres” (dangguan ganbu), meaning that Party com-
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mittees at all levels have the sole power to make decisions on personnel
matters in the public sector. The Party has thus maintained its monopoly
over the selection of entry-level Party officials and civil servants from uni-
versity graduates. Since the 1990s, the Central Organisation Department
of the CCP has made it clear that “some civil service posts may be held
only by Party members” (Burns and Wang 2010, 62). Notwithstanding the
thinner spread of the Party apparatus at the local level, sensitive positions
in most civil servant-employing agencies remain “limited to Party mem-
bers, including positions in personnel management, confidential docu-
ment handling, investigations handling, Party work and sometimes finan-
cial administration” (Burns and Wang 2010, 62-63). The institutionalized
preferential treatment of student Party members for junior positions in
the state at all levels includes an array of political privileges that the Party
provides to its junior rank-and-file student members, further enhancing
their sense of elitism—and even of being “indulged”—in their everyday
experiences on campus.

Even for opportunities for which Party membership is not required,
such as trainee cadre membership, the majority of students understand that
most Party and state agencies give priority to applicants who are Party
members. As Gang Guo observed, “to prospective government employ-
ers, Party membership is a sure indication of a student’s political reliabil-
ity” (Guo 2005, 387). According to the student interviewees, student Party
members also enjoy significant advantages when they compete for employ-
ment at lucrative state-owned enterprises (SOEs). With China’s progress
in market reform and the revival of traditional SOEs since the late 1990s,
employment opportunities provided by these giant global corporations
have become highly sought after by many Chinese university graduates.
According to Xinhua News Agency, by the end of 2011, there were 144,700
SOEs with total assets valued at 85.4 trillion yuan, revenues of 39.25 tril-
lion yuan, and profits of 2.6 trillion yuan (which accounted for 43 percent
of China’s total industrial and business profit) (Xinhua News Agency 2012).
Since then, SOEs have become an even more profitable sector of the Chi-
nese economy. Jobs with centrally controlled SOEs (yanggi)—primarily
“those SOEs directly controlled by the State-Owned Assets Supervision
and Administration Committee (SASAC), national banks and financial cor-
porations, and ‘media, publications, culture and entertainment companies’
administered by central state agencies—were even more appealing to uni-
versity graduates” (Cary 2013). In a 2009 survey conducted by the Munici-
pal Statistics Bureau of graduating university students in Tianjin on their
employment preferences, 70.5 percent of the respondents placed SOEs as
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their first choice (Statistics Bureau of Tianjin 2009). Thus, not only have
SOEs become a crucial source of revenue for the state, but employment
opportunities with SOEs have become important positive incentives to
nurture and reward political loyalty among educated youth. Document 37,
issued jointly by SASAC and the Ministry of Education in 2013, explicitly
required SOEs at all levels to treat the recruitment of university graduates
as an important way for these enterprises to fulfil their social responsibility
to preserve the overall political stability of the country and to implement
the political lines of the Communist Party (Ministry of Education 2013).

As the revenue-generating arm of the state apparatus, central and
municipal SOEs deliberatively give priority to Communist Party members
when recruiting new employees. For example, the state’s mouthpiece, the
People’s Daily, reported that at the 2013 SOE job fair for university gradu-
ates in Tianjin, “various big corporations used Communist Party mem-
bership as a criterion in vetting job applications” (Zhu and Zheng 2012).
In Zhejiang Province, a special job fair was held exclusively for student
Party members, at which about 1,000 applicants competed for more than
900 job vacancies, a much easier competition than the normal job fair for
students who were not Party members (Fang and Liu 2013). The advan-
tages enjoyed by Communist Party members in career opportunities with
SOE:s are widely known to members of the university community. As one
student said, “If you want to find a job in any place that is controlled by the
state, membership of the Communist Party is certainly an incomparable
advantage.”” Given the rising unemployment rates and expanding univer-
sity enrollment, the preferential treatment given to student Party members
is widely envied. Andrew G. Walder analyzed a 1986 survey conducted in
Tianjin and found that in combination with the educational credentials
of a college degree, Party membership “leads to administrative posts with
high prestige, considerable authority and clear material privileges” in the
long run (Walder 1995, 309). This phenomenon has continued in the new
century.

On top of future benefits, university Party organizations across China
also deem it important to reward student Party members with privileges in
their everyday campus lives. Reporting on Shandong University of Tech-
nology’s efforts to consolidate political loyalty among student Party mem-
bers, the university’s official newspaper stated,

While [the university Party organizations] should certainly place
high expectations and strict requirements on [our student Party
members], we also listen carefully to their practical needs. . . . (The
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Party) must help her student members to overcome personal dif-
ficulties, strengthen their belief, facilitate their efforts in making
progress and ensure that they become talented people. Education
and care have to be combined together—we must let student Party
members feel deeply the care and warmth of their Party organisa-
tion. And through care and attention paid to them on all the aspects,
we should strive to enhance their firm pursuit to the Party’s ideals
and beliefs as well as their unshakable loyalty. (Shandong University
of Technology News 2011)

These everyday rewards involve a variety of benefits and privileges. For
example, student interviewees reported that student Party members enjoy
priority in competition for scholarships, student cadre posts, and even
purely academic awards and need-based financial aid. When a point system
is used in such a competition, Party membership is often worth points.
Rewards in the form of elite membership given to the state’s most
loyal subjects serves a number of purposes. First, elite membership and
the benefits, privileges, and opportunities associated with it strengthen the
bonds between the state and its rank-and-file followers. Second, rewards
in the form of elite access make Party membership desirable to ordinary
students, especially aspirational students who seek a promising career and a
good lifestyle, and thus attract more students to behave in ways desired by
the state. Third, rewards and privileges associated with Party membership
reinforce the political stratification of the university student populace. The
status disparity between students based on their political affiliation gives
the privileged ones a sense of shared authority with the elite establishment.

Direct Admission to Graduate School

Preferential treatment in the allocation of scarce resources and opportu-
nities is the second tier of positive incentives. This usually occurs via an
informal resource allocation mechanism for the privileged that is oper-
ated in parallel with the formal allocative process accessible to the general
public. In Chinese universities, a salient example of this kind of incentive
is direct admission to graduate school (baoyan) for senior undergraduate
students. Through such programs, each year, a small number of univer-
sity seniors who have been selected by their respective university authori-
ties and endorsed by the Ministry of Education receive admission offers
from the prominent graduate schools of national universities, bypassing
the highly competitive National Admission Examinations for Graduate



Thousand people

Nurturing Compliance: The Incentivization Infrastructure 135

40

3000

2000
20

1000

fi] ------.lIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIll‘ 0

2000 2010 2020
year

Total number of applicants for the entrance exam . Total enrollment == Acceptance rate

Figure 12. Number of applicants to graduate school and the acceptance rate
nationwide, 1994-2020.

Schools. University students consider this a very privileged and prestigious
way to obtain opportunities for advanced studies.

Since the mid-1990s, with the expansion of undergraduate admission in
China and the depreciated value of the first degree in the job market, the
number of applicants for graduate school admission in China has risen dra-
matically. In 1993, 114,000 applicants registered for the national graduate
school admission examinations; in 2020, this number was 341 million. Fig-
ure 12 shows the number of graduate school applicants nationwide from
1994 to0 2020.}

Chinese universities must work relentlessly to screen graduate school
candidates, which results in a lengthy, complicated, and confusing pro-
cess of application, vetting, and admission. Given the number of required
examination subjects and the level of difficulty of the exams, especially the
universal requirement of a passing grade in a politics course, a tremendous
amount of preparation is necessary, which must be carried out on top of a
student’s normal course load for at least one full year. However, the actual
preparation time is usually much longer than that. The difficulty of the
examination has resulted in the flourishing of tutoring schools, as attend-
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ing a costly preparation class in Beijing or one of the provincial capital
cities has become a natural choice for most examination candidates. The
tuition for good-quality tutoring schools might be as high as 8,800 yuan
for a course on a single subject. According to PRC researchers, nation-
wide, the average tuition is 2,500 yuan per subject (Liang and Liu 2009). It
was estimated that in 2003, the revenue generated by preparation for these
examinations was around 3 billion yuan; in 2005, the estimated amount
was 5 billion yuan (Wang and Chen 2020, 86). In 2009, reporters from the
Central People’s Radio estimated that the total capital value for the busi-
ness of tutoring for educational examinations might be as high as 300 bil-
lion yuan for that year (Liang and Liu 2009). The costs for expensive tutor-
ing programs and the subsistence costs in the metropolitan cities where
such classes are normally offered place a huge financial burden on ordinary
university students. Thus, getting into graduate school through the normal
channel of examinations can be an exhausting journey that involves huge
investments of time and money.

Compared with the high costs associated with the agonizing normal
channel, the parallel] mechanism of direct admission to graduate school
is an extremely desirable option for undergraduate students looking for
opportunities to study for higher degrees. Each year, a considerable num-
ber of the slots for graduate school admission are allocated via this paral-
lel scheme. In one provincial university, in 2013, the Ministry of Educa-
tion allocated quotas of admission via the special mechanism equivalent
to approximately 3 percent of the total number of that university’s entire
graduating undergraduate students (Hubei University 2013). The number
of quotas allocated for this secondary channel of graduate school admis-
sion nationwide, albeit formally untabulated, is vast. Although different
universities may have their own procedures for selecting students under
this highly desired alternative scheme (baoyan, literally “guaranteed admis-
sion to graduate school”), most give considerable weight to political per-
formance. The state’s most loyal collaborators—student Party members,
student cadre, Communist Youth League activists—are given priority and
a large share of such quotas.

Career Interests

With expanding higher education in China since the 1990s, the employ-
ment market has become extremely competitive for university graduates.
In an article entitled “How Could This Year’s 6.6 Million University Grad-
uates Find a Job?,” Guangming Daily, a national newspaper widely read
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by the Chinese intelligentsia, reported that the total number of under-
graduate students who would graduate in 2010 was six times the number
in 2000. In 2011, this number rose to 6.6 million (Feng 2011).* In 2013,
6.99 million graduating undergraduate students in China entered the job
market—a record—but the number of available job openings decreased
by 15 percent from the previous year (Feng 2013). This unusually large
number of university graduates, together with the shrinking job market for
entry-level professionals, has placed enormous pressure on fresh university
graduates and their families. In 2001, about 340,000 Chinese university
students could not find a job on graduation. The number has been rising
steadily since; in 2006, about 1.24 million students had no job offer in hand
at the time of their commencement (Zhang 2007, 72). In 2013, by 10 May
(two months before the usual graduation season), only 44.4 percent of the
graduating classes in traditionally prestigious universities in Shanghai had
secured job offers (Zhang 2013). This situation has further deteriorated:
according to the National Bureau of Statistics of China, in 2021, China
had 9.09 million graduating undergraduate students, and “the difficulty for
university graduates to find a job and for the enterprises to find a quali-
fied worker exists simultaneously” (Reuters 2021). A survey conducted by
China Youth Daily revealed that 76.12 percent of university graduates in
the class of 2021 deemed the job market “very difficult” and 32.59 percent
expected to obtain a job offer through a referral from their respective uni-
versities (Li 2021). The grave state of the job market for fresh university
graduates is obvious.

The transition to a socialist market economy and the growth of China’s
private sector have significantly weakened university administrations’ con-
trol over their students’ career prospects. Nevertheless, given the fierce
competition for opportunities, university political officials still wield con-
siderable influence over the job placement process. After the compulsory
job allocation system for university students was abolished in 1997, career
advising offices (CAQ, jiuye bangongshi or jiuye chu) were established by the
student work bureaucracies in almost all Chinese institutions of higher
education. Political counselors at all levels work under instruction from
this office to provide career development services for senior students.
Accordingly, employers who come to the universities for job postings and
recruitment are required to go through this office. In addition, job infor-
mation is disseminated through this office, which also organizes recruit-
ment activities. In the 2021 survey conducted by China Youth Daily, 76.29
percent of the interviewed students identified “insufficient information
about employment opportunities” as a main obstacle to finding a satisfac-
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tory job (Li 2021). The university’s control of employment information has
become an important resource of power and influence.

"Typically, CAOs publicize less desirable job postings to the entire stu-
dent community and reserve information regarding highly sought-after
positions for favored students. One student cadre member who served as a
part-time assistant in her university’s career service recalled,

"The job postings, after they were input in the CAO’s database, would
be classified into different levels. For the best job openings, the CAO
would make a list and send [it] to the Head of the Student Work
Department and the Communist Youth League for them to recom-
mend potential candidates, usually at a 3:1 or 5:1 ratio. For the job
openings that are considered fairly good, they would be first posted
to the mailing list of graduating student Party members and student
cadres for response. Only if not enough self-nomination is attained
through this process will these job postings be released to the larger
student community. And the job openings that were classified as
“Level 3”—which denotes . . . the “less desirable” positions—are
immediately released to political counselors for onward dissemina-
tion to the entire student community. But even when [this] “Level 3”
job information reached the hands of the political counselors, they
will always first share with students who had good work relations
with them and, if not enough response is obtained, publicise [it] to
the entire class.’

"The university also actively uses the political reference system—a certi-
fication required in most hiring decisions in the public sector in China—to
reward the best students. Political referral takes place in three ways. First,
the Party organizations of institutions of higher education can recommend
their preferred job candidates to state agencies or SOEs directly. Such
employers can also solicit recommendations from the university’s political
cadres at the outset of their hiring process. Second, for the most sensitive
and important state agencies, advanced political clearance from the Com-
munist Party committee of the candidate’s home institution is required.
Third, for all other students, even when they have secured a job offer, to
register for a new residential permit (bu kou) and complete the official
personnel recruitment procedures regulated by the state, they require a
political reference form issued by their university’s student work bureau-
cracy. After the form has been endorsed by the hiring company or agency,
the university’s Student Work Department must issue a “certificate of dis-
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patching” (endorsed by the Ministry of Education) to the graduating stu-
dent. Only with this certificate is the hiring formally recognized as legiti-
mate and enforceable by state agencies nationwide. In addition, university
departments oversee a variety of special programs that provide fast-track
admission to state agencies, SOEs, and the military, all of which are espe-
cially desirable for university students from modest family backgrounds.
For example, the nationwide “cadre trainee” (vuandiao sheng) program
provides opportunities for university graduates with outstanding political
performance to be appointed directly to entry-level official posts in grass-
roots state agencies in rural areas or underdeveloped western provinces.
The Communist Party’s Central Organisation Department instructed that
“candidates for the cadre trainee programmes must be students who have a
good political character and are committed to working for the state.” The
ability to select candidates for cadre trainee programs provides the Party
committees in these institutions with an important resource for reward-
ing their most favored students. In 2018, 457 of the 9,603 graduates from
Peking University were selected by the University Party Committee to be
cadre trainees, serving in twenty-nine different provinces or provincial-
level municipalities of China (Jiangsu Provincial Committee of Chinese
Communist Youth League 2019).

Material Awards

Universities in China, like their counterparts in the West, offer a wide range
of academic scholarships, awards, and prizes (generally termed jiangxue jin
in Chinese) to the best students, usually in the form of one-off cash pay-
ments. The competition for scholarships, academic awards, and prizes in
Chinese universities is overseen by the Student Work Department. Com-
petition for scholarships and academic awards is highly politicized, as polit-
ical performance is heavily weighted in the vetting of awardees.

In Chinese universities, competition for scholarships and prizes is an
important component of the state’s on-campus incentivization infrastruc-
ture. In Chinese universities, the selection of awardees for academic schol-
arships is overseen by the university-level Student Work Department. In
some provincial universities where the Student Work Department is not
adequately staffed, this work may be delegated to the Communist Youth
League, too. Each year, the Student Work Department determines a com-
prehensive set of vetting criteria and procedures for scholarship competi-
tion and allocates award quotas to each administrative unit. At this level,
competition for scholarships is supervised by the political counselor and
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run by the Student Communist Party Branch. In most institutions, com-
petition for scholarships uses a point system, whereby the criteria issued
by the Student Work Department are entered into a numerical formula to
calculate a score for each student.

The point systems used for scholarship competitions vary from insti-
tution to institution, but nearly all of them combine a student’s academic
achievements and political performance. Compared with other forms of
incentives, direct cash awards in the form of academic scholarships are
given to a wider pool of recipients and play a simultaneous role of political
inclusion. In competitions for scholarships, academic talent or outstanding
performance in one’s studies can compensate for political passivity or even
indifference. One-off material awards do not involve long-term career
development benefits or membership in the ruling elites; thus, they are an
ideal way for the regime to reward professional talent and show favor to
technically savvy students.

As the state’s desire to reward political compliance increased, even need-
based financial aid for university students was gradually merged into the
overall incentivization infrastructure. Chinese universities have devoted
extensive financial resources to help students from poor family back-
grounds, endeavoring to shape them into an important supporting base
for the regime. According to the MoE, in 2010, 23.06 percent of registered
university students in the PRC came from a “poor” family background,
and 7.27 percent came from families with “extremely difficult” financial
conditions (Guo 2010). The provision of financial assistance for poor stu-
dents has become one of the top priorities for universities across China. In
some universities, financial aid programs ought to be much more generous
than academic scholarships. And financial aid packages—in essence, mon-
etary support from the state—are more attractive for university students
than academic scholarships or student loans (which require repayment).
The full scale of state-sponsored financial aid has not been publicized, but
according to publicly available information, at Hunan University alone,
for the spring semester of 2010, the university administration issued a total
of 8.764 million yuan in financial aid to undergraduate students (Hunan
University 2010).

Given the central leadership’s high degree of attention to poor uni-
versity students, these aid measures have at times even become exces-
sive. In one provincial university, an early alert system was established to
warn political counselors when the money in any student’s dining account
remained below 150 yuan for a certain period of time. On receiving such a
notification, student affairs officers are dispatched to see whether the stu-
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dent is in any difficulty that the school can help with—a measure deemed
unnecessary even by most of the potential beneficiaries. When winter
comes, poor students enrolled in the state’s financial aid schemes receive
new coats from the government free of charge. Some poor students under
the state’s care tend to be more politically active in official student activi-
ties and demonstrate much closer ties to the regime than their better-off
peers. As one senior political official in a prestigious national university
commented,

The poorer students would be more cooperative with the university
authority or even work for us. As far as I can see, students who are on
the university’s financial aid programmes tended to be more politi-
cally loyal and they attended political education with significantly
higher morale. Among the lower-level student cadres, those stu-
dents account for a remarkable percentage. Students who are very
active in officially held collective activities and contributed more to
the official university newspaper mostly came from modest family
background(s].”

Standing Closer to the Organization

The Communist Party also considers the psychological aspect of its
incentivization infrastructure. Indeed, the political authorities on cam-
pus work earnestly to ensure that student loyalists experience “psychic
gratification”—a sense of satisfaction related to the feeling of prominence
among one’s peers, favorable attachment to power, or the perception of
sharing in the power and influence of the state. This psychological aspect
of the incentivization infrastructure should not be overlooked.

As spiritual welfare dispensed to political loyalists, psychic gratification
is forged through numerous channels on campus. For example, the Student
Work bureaucracy and the University Party Committee routinely hold
grand ceremonies and rituals glorifying new Party members, reward and
prize recipients, and other political role models selected by the regime. On
these occasions, new Party members, recipients of awards, and selected role-
model students feel prominence among their peers. Moreover, all of these
ceremonies involve the construction of political meaning. From the red
flags displayed on stage to the solemn processes of oath-taking and award-
granting, the spectacular ritualistic elements of these events strengthen the
attendees’ sense of belonging to a powerful ruling establishment.

Other means of forging psychic gratification are selective access to uni-
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Figure 13. An oath-taking ceremony for new student Communist Party members in a
university, July 1, 2021 (Xi‘an, China).

versity affairs and the hierarchical dissemination of information. The state
apparatus on campus intentionally builds a social ladder whereby students
are invited to join the governance of the university at various levels. The
most trusted student cadre members and Party members are regularly
invited to serve on university-level committees, and they thus enjoy a close
relationship with university leadership. They are often officially designated
student representatives who speak to university management on behalf of
their fellow students. In conducting political reviews and evaluations, the
university Party apparatus also delegates power to this corps of “backbone
students” (xuesheng gugan). Through this process, a sense of shared power
and authority naturally develops among these student loyalists. Lesser stu-
dent cadre members serve in faculty-level governance structures.

On Chinese university campuses, political officials often call for stu-
dents to “stand closer to the ‘organisation’”
“organisation” customarily refers to the Party. The implicit discourse
behind this call is that by staying close to the state, loyal students obtain
not only political accreditation but extra privileges, advantages, material
gains, and psychic gratification, which make their university life easier and
improve their future career prospects. The tiered structure of positive
incentives—from membership in the ruling Party to material awards in

(viang zuzhi kaolong), where
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the form of one-off cash allowances—has enabled the state to construct
an incentivization infrastructure from which it can dispense rewards and
mete out penalties to ensure a high level of political compliance from
university students.

Punishing Defiance

Although dispensing incentives has enabled the state to effectively signal
its preferred patterns of behavior and to secure cooperation in this regard
in everyday campus life, on less frequent occasions, the state also feels the
need to exercise coercion and display its power by punishing outright defi-
ance, trouble-making, and inappropriate political behavior to stop such
actions from signaling symbolic force to society, snowballing into other
sectors of the student community, threatening the tranquility of the cam-
pus, and harming the political regime itself.

According to Joel Feinberg, “punishment is the infliction of hard treat-
ment by an authority on a person for his [or her| prior failing in some
respect [usually an infraction of a rule or command)]” (Feinberg 1965,
397). Punishment to maintain political order on university campuses serves
at least three functions. First, it has a reformist function, as the state hopes
to change an individual or a group’s behavior away from actions or speech
that the state disapproves of. Second, punishment deters other members of
the university community from engaging in behavioral or discursive pat-
terns that the state opposes, thus establishing and securing conformity in
this critical social space. Punishment is thus a social event and cognitive
process that affects observers, who not only “react . . . in a behavioural
sense” but also “process social information in order to make sense of the
situation and its implications for them and their group” (Trevino 1992,
648). Third, punishment serves an expressive function. By publicly con-
demning wrongdoers, the state clearly expresses its disapproval of their
behavior and thus establishes boundaries of action or speech for its sub-
jects.® Like rewards, punishments are an indispensable component of the
incentivization infrastructure that the state uses to define, differentiate,
regulate, and manage everyday life in society.

In Chinese universities since the 1990s, punishment for political, social,
or academic offenses is exclusively overseen by the Communist Party
Committees on campus. The foundation of the Communist Party’s penalty
structure is a formal disciplinary mechanism governed by a set of published
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codes established by each institution based on guidance issued by the MoE.
University authorities across China almost universally classify disciplinary
actions into five levels based on the nature and level of the offense.

The lowest level of punishment for minor disciplinary offense is warn-
ing. The convicted student is given a warning letter, which is to be posted
on the campus bulletin board and included in the student’s personnel dos-
sier. Some institutions may remove the record from the student’s dossier
on graduation, subject to a panel review. The second-lowest level of pun-
ishment for common disciplinary offenses is demzerit. The convicted stu-
dent is suspended from all competitions for scholarships, financial aid, or
academic prizes for a minimum of one year. Communist Party membership
is usually denied to the convicted student for an extensive period, even
beyond graduation. The decision is posted on the campus bulletin board
and permanently included in the student’s personnel dossier.

A higher level of punishment, serious demerit, is administered in response
to a major or very serious offense, or to behavior that triggers action from
state law enforcement agencies. Usually, the convicted student is sus-
pended from all competitions for scholarships, financial aid, or academic
prizes for the duration of his or her university studies. If the offense is of a
political nature, Communist Party membership is unlikely to be granted in
the student’s lifetime. The decision is posted on the campus bulletin board,
announced at a public event, and permanently included in the student’s
personnel dossier.

Probationary review for expulsion is the second-harshest level of formal
punishment, which is administered in response to serious antiregime legal
codes. The student is put on probationary review under the Student Com-
munist Party Branch and the Student Work Department for a designated
period of time. Any unsatisfactory performance or new offense committed
during that period leads directly to expulsion. Party membership is denied
to the student during his or her natural life. The decision is posted on the
campus bulletin board, broadcast on the campus TV network, announced
at a public event, and permanently included in the student’s personnel dos-
sier. Expulsion is the highest level of formal punishment, which is adminis-
tered for the most serious antiregime actions, repeated moral failures of the
most serious nature, convictions for felonies under state legal codes, and
confirmed allegations by state law enforcement agencies for antiregime
activities outside of campus. The convicted student’s university studies are
terminated immediately and the student is barred for life from enrolling in
any public institution of higher learning in China. Expulsion also entails
the loss of cadre membership for the student’s lifetime, which means that
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she or he cannot be recruited by any state agencies to serve as an official,
civil servant, or professional. Party membership is denied to the student
during his or her natural life. The decision is posted on the campus bulletin
board, broadcasted on the campus TV network, announced at a specifically
organized public rally, and permanently included in the student’s personnel
dossier. The student’s family and the municipal state of his place of origin
are notified.

In China, the disciplinary actions received during university studies will
almost certainly affect a student’s life and career long beyond graduation. A
permanent record of an offense in one’s personnel dossier (and ineligibil-
ity for Communist Party membership) can block a student from getting a
job in the public sector. In addition, the public nature of the penalty serves
an expressive purpose, as disciplinary actions indicate the state-designated
boundaries of acceptable student action and speech on campus. Members
of the student community must refrain from crossing these boundaries to
avoid public humiliation.

In Chinese universities since the 1990s, although negative sanctions—
whether in the form of formal disciplinary action or informal obstruc-
tion of the rhythm of everyday life—are used less frequently than positive
incentives, they nevertheless constitute an indispensable segment of the
incentivization infrastructure that supports the reestablished state control
and political order. Compared to the penalty system’s usually undeclared
reformist functions, on university campuses, the expressive and deter-
ring roles seem to be more salient. Punishments define the boundaries of
the behavioral and discursive space acceptable to the state and establish
community-wide knowledge about the state’s prohibited modes of action,
speech, and elements of everyday life. The state thus not only firmly estab-
lishes its own authority, through repetitive shaping of the everyday rhythm
of a critical social space, it also effectively internalizes its preferred pattern
of public interaction, expression, and disposition into the minds, hearts, and
routines of members of the critical social groups who occupy that space.

The Maintenance of Normalcy
Mental-Health Auditing
With the decline of traditional means of mobilization and monitoring on

campus, mental-health auditing (xin/i weisheng jiance) has gradually become
a novel instrument for the state to monitor students’ mental conditions
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and to detect irregularities. In 2005, the Ministry of Education, Ministry
of Health, and Central Committee of the Communist Youth League issued
a joint document entitled “Opinions on the Further Enhancement and
Improvement of Mental Health Work among the University Students.”
This document states that “the purpose of the enhancement and improve-
ment of mental health work among the university students is to thoroughly
implement the Communist Party’s general policies on education under the
new social circumstances” and “[mental-health work] is a crucial compo-
nent in the overall strengthening and betterment of the ideological and
thought work among the university students” (Ministry of Education, the
Ministry of Health, and the Central Committee of the Chinese Commu-
nist Youth League 2005).

The state requires all universities to create an alert system to report
on students who may have potential mental problems or whose deviant
thoughts or audacious behavior might cause political instability.'” Universi-
ties are also required to conduct periodic mental screening of students and
to maintain a constant mechanism for mental-health auditing that operates
throughout a student’s university studies. In a provincial university located
in central China, all first-year students are required to undergo a lengthy
mental-health screening process during their freshman class orientation.
The results are carefully analyzed by the university’s political officials, and
students are interviewed or investigated if any irregularities are identified.
All first-year students were classified into one of four categories: “Nor-
mal,” “Slightly Problematic,” “Problematic,” or “In Need of Special Atten-
tion.” The finalized survey results and names of the students identified as
potentially problematic or beyond are distributed to counselors and Party
secretaries in charge of student affairs in each faculty or department. Based
on the information obtained from the screening, follow-up consultations
might be arranged for students identified as problematic or needing special
attention.

Each banji—the basic “grid-like” structure of university students—
includes a special student cadre position entitled “commissioner of men-
tal health” (CMH). The official Student Union features a special Men-
tal Health Department to coordinate the work of CMHs at lower levels
and collect their reports. In fact, as the joint document issued by the three
central agencies states, “it is necessary to create a teacher-on-duty system,
quick reporting system of irregular situations, and a fast and effective crisis
handling mechanism—all three to be staffed by student cadres, Political
Counsellors, Class Directors, all the way up to the Faculty and Univer-
sity level” (Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Health, and the Central
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Committee of the Chinese Communist Youth League 2005). As one PRC
researcher summarized on-campus mental-health monitoring, institutions
of higher education are required to implement four crucial mechanisms: a
mental-health auditing and counseling mechanism, a command and inter-
vention mechanism, a monitoring and surveillance mechanism, and a fol-
low-up and support system (Ouyang 2009, 62). Mental-health monitoring
and intervention have remained an important device to identify abnormali-
ties, issue early alerts, and intervene in crises whenever necessary.

Compulsory Consultation and Thought Guidance

In March 2011, news media in China widely reported that Peking Univer-
sity had established a “consultation system” (huishang zhidu) for “ideologi-
cally radical students” (sixiang pianji xuesheng). This system required politi-
cal cadres at the university to monitor the thoughts and behavior of ten
categories of students, including students with “radical ideas,” “failing aca-
demic performance,” “financial difficulty,” “independent lifestyle,” “addic-
tion to the Internet,” “conviction of disciplinary offence,” and “mental fra-
gility” (Zhang 2011b, 2011c). According to Party officials, the purpose of
these compulsory consultations was to “integrate forces from all aspects
to solve the special problems with individual students” (Hang Zhang
2011). The scope of the criteria for inclusion in such a consultation is so
broad that one student, as the Bejjing Evening News reported half-jokingly,
“immediately recognised that she met the standards for at least three of the
ten categories upon just the first sight of the regulations” (Zhang 2011c¢).

Although it is presented as a normal student aid program and adminis-
trative procedure, the political and coercive nature of the compulsory coun-
seling scheme is so obvious that even official news media have questioned
its rationale and criticized its methods (Jia 2011). Nevertheless, a program
designed by the CYL is still being implemented nationwide, requiring uni-
versity political cadres to provide adequate guidance to students on “criti-
cal points in their thought development” (sixiang jiedian yindao). In a 2011
speech, Lu Hao, then first secretary of the Chinese CYL, stated that the
“thought guidance” program should operate in such a way as to make the
younger generation acknowledge China’s rapid development while main-
taining a reasonable expectation for the increase of personal wealth, to pur-
sue material wealth along with spiritual enrichment, and to have a “correct”
understanding of the problems remaining in China’s development model
(Communist Youth League Committee of Hunan Institute of Humanities,
Science and Technology 2012, 16-18).
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Conclusion

An effective incentivization infrastructure is the foundation of a stable
political order. Rewards and punishments are essential components of the
Chinese state’s reconstructed infrastructure of incentivization. A tiered
structure of positive incentives, which includes elite membership, pref-
erential advantages, and earmarked opportunities, not only facilitates the
formation of a group of young loyalists on campus, it provides a model pat-
tern of speech and action for other students to follow and sufficient entice-
ment for them to do so. Various forms of punishments are imposed for
delinquency, defiance, and rebellious action on campus; more importantly,
through the public exercise of punitive power, the state clearly defines the
limits of its tolerance of “trespassing” speech and behavior.

The state’s methods of dispensing positive incentives for preferred
patterns of behavior and use of sanctions for deviations create in the stu-
dent populace habitual adaptation to and internalization of the norms of
state-approved behavior and thought. The standards expressed and defined
through the workings of this incentivization infrastructure are natural-
ized into the norms and codes for the campus community, and over time,
they become a natural part of the critical social space and indispensable
to the social group living in that space. Through these parallel processes
of rewarding and punishing, the reinvented Chinese state can carve out
a space marked by a constructed congruence between the student popu-
lace and the standards established by the state. By signaling its preferred
behavior and creating zones of prohibition, the state uses the incentiviza-
tion infrastructure to generate a culture of congruence that is shaped by
the Party’s official identity, symbolism, and meanings. This organizational
culture then grows into the institutional environment in which young stu-
dents grow up, receive higher education, develop their own value systems,
and forge their own worldviews. The long-term influence of this unique
institutional culture should not be overlooked.
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At the Perilous Moment

Critical and Sensitive Periods

Power . . . is tolerable only on condition that it mask a substantial
part of itself. Its success is proportional to its ability to hide its own
mechanisms.

—Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, vol. 1,
An Introduction, 1978, 86

They came together . . . in the lives of individuals—not as empty
“isms” but as personal experiences, which exposed contradictions
underlying systems of power.

—Robert Darnton, Censors at Work, 2015, 89

Political Crisis and Triggering Event

“Students have often been in the vanguard of revolutionary movements”
(Altbach 1967, 77). A modernizing and democratizing force in the twenti-
eth century, university students provide—as C. Wright Mills rightly sug-
gested—“a major potential mass base for new revolutionary movements”
in an era when radical politics is gradually losing its appeal to other sectors
of postindustrialized societies (Lipset 1972, xvi). However, the enormous
revolutionary energy and political potential of the student body is not real-
ized until it is waged into concrete large-scale social movements set off by
certain “triggering events” in a situation of crisis. As Stephen Skowronek
argued, a crisis is “a sporadic, disruptive event that suddenly challenges a
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state’s capacity to maintain control and alters the boundaries defining the
legitimate use of coercion” (1982, 10). A triggering event, according to E.
Wright Bakke and Mary S. Bakke (1971), is one that “brings into focus,
as a cause for action and as relevant to the interests of large numbers of
students, one or more . . . experience-verified allegations of institutional
shortcomings and/or inconsistences” (493). Peking University defines a
“triggering event” in its crisis response plan as one “that has caused or is
expected to cause serious damage, threatening the safety of the life and
property of the faculty and students of the university, or harming the over-
all stability of the university or of society at large” (Peking University 2017,
5). As the most crucial activating factors for student activism, triggering
events usually have three distinctive features: symbolism, impact potential-
ity, and cohesiveness. Table 4 on describes these three characteristics of a
potential triggering event in everyday experiences on university campuses.

The nationwide revolutionary movements that have taken place in
China over the last century often began as student movements seizing
opportunities provided by dramatic political events on the national or
international stage. Whether it be the death of a popular political figure,
the anniversary of a previous rebellion swept back into consciousness by the
tidal waves of history, or a major international event in which China might
be considered to have “lost face” in one way or another, a regime striving
to maintain stability and safeguard a quiescent order is at its most vulner-
able and exposed on these politically volatile occasions. Having grasped the
energetic nature of the university student population from past encounters,
itis all the more important for the post-Tiananmen Chinese Party-state to
ascertain that it has the capacity, arrangements, and resources available to
keep university campuses calm and cool at times of political susceptibility.

The capacity of a political regime to handle politically sensitive
moments in the nation’s public life reflects and shapes its strength in terms
of responding to crises and maintaining its grip on power. Indeed, regimes
have been ousted when they failed to safely handle their last moments of
crisis. If Nicolae Ceausescu had survived the demonstrations in the city of
Timisoara triggered by the government-sponsored attempt to evict Laszl6
T6kés, he would not have been removed from power in December 1989.
Ferdinand Marcos had to flee the Philippines when his regime could not
handle the crisis after his “snap election” and the national uprising after
Cardinal Vidal’s call for civil disobedience in 1986. Observers of events in
the Arab Spring of 2011 could easily discern that the variation in different
regimes’ capacity to handle politically sensitive events and the ensuing cri-
ses was a major factor in their ultimate fate. Juan J. Linz, commenting on
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TABLE 4: Characteristics of a triggering event or situation

Notation Description of Characteristics

Symbolism “The event or situation dramatically and vividly symbolises and
provides specific verifying evidence of the perceptions of activists
concerning particular objectionable characteristics of the university,
economic, or political institutions, concerning the way in which
the Establishment manages and governs these institutions, and
particularly concerning the degree to which their managing and
governing run counter to the life interests of the people involved.”

Impact Potentiality =~ “The event or situation shall have a negative impact on the personal
aspirations and life expectancies of the majority of students or is
intricately associated with some event or circumstance which has
such a negative impact.”

Cohesiveness “The event or situation co-joins the interests of several of the groups
of students . . . [who are characterized as) separate or lonely, and who
are seeking integration and fellowship with their fellow students by
developing a following in a cause which has widespread appeal.”

Source: Bakke and Bakke 1971, 493-94.

the collapse of the Stalinist regime, wrote that “The decay, the ossification
and ritualisation of an ideology that could not serve as a mobilising utopia,
in the end meant that the cadres . . . did not feel legitimised to use the
intact and large coercive apparatus in a crisis situation” (2000, 30).

In China also, history shows that politically sensitive moments in the
nation’s public life have been vulnerable times for outbursts of large-scale
student unrest. The May Fourth Movement was triggered by China’s dip-
lomatic failure in negotiating the Treaty of Versailles at the Paris Peace
Conference in 1919. The June Fourth Movement of 1989 was initiated by
the death of Hu Yaobang, an ousted political leader who was purged due
to his alleged weakness in fighting liberal thoughts and in defending the
Party’s orthodox ideologies against the threat of a Westernized intelligen-
tsia. In 1999, when thousands of university students went onto the streets
of Beijing in the largest student movement since 1989, it was precipitated
by the NATO air force’s unexpected bombing of the Chinese Embassy in
Belgrade on May 8 in that year—an incident considered by many Chinese
citizens as an ostentatious insult to Chinese national dignity. Given the
political impact of university students as a prominent social group, large-
scale student unrest directly threatens the safety of the regime.

Scholars in the PRC acknowledge both the threat to the stability of
university campuses in a changing society and the potential impact of a
student uproar on the safety of the overall political order. Zhao Yun and
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Yao Kunpeng rightfully argued that the “Topical events and controver-
sies in society eventually will influence the security and stability of univer-
sity campuses” (Zhao and Yao 2013, 71).! As Zhang Dexiu, another PRC
researcher specializing on the political control of universities, contended,

If political stability on university campuses cannot be preserved—
for example, if the university students forge contentious movements
in the format of collective petitions, sit-ins, self-organization among
the students, or even street protests—there will likely be a “butterfly
effect.” The unrest will soon be spread to the whole country and
threaten the overall stability of the entire society. (Zhang 2011a, 1)

Since the 1990s, securing the stability of university campuses during politi-
cally sensitive moments has thus become the top priority for government
agencies and Party cadres across China who are responsible for either the
higher-education sector or public security at large. In official discourse,
these sensitive moments that attract the most attention from the state are
called “Critical and Sensitive Periods” (min gan ¢i, CSPs).

Critical and Sensitive Periods

Although political work has been constant on Chinese campuses since the
1990s, universities are required to impose extra control during the desig-
nated CSPs each year. A CSP can be designated by the state for a variety of
reasons. Some are statutory and regular (e.g., the week before and after the
anniversary of the June Fourth Movement of 1989 and the week before the
plenary session of the National People’s Congress every spring), others are
sporadic but somewhat predictable (usually before major social or political
events), and others are sudden or unpredictable (e.g., the SARS epidemic
and the Jasmine Revolution). Table 5 lists some of the designated CSPs at
a provincial university in a given year.

Many CSPs on university campuses are designated for when political
or social tension is expected to be high and the Party-state anticipates a
higher likelihood of student unrest. This can follow a criminal case involv-
ing a member of the university community. For example, the student pro-
tests at Peking University in 1988 and 1999 were both caused by the death
of a student in a murder case.” In 1999, students from Peking University
and Tsinghua University were outraged by the news that a first-year female
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TABLE 5: Major critical and sensitive periods at a provincial university

Time In Year Duration Reason

January 1 3 days Large crowd gathering on campus for New Year’s Eve
concert and celebration

Early March 7-10 days  Plenary meetings of the National People’s Congress and
the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference

Mid-late March 7 days Anniversary of the 1959 Tibetan Rebellion

Early April 3 days Qingming Festival: A traditional memorial day for the
deceased

Early May 3 days Anniversary of the NATO bombing of the Chinese
Embassy in Belgrade in 1998

Early June 7-10 days ~ Anniversary of the 1989 June Fourth Movement

Early July 7 days Anniversary of the 2009 Xinjiang Uighur Riots

Early October 3 days Celebration for the Founding Day of the People’s

Republic of China

Source: Interview with political cadres in a provincial university in central China in 2011.

Peking University student—Qiu Qingfeng—was found dead in the wilder-
ness after a midnight ride in an unregistered cab. A large protest broke out,
involving students from both universities. In the aftermath of such a tragic
event that may emotionally engage the university student community, a
brief CSP is declared.

On 9 May 2009, Tan Zhuo, a recent graduate of Zhejiang University,
was hit and killed by a Mitsubishi Lancer SUV. The driver of the SUV—Hu
Bin, the son of a wealthy local family—appeared not to take the death of
the victim seriously enough. Furthermore, at a press briefing held immedi-
ately after the incident, local police claimed that Hu was driving at a speed
of 70 kilometers per hour—which happened to be exactly the maximum
speed at which the collision would be defined by law as a simple traffic
incident rather than a criminal offense of “reckless driving” or “threatening
public security by dangerous means.” Outraged by the driver’s attitude and
the alleged favoritism of the local police toward him, students of Zhejiang
University called for a city-wide demonstration to demand justice for their
deceased young alumnus. The university and government immediately
announced a CSP and requested all of the political cadres to return to cam-
pus immediately. Special control measures were implemented as quickly as
possible.

A political cadre described this unexpected incident in the following
terms:
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Last time, we were somewhat successful in handling the haphaz-
ard situation after the widely reported traffic incident [the “70 km/h
Incident” of Hu Bin, or ¢ishi ma shijian]. As one of our alumni was
hit and died in such a tragic and cruel way, students on campus were
indeed outraged and agitated. Many of them started to prepare for
a large-scale demonstration. We certainly did not want the situa-
tion to deteriorate and threaten the overall political stability. . . .
We declared a Critical and Sensitive Period immediately to all of
the teachers and staff who were responsible for security affairs. We
worked closely with the police and put in place a series of upgraded
control measures. Political officers—f{rom Deputy Party Secretaries
to the political counselor in each banji—all stood by in their univer-
sity dorms without leaving campus. Political cadres tried to talk to as
many students as possible and persuaded them individually to keep
calm. The university updated its instructions to all of the teachers,
staff, and security personnel involved in the handling of the matter
on an hourly basis. With help from the police, the campus computer
network was also effectively controlled and closely monitored. . . .
Eventually, although there was a high level of stress and anxiety,
no major demonstration took place and we successfully safeguarded
proper order on campus.’

Some CSPs are declared before and during major national events that
symbolize nationhood and pride. The Beijing Olympics held in 2008 was
such a national event that was considered to present the face of the Party-
state. The periods before and during the Beijing Olympics were certainly
designated as a CSP, and tightened control measures were implemented
on university campuses nationwide. The plenary sessions of the National
People’s Congress and the Chinese People’s Political Consultative
Conference—meetings of the supreme national legislature and political
consultative body of China—are held in March in most years and are also
considered a time to demonstrate harmony, achievements, and prosperity
under the leadership of the CCP—especially given that a large number of
journalists from international news media gather in Beijing during that
week. Hence the time before and during the /iang bui (“Dual Sessions”) is
a fixed CSP across all of China’s colleges and universities.

China’s major diplomatic issues may also become triggering events for
student unrest—particularly when China’s national dignity is considered to
have been trampled on by “Western powers.” For example, Sino-Japanese
disputes over the Diaoyu Islands, anniversaries of the Nanjing Massacre, a
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Japanese politician’s official visit to the Yatsukuni Shrine, and other histori-
cal and contemporary occurrences imbued with strong symbolic meaning
are a rich reservoir of potential triggering events that can lead to student
movements of various scales. Any event that can be linked to these collec-
tive memories may therefore trigger the declaration of a CSP. For example,
on 9 September 2010, after the Japanese Maritime Police seized a Chinese
fishing boat and arrested the captain, university authorities all over China
announced a CSP immediately, and the control machinery was set in full
motion to prevent any public unrest from being initiated on university
campuses. Events that unexpectedly erupt on campus can also trigger the
declaration of a CSP.

Overall, CSPs are periods the regime identifies as politically sensitive
and as potentially able to expose state vulnerabilities, revolving around a
potential triggering event. Due to the perceived sensitivity and vulnerabil-
ity, tightened security measures are put in place and all-around attention
is devoted to the situation on university campuses. The measures imple-
mented during a CSP attempt to limit the mobility of student groups, cen-
sor information flow on campus, disperse gathering crowds, and distance
students from any outside contentious challengers to the state. The pri-
mary purpose of the extra control during CSPs is to prevent potential stu-
dent activists from seizing the opportunity provided by a triggering event
and from assigning it any “symbolic political connotations” from which a
movement might be mobilized (Johnston 2011, 112).

State-University Collaboration

During a CSP—whether it be statutory or temporarily declared—the
control mechanisms and measures implemented on university campuses
become stricter and more rigid, and penalties for violation are harsher.
Additional surveillance measures are put in place to find and nip in the
bud any sparks of potential protest. The operations of the state on campus
during a CSP feature efficient, intimate, on-site, real-time collaboration
between the university administration and state law-enforcement agen-
cies, including information sharing and control, behavioral control and
deterrence, and preventive punitive measures targeting potentially defiant
students.

"The close collaboration between state agencies and university authori-
ties during CSPs can first be seen in the rapid and efficient transmission
of commands, instructions, and information. Nanjing University, in its



156 Engineering Stability

Contingency Plan for Social-Political Crises, clearly requires that during
a political crisis, “the University’s Leadership Group should report any
related information to the Ministry of Education, the Provincial Com-
munist Party Committee, the Provincial Government, and the Provincial
and City Police, requesting assistance and support. At the same time, the
control of the campus computer network must be heightened and harmful
information firmly blocked from being spread.” The unusually efficient
flow of information and swift action are also meant to ensure that every
student becomes aware before dawn that joining street demonstrations on
the next day will have very negative consequences for their future career.

One political cadre in charge of student affairs at a national university
recalled that in the wake of NATO’s bombing of the Chinese Embassy
in Belgrade in 1999, the government informed university officials and
demanded that the university announce a CSP as quickly as possible. The
NATO bombing of a Chinese embassy was considered a major affront
to China’s international dignity, and the state anticipated that it would
arouse enormous anger and outrage among university students. The cadre
recalled,

That was a Saturday and all of our colleagues in charge of student
management were at a scenic area outside the city center for a staff
retreat. It was about 7 p.m. and we were about to have a group din-
ner. A phone call from the government to the Head of our Student
Work Department informed us that the students were outraged and
planned to walk to Shanghai to launch a public protest in front of
the U.S. Consulate-General. The government official asked all of
us to return to campus immediately as a number of students had
already gathered in front of the statue of Chairman Mao, which
is located in a central spot on campus. As soon as we returned to
campus, we immediately declared a CSP and busily engaged our-
selves with work, which involved chatting to different stakeholders,
bargaining with student leaders, and monitoring any developments
among the outraged student community.’

When a CSP is in effect, internal information transmission and chains
of command are effectively set in motion.® Within the university commu-
nity, a public Short Message Service (SMS) system that delivers mass text
messages to all students and members of the university community is also
used to facilitate the sharing of information and coordination of extra con-
trol measures. As the cadre recalled,
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After the university-level meeting, we immediately issued a notifica-
tion via our mass SMS system. We, the Communist Party Commit-
tees at the faculty level, were responsible for ensuring that the infor-
mation and instructions were delivered to each and every grassroots
political cadre as well as the students in time. With the text mes-
sage system and mobile phones, we could reach all of the political
cadres, counselors, or other staff members in charge within half an
hour after the government issued the instructions for the CSP. Also,
grassroots cadres in charge of student management were required to
physically stay with all of the students for whom they were respon-
sible for half an hour—at most 1 hour—after the CSP was declared.
All of the extra control measures had to be put in place within the
same time period.’”

For more serious situations, the Communist Party Committee will hold
small meetings with senior political officials, student cadres, and Commu-
nist Party members to relay the information and instructions from the
state. For example, when the then—French President Nicolas Sarkozy met
with the Dalai Lama in 2008—the spiritual leader of Tibet and a political
exile from the PRC—students at a university in central China considered
it an insult to the ongoing Beijing Olympics torch relay and were outraged.
A boycott against Carrefour—the French supermarket chain operating in
the town—was proposed, and a public demonstration in front of the store
was scheduled. One student cadre recalled her experiences at the eve of the
breakout of this anti-France nationalist movement. She said,

It was a certain night before the Beijing Olympics. I was summoned
to school at 3 a.m. for a meeting. The Provincial Party Committee
must just have completed their meeting [on that matter] at around
9 p.m. in the evening and university leaders met at 1 a.m. At 3 a.m.,
all of the faculty-level administrators, political officials, and student
cadres were already in the meeting hall. The classroom directors®
were supposed to meet all of the students between 5 and 6 a.m.’

To prevent the students from rushing downtown and launching a pub-
lic protest, the Communist Party Committee in each faculty summoned
internal meetings attended by the most loyal students. These student loyal-
ists were tasked with helping the Party-state calm their more independent
peers and monitoring and reporting any new developments among the stu-
dent populace. In the Carrefour incident, political officials of the university
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relied heavily on the voluntary collaboration of student cadres in pacifying
their outraged peers.!’

The state can plan some CSPs well in advance. Every anniversary of the
1989 student movement, for example, is a time of high alert for govern-
ment agencies, university officials, and student cadres all over China. For
these fixed CSPs, the university authorities, working with government law-
enforcement agencies, have fine-tuned action plans ready to implement for
any imaginable scenario. However, as previously discussed, there are many
other CSPs that appear abruptly but are no less dangerous. According to
one official’s account,

Now we have very effective information transmission and shar-
ing mechanisms between us and state authorities during sensitive
periods. Important information about a possible student collec-
tive action can be disseminated efficiently from the university to
the state or from the state to the university. Once signs of a poten-
tial public protest are confirmed, the university takes action very
promptly. In such a scenario, the provincial Department of Educa-
tion will usually send an alert to the Student Work Department of
our university. Administrators in charge of student affairs will then
be summoned to an urgent meeting to discuss the situation and sub-
sequently all of the political counsellors are notified about any deci-
sions made at that meeting about the additional security measures
to be implemented.!

During declared CSPs, law-enforcement agencies may intervene
directly in the management of certain university facilities and the control
of students. The university administration also used the campus public
SMS platform to assist in disseminating warnings and messages from the
local police or other law-enforcement agencies concerning political stabil-
ity. Some universities respond to the state agencies’ requests for assistance
with “two-handed preparations” (iangshou zbunbei). A student from a uni-
versity in Sichuan said that during the Diaoyu Islands incident of 2012, the
university on the one hand collaborated with state agencies in persuad-
ing students not to participate in the public anti-Japan demonstrations;
on the other hand, the university instructed the official Student Union to
secretly prepare stocks of national flags and patriotic banners with politi-
cally correct slogans. If the university could not stop the students from
protesting, these banners and slogans would be distributed to the students
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to create an image of a “patriotic student movement” instead of one that
was antiregime.

Indeed, the collaboration between state agencies and university author-
ities is full of calculations, maneuvers, and struggle on both sides. Dur-
ing these critical periods for the state, the state-university relationship can
become more complex. The state is reluctant to intervene directly into
the daily operations of institutions of higher learning and thus relies on
the voluntary collaboration of academic institutions to help prevent public
protests, collective action, or any similarly “chaotic” scenarios from taking
place. The universities therefore shoulder the responsibility of maintaining
order. This collaborative relationship is testimony not only to the extensive
reach of the reinvented state across the social realm, but to its reliance on
voluntary cooperation from social institutions, and to the symbiotic rela-
tionship between the reinvented state and the institutions of higher learn-
ing under its constant control.

“Thought Work Is the Lifeline”

During any declared CSP, the state requires university authorities to putall
of their effort into conducting enhanced “thought work” (sixiang gongzuo)
with students. The enhanced thought work during CSPs is implemented
in three ways: strengthened broadcasting of the Party-state’s official
stance, expanded persuasive talk about the undesirability of undertaking
any politically audacious activity, and the dissemination of information on
the negative consequences of defiance. These represent the propagation of
a standing discourse, an inveigling discourse, and a preclusion discourse,
respectively. These three discourses constitute the main lines of the state’s
narrative directed toward the student community during a CSP, delivered
though the student-control apparatus. As Deng Xiaoping once pointed
out, “Thought work is the lifeline for the Communist Party’s work . . . on
all fronts” (Deng 1994, 364). It has remained the principal weapon for the
reinvented state to survive political crises.

During any declared CSP, the first thing an observer notices on cam-
pus is the increased density of propaganda about the state’s official stance
toward the issue at hand. This includes extended media coverage through-
out the campus of the Party-state’s official policy lines, public seminars by
invited officials or pro-state scholars to expound on the specific topics in
question, and special political study sessions organized by the Communist
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Party Committee or the Communist Youth League. University political
cadres’ visits to student residences become more frequent, and special con-
sultation sessions with “problematic” students become longer and more
intensive.!

In fact, increasing the targeted social group’s exposure to the Party’s
contingency narrative, including a standing discourse, an inveigling dis-
course, and a preclusion discourse, is a standard procedure in handling
politically sensitive scenarios. During CSPs that are declared by univer-
sities nationwide, the state deploys national propagandist outlets to pro-
mote this kind of enhanced thought work and deliver the state’s message
to the country’s entire student body. For example, on 9 May 1999, after
the NATO bombing of the Chinese Embassy in Belgrade, Hu Jintao—
the then-vice-president of China—delivered a televised speech that was
broadcast live by every television station in China and appealed directly to
students to “voluntarily protect the overall political stability” and “ensure
that the protests be lawful and orderly” (Xinhua News Agency 1999).

For another example, during the escalation of the Sino-Japanese dis-
putes over the Diaoyu Islands in 2010—especially after the Japanese gov-
ernment seized a Chinese fishing boat operating in disputed waters on
September 7 of that year—large-scale anti-Japan demonstrations and pro-
tests flared up in major cities all over China. To maintain political stability
on university campuses, the central state dispatched numerous “lecturing
corps” (xuanjiang tuan) to hold special public seminars in “prestigious uni-
versities and universities in cities in which the ‘patriotic sentiment’ is par-
ticularly high.” Meanwhile, China Central Television replaced its prime-
time programs with a live broadcast of a public seminar on Sino-Japanese
relations given by a former minister of foreign affairs. The Party’s major
official newspapers also published a series of editorials, op-eds, and related
material during this period for the use of the political officials and cadres
who were in charge of conducting emergency “thought work” and main-
taining stability on university campuses (Zhang 2011a, 16-17).

Public seminars are also used as a convenient and efficient means of
conducting thought work with large crowds of students during a desig-
nated CSP. In October 2010, Yao Jiaxin, a university student from the Xi’an
Institute of Music, stabbed a woman to death after accidentally hitting the
victim when driving his car to a date with his girlfriend. When the death
sentence was handed down by the court in May 2011, there was major
concern that students of Yao’s home institution might wage a public pro-
test over the use of capital punishment—especially given that a rumor was
spreading that more than 400 students of the institute had signed a public
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petition asking for mitigation—and a CSP was immediately declared by
the university concerned. Immediately after the judgment was announced
and Yao was executed, the Institute organized for its party secretary and
several prominent legal scholars to give a series of public seminars explain-
ing the rationale behind the death sentence to students of Yao’s alma mater.
Party secretaries of various departments of the Institute were also asked to
hold seminars to further explain the case to their students and discuss any
questions that might be raised by the student populace (Xi’an Conserva-
tory of Music 2009).

Conducting “political and thought work” with the student community
in a timely and efficient manner is a high priority for Party-state officials at
all levels who are responsible for maintaining security. In 2009, a large-scale
and violent ethnic riot broke out in Urumgqj, the capital city of Xinjiang.
"This incident led to more than 140 causalities and more than 800 injuries
(China News Service 2009), and social unrest and violent confrontations
continued between the Chinese and Uighur population in the region for
at least three months afterward. On 6 July 2009, the day after the riot, one
of the first things Nur Bekri, the then-governor of Xinjiang, did was to
appear on the campus of Xinjiang University. Bekri held public seminars
and attended discussion sessions with students of “all ethnicities” (gerzinzu
xuesheng) and made the following request:

The Communist Party Committee in each and every institution of
higher education of Xinjiang should carry out their responsibilities
seriously and play an essential leadership role [in stabilizing the situ-
ation]. They should organize the staff of their institutions quickly
and effectively . . . and safeguard the normal order of work and
life for students and teachers alike. . . . It is critically important to
strengthen our education and control of students [during this sensi-
tive time] and carry out deep and detailed “political and thought
work.” (Jiang 2009)

Governor Bekri gave very specific and detailed instructions on the issues
and themes that should be discussed and emphasized in postcrisis thought
work with the university students of Xinjiang, which would include a clear
understanding of the violent and separatist nature of the ethnic riot, an
acknowledgment of the complexity of the political situation in Xinjiang,
and a firm agreement on the necessity to safeguard the stable sociopo-
litical conditions of the region. After the Uighur Riot of 2009, the high
level of attention to the threat posed by ethnic groups on university cam-
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puses extended nationwide: even political cadres belonging to universities
far from Xinjiang were busy telling their students that they had received
special instructions from the state that anyone who dared to join a public
demonstration or protest in the streets (regardless of whether they were
protesting against the state or against the Uighur communities) would be
detained immediately by the police.

The enhanced thought work during declared CSPs is also reflected
in the increased frequency and intensity of university political officials’
meetings and conversations with the students for whom they are respon-
sible. The purpose of these meetings is to understand the shifting trends
of thought among students, to identify their grievances, and to persuade
them not to organize or join any antiregime actions. Compared to offi-
cial propaganda, this kind of thought work usually appears more personal
and considerate, and in some cases carries nuanced but effective connota-
tions of threat and deterrence. For example, one university political cadre
described what he had to say during such a visit:

I told the students that this kind of thing [political protest] is very
sensitive. . . . Our principal concern as teachers is the safety of our
students. Going into the streets for a protest is a very dangerous
activity in itself and all kinds of unanticipated things might happen. I
have no way to monitor each and every one of you as you are already
adults, and you have your freedoms. I would not stop you by force,
but you need to consider it over and over again before taking any
steps. . . . At times, I would also tell the students that the government
will catch them if they engage in a public protest—and this possibil-
ity should not be hidden from the young students.”

"To deliver a strong yet unprovocative message to students during these
precarious moments can be difficult; political officials thus use language
in a more strategic manner. When asked how she dealt with the 2010
CSP concerning the Sino-Japanese diplomatic skirmish over the Diaoyu
Islands, a university political official said,

When the political atmosphere was the most intense during the
Sino-Japanese territorial disputes, I intentionally “injected” my
views to the students, but in a way that they would not notice. For
example, I told them it was important to be rational. In a territorial
dispute, China is not necessarily the just side and Japan the unjust.
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We need to be reasonable. Vandalizing other people’s private cars
while protesting against Japan does not help your country at all.
Also, you need to first hear and analyse the story from both sides—
China and Japan—and think twice before you engage in any politi-
cal action and express anger.'

During these politically sensitive periods, even proregime events are discouraged.

It is apparent that even during this kind of individual thought-work
session, which is full of personal “back-patting,” pressure and deterrence
are exercised in a subtle manner, and the state’s message is duly delivered
through a caring, considerate conversation between the political counselor
and the student in question. Thus, the Party-state’s efforts to reestablish
control and order on university campuses involve the strategic use of
threats, which have become an increasingly important form of inveigling
discourse in the Party-state’s efforts to demobilize students and curb politi-
cal tensions on campus.

Tightened Monitoring

During a declared CSP, university authorities require the responsible
teachers and political cadres to know “the location of each student 24 hours
a day.” University authorities also require teachers to deploy student loyal-
ists to monitor other students’ activities, conduct “stability-preservation”
education in the classrooms, and make sure that none of the students can
leave campus. To implement this last point, university authorities will at
times seek the assistance of armed police to guard the university’s gates and
lock down the campus.

At some universities, student cadres and political officials also atten-
tively monitor students’ status updates on social media platforms and
the latest messages shared in group chats on instant-messaging services.
Any irregularity or the slightest indication of potential student unrest is
reported. Political cadres, especially those who maintain daily contact with
the student body, are requested to actively join their students’ online chat
groups and monitor any ongoing discussions. One student recalled that
during the declared CSP in 2012, one of his friends was summoned by the
police immediately after he sent a single message related to the call for the
Jasmine Revolution in China. As one student from a national university
recalled,
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When China’s dispute with the Philippines on the sovereignty of
the Huangyan Shoal was widely reported by the news media, public
demonstrations broke out in a number of places. In our university,
there were banners and slogans posted by the students, protesting
against the Philippines’ occupation of the Huangyan Shoal. When
this first emerged, officials from the Communist Youth League
immediately notified us that we should not be involved in any activi-
ties related to political issues, and that they will never approve such
activities. Communist Youth League officials also attended many
classroom and student group meetings to reiterate these points.
They implemented strict measures and asked student cadres to
observe the situation in each banji. Cadres were told that if any stu-
dent under their watch indeed planned to organise or attend [a pro-
test], they should report this to the university immediately. If they
failed to do so, they would be held personally accountable for any
unpleasant consequences.'

At another provincial university, political officials on campus mentioned
that when the anti-Japan movement broke out in 2010, the university asked
all political counselors and other university officers to check the location
of each student and ask each student not to go outside—or they would
have to shoulder all of the consequences. According to the university’s
requirements, this warning message had to be delivered very quickly to
every member of the student community. The official Student Union also
organized the student cadres on campus to check attendance at every class
and to account for any absences.

Student meetings are more frequently convened by political counselors
or university officials during a declared CSP. The official Student Union or
the Communist Youth League will usually organize additional recreational
or extracurricular activities during these periods to distract the students
from political events, and activities organized by other voluntary student
groups and clubs are either cancelled or severely restricted. Student meet-
ings and activities organized by the university authorities during a CSP
serve as an effective means to restrain the students’ mobility and fill most
of their time outside of the classroom.

Students also recalled that during the same CSP, the official Student
Union organized many more extracurricular activities than usual, includ-
ing an unplanned university-wide babe (a Chinese version of tug-of-war)
contest that would usually engage all of the students as either participants
or cheerleaders and spectators. The university administrators and political
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officials also reach out to the most critical members of the student popu-
lation (zhongdian xuesheng). During the 2009 Xinjiang Uighur Riot, for
example, political officials in a provincial university in central China were
asked to call on each student hailing from the Xinjiang region and make
sure that she or he did not harbor any form of grievance or discontent
against the state. Student cadres were also asked to pay closer attention to
these students’ thoughts and behavior during this period.

The campus associational space, comprised primarily of student groups
and societies, is an important arena during a declared CSP. During CSPs,
university political officials therefore exert considerable pressure on the
leaders of each student interest group and club, asking them to take respon-
sibility and make sure that members of their group do not participate in
any political activity.

Control of Information

Tightened control over campus computer networks is another impor-
tant measure taken by Chinese universities during declared CSPs. This
includes enhanced monitoring of posts on campus online forums, mes-
sages appearing on social media platforms, and information exchanged
through instant-messaging services. University administrators perform
around-the-clock monitoring of online posts, social media status updates,
and content transferred through instant-messaging services. When certain
agitating and influential political events take place, state law enforcement
agencies become directly involved in monitoring and controlling commu-
nications over the university computer network. One senior political cadre
from a national university said,

During politically sensitive periods, the popular online student
forums on our university’s computer network are closely monitored
[by different state agencies], and the university administration is
tully aware of this. . . . In addition, the provincial police depart-
ment dispatches officers to campus to conduct online monitoring
work. . . . I think most students do not about know things like the
Jasmine Revolution if we control their exposure to such online
information. . . . From the perspective of the university, we are of the
opinion that these measures are necessary. Students do not under-
stand how complicated these things can be . . . and may make very
radical remarks or take politically aggressive actions. If such unfor-
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tunate things indeed take place, we as university administrators do
not have the power to handle the case and will only assist the police
in dealing with it.'¢

Monitoring the campus network is an important way to shape public dis-
course on campus, but it also serves other, trickier purposes. Through
monitoring and screening, spreaders of political rumors, authors of radical
commentaries, and originators of agitating messages are carefully identi-
fied, traced, warned, and—in a few more-serious instances—investigated.
Sometimes, when officials feel that online remarks have become too radical
or are stirring up trouble, student cadres and hired “student online com-
mentators” are asked to write follow-up posts to rebut the deviant remarks.
This endeavor is referred to in the Party’s official discourse as “opinion
guiding” (yulun yindno)."

"To more proactively shape the information space on campus during
the precarious moments, Chinese universities also deploy the “red” stu-
dent websites that the Party has financially supported. During CSPs, uni-
versity administrators might temporarily suspend unofficial campus web-
sites while allowing the officially endorsed student websites to continue
operating and thus to enjoy a monopoly over public discussion during
the sensitive period. In recent years, with Web 2.0 services such as social
media websites with rich content (e.g., Tik'Tok), instant messaging services
with multiple functions (e.g., WeChat), and individual content-publishing
platforms (e.g., Weibo and the public accounts on WeChat) flourishing
in China, students have tended to use these more convenient means to
associate and communicate more creatively. Most classes, organizations,
and dormitories have created their own Internet groups in various formats.
Political counselors and student cadres are therefore asked to closely moni-
tor these internet groups to police student thinking and take control of
potential energies in times of heightened political sensitivity, too.

In the era of “big data,” the post-Tiananmen Chinese universities are
also trying to deploy the voluminous data generated during everyday life
on campus to further enhance the state’s surveillance capacity in this criti-
cal social space. A study published in 2020 by information officers from
Nanjing University of Science and Technology reported a new model of
using big data from the campus network to monitor everyday experiences
on campus. According to the design, six early-alert modules are constructed
based on campus big data: one module to identify the whereabouts of any
particular student; an alert system for unusual student spending; an online
activity alert system that covers visits to “sensitive websites” and searches
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on “sensitive keywords,” based on a list “provided by the state security and
public security agencies”; an alert system for congregations of people; a
library alert system that “detects if a student borrows sensitive books”;
and a system for other forms of early alerts. In addition to providing early
alerts, the new big-data system can perform such functions as providing a
“user portrait” of the detailed daily activities of any member of the campus
community, analyzing online behavior by digging into “the time, location,
and user identity of every website visit” and checking the logs against “an
embedded list of sensitive websites provided by the police,” and provid-
ing a social network analysis of any member of the campus community
(Cui et al. 2020). This new information infrastructure will surely further
strengthen the state’s capacity to manage politically sensitive periods on
campus and nip any signs of unrest in the bud.

Conclusion

Critical and Sensitive Periods are declared on Chinese university campuses
at politically precarious and thus demanding moments for the reinvented
state. These are vulnerable moments for the state because the potential
for political unrest or the development of a student movement is very
high and there is an imminent danger of antiregime activities. To guard
the safety of the political order, the state takes extraordinary measures to
pacify the tension, monitor critical social spaces, exert tightened control
over critical social groups, and deter people who might dare to exercise
defiance from taking any real action. To attain these goals, the state feels a
need to deploy a series of measures on university campuses, such as persua-
sion in the form of thought work to reach out to the student community,
and heightened measures to limit the students’ mobility and prevent the
mobilizing energies on campus from materializing. The authorities keep
an eye on information flows to regulate the public discourse on campus
more closely. Together, these measures become a woven net of persuasion,
monitoring, control, and deterrence that the state relies to keep university
students calm and cool even in the most critical and sensitive moments of
national and international politics.
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Conclusion

We have come to the end of a short century, which extended from
1914 to 1989, but we do not know what century we have entered.

—Robert Darnton, George Washington’s False Teeth, 2003, 11

No such titan ever visited / during my days as aedile. Yet wisps / still
buttonhole us in random moats: / Was it this you were expecting,
and if not, why not?

—John Ashbery, “Gravy for the Prisoners,” 2013

In the Long Shadow of Tiananmen

On that early summer day in 1989, when the sun finally set on the horizon
of Beijing, the future of China was anything but certain. In the fifty anxious
days and nights prior to that evening, rebellious university students had led
a nationwide uprising against the mighty state. The educated youth were
joined by millions of Chinese people from all walks of life. The politically
charged spring ended in a national tragedy, with the state on edge and in
limbo.

In the wake of the military operation, the paramount leader, Deng
Xiaoping, held an audience with the generals who had gathered in Beijing.
To the surprise of many, an unflappable Deng stopped short of blaming
the now-ousted liberal reformists as the culprits in the eclipsing upheaval;
instead, after giving an extended account of the reform and opening-
up programs he had advocated throughout the preceding decade, Deng
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emphasized that the basic ideas adopted and upheld by the post-Mao Party
elites were anything but wrong. These ideas included not only their devel-
opmental strategy, the Four Cardinal Principles,’ but also, and most cru-
cially, the Party’s decision to approach and engage with the capitalist West
on an unprecedented scale. Probably intending it for an audience beyond
the narrow meeting hall, Deng Xiaoping emphasized his final point suc-
cinctly: “If our efforts have fallen short in any respect, it was that we had
not done enough to thoroughly implement the policies” (1994 302-8).

In 1992, against the backdrop of a fervent national debate on the future
direction of China’s market reforms, Deng Xiaoping, aged eighty-eight,
paid an unannounced visit to the southern province of Guangdong, the
home of China’s frontier special economic zones. During that trip, Deng,
whose advice was rapidly adopted by the reigning Politburo, reaffirmed
his determination to implement further liberal reforms in China and
demanded the expansion and acceleration of those reforms. At the 14th
National Party Congress held in October of that year, the Party decided
to abandon the centrally planned economy and replace it with a “socialist
market economy.” In 2001, the Chinese government concluded its mara-
thon negotiations with the West and became a full member of the World
"Trade Organization, precipitating a major realignment of global supply
chains in which China would have a major share.

Instead of regime change, the Tiananmen Movement of 1989 resulted
in China’s full-fledged transition into a socialist market economy, and
opening up to global capitalism began to accelerate across the country in
the ensuing decades. Reform and opening-up bestowed new blessings on
the Chinese economy. In the decade following the Tiananmen Movement,
China achieved a record-high economic growth rate. But the sea change
that took place in the economic sphere was a double-edged sword—the
preservation and expansion of the liberal reformist agenda temporarily sta-
bilized the regime, yet the sweeping forces of marketization and globalized
capitalism caused the utopian ideology, revolutionary zeal, and central-
planning apparatchiks’ old ways of control to lose their practicality.

Since the 1990s, with the implementation of a series of special laws reg-
ulating social movements, the communist state finally ditched the large-
scale, unbridled, and fanatical mobilization of educated youth as a device
of governance.? This “new normal” signified the terminal decay of the old
socialist edifice of mobilizational control operated by a revolutionary state,
serving as a prompt for the succeeding techno-bureaucratic state to forge
a new institutional order. The largely unexpected collapse of the Soviet
Union and its Eastern European satellite states in the late 1980s and early
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1990s increased the urgency of China’s state-rebuilding mandate. Trapped
in the impasse of a national political crisis, the ruling political party of
China wasted no time in starting its self-salvaging project to reinvent the
state from the ruins of a clearly bygone era.

A New Social Reality

The new forces unleashed by marketization and globalization created not
only a new reality that was almost beyond Party leaders’ recognition, but
also unfamiliar obstacles to the self-salvaging campaign of a compromised
state. The establishment of a market mechanism transformed China’s eco-
nomic regime by abolishing the state’s monopoly over scarce resources
and social opportunities, thus altering the leverage of state apparatchiks
in negotiating and shaping the terrain of people’s speech and actions. The
market transition also invalidated established norms of control through the
national-scale free movement of capital and other factors of production,
wiping out barriers erected by the old state apparatus that restricted peo-
ple’s freedom to choose their place of residence, employment, and political
affiliation.

China’s accelerated entry into the World Trade Organization and the
shift to global capitalism created opportunities for people to generate
large amounts of wealth in a relatively short time. In the 1990s, millions of
young white-collar professionals and university graduates in China redrew
the urban landscape on new terms. Global capitalism led to the globaliza-
tion of Chinese talent. For the first time since the communist victory over
China in 1949, the Party-state had to share the country’s top professional
and technological talent with foreign investors, global corporations, and
Wall Street chiefs. Moreover, Western capitalism brought with it a mod-
ern civil society. Since the late 1990s, developmental, environmental, and
humanitarian nongovernmental organizations have flourished in China,
encouraging social awareness and action among younger people. These
new sociopolitical fabrics have further compromised the communist state’s
traditional control infrastructure.

In addition, new cultural forces undermined the outdated state machine
on a daily basis. The Party and the state both needed a new set of legiti-
mating narratives that could effectively justify their ruling mandate and
reestablish the righteousness of the political order they strove to uphold.
Simultaneously, China’s engagement with the West enabled global culture
to infiltrate Chinese society, which was only accelerated by the universal
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availability of the internet in the late 1990s. These challenges to the Party-
state’s cultural hegemony shook its grip on the country’s younger genera-
tion, especially university students, weakening its long-held decisive edge
over rival suppliers of authority in the social realm. To rescue itself from
utter systemic failure, the state yearned for overhauled, practical political
arrangements to restore control under new circumstances. At the end of
the day, as Herbert Marcuse argued, “the very mechanism which ties the
individual to his society has changed, and social control is anchored in the
new needs which it has produced” (1991, 11).

The People and the Space

Deficient legitimacy, functional paralysis, and competitive disadvantage are
the main obstacles that a compromised state needs to overcome to rescue
itself from utter collapse. For this complex and multifaceted undertaking
of state reconstruction, the central goal for builders of the post-Tiananmen
Chinese state is to reestablish an effective, consolidated, and justifiable
political order and control over the critical social groups and critical social
spaces of the country. Critical social groups are the weakest link in the edi-
fice of state control. Members of these groups suffer the most from prior
crises, given that they bear the largest share of overall losses and make
the most significant sacrifices relative to other groups. Internally, members
of these groups usually maintain close professional or fraternal networks.
Members of a critical social group usually have an intentionally or unin-
tentionally alternative vision and diagnosis of sociopolitical reality and dif-
ferent aspirations and plans for the future of the country than those touted
by the ruling authority. From time to time in history, such critical social
groups have been imbued with strong antisystem potentiality, remarkable
mobilizational energies, and a proven capability to provide alternative or
even revolutionary imageries for the future.

Accordingly, critical social groups remain the focal point for the post-
crisis state’s endeavors to reinvent both organizational and symbolic order.
Members of critical social groups inhabit and live their everyday experi-
ences in critical social spaces. Within this socially produced spatiality,
mobilizational networks, political symbolism, or a shared identity may be
nurtured, and activities deemed harmful by the ruling political order may
take place. These spheres usually have physical boundaries (such as univer-
sity campuses, public squares, dissident bookstores, underground churches,
and the jungle camps of guerrilla fighters), but their more important
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dimensions are the symbolism, networks, solidarity, and identities that are
generated, maintained, revived, and disseminated within them. The effec-
tuation of an institutionalized political order relies on the extensive and
effective projection of state power to the furthest reaches of these social
spatialities, bringing their various constitutive elements under state rulers’
firm control.

For the Chinese state, places such as university campuses and the
Grand Bazaar in Urumgqi® are critical social spaces. To exert control over
these spaces, the state attempts to establish effective systems of signifi-
cation, regulation, incentivization, and surveillance. These functional-
institutional infrastructures converge into a form of domination that both
constitutes and supports the political order that the state seeks to reinvent,
reeffectuate, and sustain. The state takes advantage of but does not exhaust
the creativity embedded in the activities that take place in these critical
social spaces. In a sense, critical social spaces function symbiotically with
the state: although these spaces depend on the state’s endorsement and
tolerance for their survival, the state benefits from the legitimizing, inno-
vative, economic, cultural, and organizational backing that they provide.
For a compromised state that seeks to avoid permanent breakdown, critical
social spaces are pivotal sites for the state’s remedial undertakings.

The Infrastructures for Statism

From this recounting of the experiences of state reinvention in China since
the 1990s, it can be discerned that the state reconstruction project entails
rebuilding key infrastructures of government: a significative infrastructure
that creates and projects the state’s legitimating narratives, a regulatory
infrastructure that controls public life, and an incentivization infrastruc-
ture that shapes individual behavior by dispensing rewards for loyalty, met-
ing out penalties for defiance, and deterring potential opponents. Addi-
tionally, the regime constructs an institutional infrastructure that organizes
the social realm into a “grid-like” structure that is made and operated in
the image of the state itself, completing its hideous enterprise of effectuat-
ing and maintaining control.

The term “institutional infrastructure” denotes an interconnected web
of institutional arrangements that effectively shapes and structures people’s
everyday experiences at both the individual and community levels. It is
the organizational foundation of the state’s rebuilding project, enabling the
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state “to impose [its] own image of a just order” on elites and nonelites
alike (Scott 1985, 39). The institutional infrastructure facilitates the state’s
reach into each small human or social unit, streamlining the reproduction
of a consistent pattern of control and operation over identical groups of
subjects and demarcated social spaces. It also increases the legibility of each
demarcated spatial unit and its inhabitants, facilitating the state’s surveil-
lance at the everyday level. The identical institutional structure of each
unit makes the everyday operation of the entire system a natural repro-
duction of the overall institutional culture. Ultimately, “the unknown, the
unpredictable, the indeterminable are avatars of the enemy” (Lefort 1986,
288). The state builders stand firm in their determination to conquer the
wilderness of society.

Using the significative infrastructure, the state seeks to manufacture,
consolidate, and project a state catechism, or what I call “the baseline
political rhetoric,” onto critical social groups and in critical social spaces.
This metanarrative legitimizes, rationalizes, and naturalizes the order
and control that the state seeks to impose. This baseline political rheto-
ric serves as the official legitimating narrative, justifying the state’s power
and rendering the people’s compliance both natural and purposeful. This
state-enforced catechism usually includes a metaphysical theory explaining
the state’s right to rule, a founding myth justifying the righteousness of
the state through a tailor-made historiography, and a visionary anecdote
reconstructing social realities and shaping the collective imagination of the
day to the state’s liking. For ordinary citizens, the state’s baseline political
rhetoric provides a bond, a teleological confirmation of meaning, a solemn
assignment of purpose, and a red thread connecting daily events and occur-
rences to a defined order, connecting individuals and supplying a wider
identity focused on the state.

A country’s lively public life is another important field in which the state
can undertake its project of reinvention, where the state strives to rebuild
an effective regulatory infrastructure to shape the systems of connection,
information flow, and institutional culture within its social spatiality, and
thereby combats rival suppliers of authority, spirituality, and organizational
influence. A community-based public space that exists in parallel with the
state provides an alternative arena for public debate and deliberation. Pub-
lic opinion is formed in such a space; organizational life, communal bonds,
discursive power, underground culture, and hidden political activism are
also cultivated there—all outside of state supervision, permitting aspira-
tional social forces to rally and eventually grow into opposition movements.
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By maintaining its unflinching hold on these spheres, the state maintains a
decisive edge in a contested field where multiple sources of order attempt
to sway the direction of communal life and collective opinion.

The foundation for the reinvented political order is the state’s compe-
tency to reward compliance, punish defiance, and closely monitor every-
day occurrences in critical social spaces—in Marcusian terms, a capacity
to impose “imperatives, rules and structures” on individuals’ thought and
behavior, thus “colonising” their everyday life (Marcuse 1991, xiv). This
process involves reconstructing an incentivization infrastructure, in which
the state maintains an updated set of reward instruments, punishment
devices, and surveillance mechanisms that coax, measure, and preserve
political compliance. By deploying the tools available in this incentiviza-
tion infrastructure, the revived state can define boundaries and communi-
cate to the social realm its preferences about acceptable types of speech and
action. When linked to rewards and penalties, monitoring and surveillance
contribute to the effectiveness of this incentivization. Together, the various
components of this system serve as both an institutional architecture and
a state-imposed cognitive frame, which, as Rousseau wrote, “can compel
without violence and persuade without convincing” (1987, 164).

The State in the Everyday
Bernard-Henri Lévy argued that

power does not appropriate the world; it continually engenders it
in all its dimensions. It does not expropriate men and their homes;
it places them under house arrest, deepens and fortifies the niches
where they literally take root. Far from malignantly tearing the
thread of their social fabric, power is what weaves the cloth of every

reality. (1979, 40)

The state is manifested in the everyday lifeworld of its citizens, where state
forces join (or are joined by) grassroots movements, elite visions mingle
with the common imagination, and official discourses combat subaltern
narratives. The everyday lifeworld hosts the essential sites in which the state
tries to maintain its legitimation footing, to compete for domination over
public life, and to manufacture conformism and acquiescence by deploying
sets of devices that generate and dispense incentives for compliance.

The political everyday is the space in which an state’s claim to power
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is effectuated. “Everyday-ness” is filled with seemingly unimportant and
banal experiences; nevertheless, it is through these quotidian, mundane
encounters that a social group wins or loses its fundamental right “to for-
mulate its own frames of reference and its own model of conduct” (Certeau
1997, 14). Michel de Certeau’s sentiment is echoed in Robert Darnton’s
comment on the remarkable convergence of liberalism and imperialism in
the colonial power of the British Raj in India: “They came together . . . in
the lives of individuals—not as empty ‘isms’ but as personal experiences,
which exposed contradictions underlying systems of power” (2015, 89).

A state’s compromisation also takes place in the political everyday life-
world of its citizens. Normally, declining states first lose their authority to
shape and regulate the spatial and temporal structures—however minus-
cule and nuanced—that form and establish the patterns of citizens’ daily
lives.* The symptomatic predictors of a compromised state first manifest
themselves in the everyday lives of the people, including the progressive
weakening of the state’s coercive menace, the blurring of institutional
boundaries, the disorientation of existing hierarchies, the muddling of
structural layers, and the waning of the state’s signaling mechanisms to
targeted audiences. Eventually, a state’s compromisation takes place on
three interlinked fronts embedded in the everyday experiences lived by
ordinary people.

On the discursive front, the state’s inability to project its legitimation
narrative and justify its rule results in the illegitimacy of its baseline politi-
cal rhetoric, along with a deficient ability to maintain “the symbolic miasma
that blocks revolutionary thoughts” (Scott 1985, 39). On the associational
and communal front, the state’s weakened competency leads to the loss of its
competitive edge over rival suppliers of authority and organizational influ-
ence in public life. The associational space thus becomes an “automated”
social spatiality, gradually operating on alien ideals, principles, and human
capital free from state control. Through the everyday channels provided
by an overly excited civil society, rival powers with competing ideologi-
cal claims creep into the state edifice, further complicating the domestic
political landscape and state order.

On the individual front, the state’s traditional devices used to incentiv-
ize people to comply with official preferences and behave become pro-
gressively less effective over a relatively short time. In this situation, the
state is unable to encourage compliance, reward loyalty, punish defiance,
or foresee rebellious behavior in everyday experiences. Given this strong
demonstrative effect, citizens are likely to find themselves in a social milieu
of accumulating doubts, disobedience, noncooperation, and disrespect
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toward state authorities. This noncompliance clears the way for a major
political crisis.

Finally, as a result of the state’s diminished capacity, it has neither the
will nor the strength to detect in advance danger from a contentious anti-
regime movement, and thus it is prevented from either suppressing such a
movement when it arises or ending the crisis in a peaceful manner and at
a strategic moment that is advantageous to the state. For state rulers, this
doomsday scenario can be escaped only by rebuilding a new political order
that is compatible with contemporary demands, in which the state does not
rule as “an externality through mere surveillance” but instead weaves its
logic into “the fabric of society, into norms, rules, institutions, and relations
of power” in everyday life (Bayat 2013, 26).

The Pursuit of Order

State rulers share a cult of order. They go all out to transform themselves
from “territorial sovereign[s]” into “architect([s] of the disciplined space”
(Foucault 2004, 29). The key infrastructures—institutional, significative,
regulatory, and incentivization—uphold the state’s order-building project,
which, as Slavoj Zizek put it, “has to be re-invented in each new historical
situation” (2009, 6). Institutional infrastructure assists the state in classi-
fying, sorting, and organizing individual subjects into artificially divided
components, with which the state both rearranges the spatial-temporal
structure of people’s everyday experiences into small, interconnected units
and reestablishes control over the production of their primary identity and
interpersonal networking through those encounters.

Structurally, the state creates a concentric circle in the targeted social
realm, with the core group loyal to the state at the center and each extend-
ing circle covering one subcategory of people categorized according to
their expected level of political trustworthiness, providing practical knowl-
edge that the state can use to cultivate order. This infrastructure further
reinstalls a separate governing structure in each grid—the basic unit—that
resembles the institutional arrangements of the state. Although members
of critical social groups simply experience their everyday lifeworld within
this grid-like structure, they (probably unbeknownst to them) are engaged
in repetitive experiences that mirror national political processes, rendering
these processes habitual and natural. These miniature institutional struc-
tures eventually morph into “political organisations that are grassroots
extensions of the party-state itself” (Walder 1984, 85).
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A significative infrastructure refreshes, restrengthens, and reconsoli-
dates the state’s basis of legitimation. The state’s signification project
is multivocal, involving a variety of channels, arenas, and forms. Often
disguised as scientific, educational, or administrative formalities, it is
designed to reach every aspect of people’s lived experiences in a subtler,
more nuanced, and more invasive manner. With it, the state creates an
immersive, experiential, and pragmatic system of projection for its offi-
cial treatise. Effectively signifying its legitimating narratives, the state
makes society accept the official order as both justifiable and purposeful.
The discursive landscape continuously forged by the state in the politi-
cal everyday lifeworld becomes so pervasive that the targeted audiences,
despite experiencing occasional fatigue, nevertheless consider it familiar,
natural, and instinctive. They possess neither the freedom nor the practi-
cal ability to escape.

"The state deploys a revamped regulatory infrastructure to regain its deci-
sive edge as it competes with alternative centers of authority in public life,
particularly in the associational space directly involved in the communal
experiences lived by the people. With the help of such an infrastructure, the
state produces and maintains a monopoly over shared spaces, channels for
information dissemination, symbolic systems, timetables, and other impor-
tant resources and means that are necessary for the functioning of public
life. In addition, the state rebuilds a stern yet operational set of mechanisms
to monitor, filter, approve, and sanction occurrences in the country’s public
life under a watchful eye. With a revived regulatory infrastructure, the state
regains a strong grip over this organizational process, enabling it to mini-
mize potential social demands and, faute de mieux, to shape the contours of
these demands in advance.’

"The incentivization infrastructure provides the state with new and effec-
tive sets of tools to generate the required motivation or negative sanctions
that shape individuals’ behavior in the political everyday lifeworld. The
state can use these varied forms of inducement to redraw the boundaries of
permissible behavior and specify the limits of the state’s tolerance of trans-
gressions, making concrete what Erikson terms the “symbolic boundaries”
of a community (Wilson, Greenblatt, and Wilson 1977, 10). The state’s
refreshed incentivization infrastructure must be compatible with the range
of available resources under changing circumstances and include a layered
system of dispensing. The infrastructure is also incomplete without a mech-
anism that provides proactive, real-time, around-the-clock, ubiquitous sur-
veillance of critical social spaces. Such a surveillance mechanism gives the
state ways to monitor compliance, measure loyalty, and detect resistance.
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The state’s renewed capacity to effectuate and sustain order hinges on the
existence of this type of compelling incentivization infrastructure.

State Order on the University Campus

“One of the classic themes in the social sciences” is the “sources of politi-
cal order” (Bates et al. 1998, 3). The modern university is a vital source for
the political order upheld by the nation-state. Ever since the Westphalian
nation-state came to dominate the global political landscape, the university
has evolved gradually from a medieval institution of masters and students
into a cultural project that holds the “single and dominant image” and “frag-
mented practices” of the nation-state together (Migdal 2011). In the modern
era, the baseline political rhetoric of the state and that of its antitheses are
both often manufactured, fine-tuned, and projected in the university, pro-
tected by its institutional mandate for the free pursuit of knowledge.

Prominent national universities serve the modern state as a training
ground for future elites by facilitating the education and socialization of
future national political, economic, and cultural leaders and by building
solidarity among them. In the era of the knowledge-based economy, the
university is a hub for producing professional elites who will later control
the country’s innovative capacity, investment arrangements, and techno-
logical breakthroughs. The university thus occupies a central position in
the nation-state’s developmental agenda and the consolidation of its mate-
rial foundation.

"The university is also a politically charged space that reflects the uncer-
tainties and anxieties of modern sociopolitical life. There is an inherent
tension within the university between nurturing the loyalty of future polit-
ical elites and encouraging innovation for national development purposes.
Culturally, the university is a project with a mission statement guided by
multiple stakeholders. Socially, the university is the locus in which existing
social relationships meet and new networks are forged, and as such, it is
natural that the campus experience may also involve high social tensions.
The university is a microcosm of the complex social landscape at large.
Perhaps that is why Gyorgy Péteri, when discussing the communist idea
of the university, warns against “essentialising” the university, preferring to
view it as something “socially embedded” that changes according to time
and place (Connelly and Griittner 2005, 12).

Universities are also politically critical because of their students. Free
of realpolitik interests, students usually uphold a normative standard for



Conclusion 179

the nation-state and adhere to pure principles. Students’ rebellious nature
reflects their age, as they populate university campuses from adolescence
to early adulthood. University students mature physically, mentally, and
sociopolitically during their educational experience. This transition is nat-
urally reflected in their strong desire to escape from the censure of both
parental authority and state power. As a “preparatory abeyance structure,”
the university hosts the rebellious momentum derived from both the natu-
ral transformation and the ideological purity of its students, making it one
of the most precarious sites for the invention, effectuation, stabilization,
and maintenance of a political order.

“Universities, like other institutions, were both a support for and a
danger to the Communist political regime” (Péteri 2005, 164). Post-
Tiananmen, Chinese universities provide an unusually detailed glimpse
into the operations undertaken by a crisis-ridden communist state to
rebuild political order and reestablish political control over the social
realm. Chinese universities are closely coupled with the modern Chinese
state, providing the impetus and manpower for an array of political revolu-
tions, from the May Fourth Movement of 1919 to the June Fourth Move-
ment of 1989. Military suppression crippled the capacity of the run-down
Maoist state machine, and for the surviving communist regime, the ero-
sion of the foundations of the communist state in terms of its significative,
regulatory, and incentivization competence on university campuses neces-
sitated the systematic overhaul and reconstruction of the state’s bedrock
infrastructures of control.

Over approximately three decades, the Chinese state built a tightly knit
web of institutional control on university campuses that was directly con-
nected to the larger state apparatus. This web was a grid-like structure
with an internal operating system resembling the state, weaving together
all of the actors, but primarily the students, in the political everyday life-
world on university campuses. This web featured a concentric structure,
by order of allegiance, that supported the exercise of state power and a
workforce with a dual teacher-cadre capacity to infiltrate students’ every-
day lives, networks, and experiences. In this way, the state reestablished in
post-Tiananmen Chinese universities a complete infrastructure of control
with a renewed set of legitimating narratives, a revived capacity to signify
the state’s narrative, a restrengthened capacity to regulate public life, and
a refreshed tool kit to reward loyalty, punish defiance, and deter potential
opposition.

Coupled with a sophisticated, extensive web of surveillance, the state
regained the upper hand in shaping the everyday behavior of Chinese stu-
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dents at both the individual and the group levels. This revived state appa-
ratus also gave the regime the means to detect, respond to, and curb crisis
situations. The early-alert capability and installation of an entire bureau-
cracy intended as a preemptive response to political crises became part of
the new normal that both secured the stability of the regime and facilitated
the robust control of the state over the university and university students
on an everyday basis.

Certainly, the university is a multiagent and multiactor social field in
which faculty members, administrators, and students are all elemental
stakeholders in the everyday lifeworld on campus. In this book, I focus
on the state-directed control systems foisted on students; however, it is
important to note that to reinvent a political order on university cam-
puses and manufacture an acquiescent academia also involves systems of
signification, regulation, and incentivization for nonstudent stakeholders.
In addition, this study used the sociopolitical field of the university as a
microcosm for the larger apparatus of control that the communist state
has sought to establish over Chinese society at large in the post-1989 era.
Similar control devices and systems being established outside of university
walls—such as a similar “grid-like” structure for grassroots neighborhood
organizations, a strict regulatory infrastructure that commands the media
space, and an incentivization and surveillance system deployed in sectors
such as state-owned enterprises—illuminate that the university’s experi-
ences reflect some of the shared features of the new state power that has
been reinvented across China.

This holistic system of state intervention in the political everyday life-
world has created a milieu of conformism, acquiescence, and loyalty to the
state. This milieu is crucial for the Chinese state’s overall rebuilding proj-
ect. In other words, the manner in which the state reinvents its strong hold
over the power to shape people’s quotidian experiences is at the center of
inquiries into state rule and the reasons for its endurance. Echoing calls to
recognize the importance of the political everyday lifeworld under autoc-
racies and its essential relevance to state formation, this book seeks to shift
scholarly attention from a perspective dominated by a focused glimpse into
the high politics of the state to down-to-earth, mundane, concrete, lived
experiences under the rule of the state.

In the Final Analysis

The forms of states are not ephemeral occurrences in the political history
of Homo sapiens; their emergence is usually some kind of response to fun-
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damental change in terms of economic forces, cultural norms, and social
structure. The reinvented state in China is constructed from the ruins of
the bygone state apparatus and in accordance with the new circumstances
of the post-Tiananmen era. It is a mixture of an escape from Maoist chaos,
a cursory return to technocratic rule, a soul-search for the Party’s lost ideo-
logical cause, and a remaking of the forward-facing new capacity that has
just arrived with unprecedented leaps in information technology and the
arrival of big data and new methods of communication. This book pro-
vides a detailed glimpse into this reinvented state: what it looks like, how
it works, and most importantly, how the Chinese communist regime effec-
tively uses it to reassert control over the society in the post-Tiananmen era.

“Events . . . are constituted as well as constitutive,” argued William H.
Sewell Jr. (1990, 23). The people’s massive withdrawal of their compli-
ance during the Tiananmen Movement of 1989 was not only a watershed
moment for Chinese politics of the 1980s, but also a history-shaping trans-
formative event for the Chinese state. As Grzegorz Ekiert noted, “major
political crises and ways in which particular regimes responded to the cri-
sis were more important in shaping political processes in these countries
than the formal characteristics of their political and economic systems or
their politically dependent status” (1996, 307). The military suppression
of a student-led national uprising against the political establishment dis-
credited the old legitimating narratives of the state and highlighted a som-
ber political reality. The iron fist used to crush contentious social forces
alienated members of critical social groups whose compliance and support
would be vital for the long-term survival of the regime.

Different regimes undertake different actions to achieve political sta-
bility, thus effectuating and sustaining the political order. The reinvented
Chinese state in the post-Tiananmen era represented a clear rupture from
the Maoist paradigm of governance. The Maoist state, seeking to realize
its utopian goal of a class-leveled society, discharged its hegemonic project
through an ideological congruence forged by large-scale societal mobi-
lization. In contrast, the post-Tiananmen Chinese state seeks primarily
to “destabilize” society and strives to engineer social stability through a
normalized, quotidian, and pervasive web of control, along with visible
and invisible operations that signify the state’s baseline political narrative,
regulate public life, and dispense incentives for conformism, securing the
regime’s claim to power.

“Authority is the agent of order,” argued Edward Shils (1982, 96).
Acknowledging the pluralist social landscape with multiple competing cen-
ters of authority under an all-out market transition, the post-Tiananmen
Chinese state implements its hegemonic project and reinvents a state order
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through institutionalized, bureaucratized, and standardized means and
methods, supplemented only by occasional mass mobilization at uncontro-
versial moments. When the Party-state identifies the maintenance of long-
term stability and order (changzhi jiuan) as its overall goal, its demands
on society are no longer allegiance and devotion but primarily quiescence
and obedience. In the university, one of the most critical social spaces for
implementing the state’s hegemonic order, the overhauled state operates
on different fronts only to prevent the displacement of university students
in terms of their integration and compliance with the new political order.
In particular, the state strives to remove the precarious social space and
draconian meaning previously assigned to the student population and to
create new community spaces, norms, culture, and timetables that ensure
that China’s new generations of educated youth remain calm, despite the
confusing domestic and international environment.

“The state is to politics what the hidden hand is (a la Adam Smith)
to economics” (Rosenau 1989, 14). If the Maoist Chinese state was ideo-
logical, paternalistic, and agitative, engaging society through its advocacy
of a revolutionary and futuristic consensus on a class-leveled society, the
revamped post-Tiananmen state is pedagogical, disciplinary, and patron-
izing, shaping society with powerful devices of signification, regulation,
and incentivization. Whereas the Maoist state asked for authentic piety,
the new state demands dutiful observance that involves “self-discipline and
subjective coercion” (Turner 2008, 89). The new state creates and enforces
a set of bureaucratic rules that standardize and rectify social interaction,
public spaces, and the individual behavioral landscape; it appears to be
more routine in terms of its operation. Through the norms of exchange
of loyalty and benefits, the state’s preferred pattern of speech and actions
is internalized in the minds and hearts of the governed. This conformity
is manifested through their everyday encounters with the state and their
collective lifeworlds, where people are socialized into compliance. Eventu-
ally, as the legal maxim states, etsi coactus, tamen voluit (I may have been
compelled, but in the final analysis I committed my will). In doing so, the
new state has overhauled its own appearance, structure, and functioning
to become more resilient and relevant under the new political and social
reality. A reinvented state has thus emerged, finally, from the ruins of a
compromised state.



Notes

INTRODUCTION
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Brazil; nonetheless, both produced large numbers of university graduates whose
hopes for work and career were stymied by the cronyism of those countries’ politi-
cal regimes” (6).

2. For the United States, see Rim 2020; Zaveri 2020; Paul 2020; Pierson 2020.
For Hungary, see Vass 2020; Hungary Today 2020; Kalan 2020; Dunai 2020; Reuters
staff 2020. For Iraq, see Abdul-Zahra 2019; Alsaafin 2020; A/ Fazeera 2019. For
Indonesia, see Karmini 2020; Budiman and Costa 2020; Costa and Widianto 2020;
Doherty 2020.

3. On the tradition of Chinese student activism, see, among others, Wasser-
strom 1991; Calhoun 1994; Perry 1994; Wasserstrom and Liu 1995; Wright 2001;
Zhao 2001; Andreas 2009; Huang 2010; Perry and Yan 2020.

4. This resonates with the question Teresa Wright asked in 2010: “Although
university students in the 1980s participated in numerous political protests, since
1989 they have been remarkably quiescent. Indeed, rather than challenging the
CCP, post-1989 college students have displayed a remarkable interest in joining
it. What accounts for this shift?” (Wright 2010, 65). For a discussion, see the next
chapter.

5. For a discussion, see chapter 6.

6. In 2020, China had 2,738 institutions of higher education, among which
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827 offered postgraduate programs. In the same year, 41.83 million students were
studying in tertiary institutions in China, and Chinese universities that offered first
degree programs had an average of 15,749 students. The gross enrollment ratio of
China’s higher education sector in 2020 was 54.4 percent, a 2.8 percent increase on
the previous year. See Ministry of Education, 2021a.

7. For state building see, for example, Evans, Rueschemeyer, and Skocpol
1985; Tilly 1992; Ertman 1997; Ziblatt 2006; Zhao 2015; Acemoglu and Robinson
2019. For an overview of the development of state theory, see Wang 2021.

8. This resembles Michael David-Fox’s (2005) description of the Russian stu-
dents: “From the point of view of official party ideologues and moralists, youth was
at once a specially plastic group to be fashioned and protected, a source of devia-
tion, and a potential force to be unleashed and mobilised” (35).

9. In many non-Western cultures, modern universities represent a foreign
force with no indigenous cultural roots (Zhao 2001, 96); in such a scenario, the
university also stands in tension with the national culture.

10. By focusing on the political professionalization of student cadres in the
Communist Youth League on campus, Doyon (2023) depicts how the forging of
“behavioural homogeneity” and an intermingled clientism network facilitates the
formation of loyalty and commitment to the state of these future political officials.
This book, instead, studies how the post-Tiananmen Chinese state reinvents itself
on university campuses and reestablishes its control over the university student
populace from the perspective of state rebuilding.

11. This holds despite the occasional adoption of the older instrument of cam-
paign mobilization by the state, albeit at a much smaller scale, when it deems the
strategy necessary to realize governance goals. Again, see Perry 2011.

12. See, for example, Sayer 1994; Bayat 2013, 2021; Blaydes 2018; Ong 2022.

CHAPTER 1

1. Sebastidan Mazzuca (2021) discussed the concept of state weakness, which
denotes the weakness in the development of a state’s capacity to produce satis-
factory quantity, quality, and efficiency of governmental goods and services. State
weakness is the consequence of historical pathways of state formation—a narrowly
defined process involving territorial consolidation and coercion monopolization.
When a state is compromised—the concept I discuss in this book—the focus is on
legitimation and control. It is conceptually different from Mazzuca’s definition of
state weakness, which stresses the state’s reduced capacity in providing public goods
and services.

2. See, for example, Sayer 1994; Bayat 2013, 2021; Blaydes 2018; Ong 2022.

3. For example, studies have demonstrated how in the Soviet Union, social
formations such as the Russian nature protection movement, the professional
organization of Soviet composers, and the “Soviet Technical Intelligentsia” craved
“breathing space,” where a community of professionals operated on alternative
norms, narratives, and ideologies under soviet-socialist political control (Bailes
1971; Weiner 1999; Tomoff 2006; David-Fox 2005).

4. This refers to a political order that was supported by a “rich subculture of
instrumental-personal ties independent of the party’s control.” See Walder 1984, 7, 24.
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5. Yet in Vietnam, the biggest obstacle in the way of the state’s efforts to invent
a socialist politico-economic order was people’s everyday resistance. See Kerkv-
liet 2005. In other cases, societies may willingly provide the cognitive bedrock for
effectuating and maintaining an institutionalized political order in the quotidian
details of the political everyday. In the 1930s and 1940s, German society’s collective
sense of belonging to a genuine “volksgemein-schaft” (a national community) and
the shared cognitive and value structures of monolithic antisemitism are believed
to have played an essential role in securing the people’s willing compliance with
fanatic state projects as hideous as the Holocaust. See Goldhagen 1997; Fritzsche
1998.

6. For the transformation from a mass campaign to managed campaigns in the
post-Mao era, see Perry 2011.

7. For the rise of modern universities, see Reuben 1996; for the origin of liberal
education, see Newman 1996; for the origins of the research university, see Clark
2006; for the transformation of the university under globalization, see Readings
1996; for the commodification of higher education, see Apple 2012; for a compara-
tive overview of higher education and the state, see Goodman, Kariya, and Taylor
2013.

8. For example, the university has been said to embrace a “liberal education”
agenda (Newman 1996), but has also been blamed for “the closing of the American
mind” (Bloom 1987). There has been extensive debate over whether the modern
university is built on “the Kantian concept of reason,” the “Humboldtian idea of
culture,” or the “techno-bureaucratic notion of excellence.” See Readings 1996.

9. As being argued, “the university was a ready infrastructure to serve the
growing needs of a relatively independent public sphere” (Péteri 2005, 159).

10. For state-mobilized social movements, see Ekiert, Perry, and Yan 2020; also
see Zhao 2004; Wang 2012b; Gries 2004, 2014.

11. See Calhoun 1994; Zhao 2001; Wasserstrom and Liu 1989; Hinton 1972.

12. Susan Shirk argues that “the vague and subjective standards, peer judges,
and mutual destructiveness that char- acterise virtuocracies make it possible for
people to succeed through opportunism, fakery, or sycophancy. Political competi-
tion on such virtuocratic grounds generates social mistrust and conflicts” (1982,
184).

13. For an overview of the transformation of China’s youth culture in the post-
Mao era, see Clark 2012.

14. The article defines the term “involuted” as follows: “The Chinese term for
involution, nejjuan, which is made up of the characters for ‘inside’ and ‘rolling,” sug-
gests a process that curls inward, ensnaring its participants within what the anthro-
pologist Xiang Biao has described as an ‘endless cycle of self-flagellation.”” See Liu
2021.

CHAPTER 2

1. For the Chinese Communist Party’s reorganization of higher education in
China from 1949 to 1961, see Hsu 1964.

2. After 1989, the Communist Party Committees in most PRC universities
created a new “Student Work Department (SWD)” on a par with the traditional
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Organizational, Propaganda and United Front Departments. Today, SWDs are a
major component of the Communist Party apparatus (instead of university admin-
istration) on university campuses. An interesting account of the creation of SWD
in Tsinghua University can be found in the memoir of Fang Huijian (the then—
University Party Secretary). See Fang 2003, 373-74.

3. See later in this chapter.

4. See Xu 2007, 239; also see Interview 201106017-01.

5. In the past two decades, “grid management” (wangge bua guanii) has become
increasingly popular in China, especially in communal policing. For grid manage-
ment outside of the university space, see Schwarck 2018; Jiang 2021; Zenz and
Leibold 2020; Hu, Tu, and Wu 2018; Chen and Kang 2016; Leibold 2020; Tang
2020.

6. A “year cohort” is not normally considered a formal organizational unit of
the student populace, though.

7. Interview FFAA-with MoE official.

8. The majority of Chinese youth under the age of twenty-eight have to join
the CYL at some point in middle school.

9. Interview 20110606-01.

10. Interview 20110606-02.

11. Interview 20110607-01.

12. Interviews 20110607-06, 20110607-01, 20110315-01, 20110419-01.

13. Interview 20110225-01.

14. A few universities used the less politicized title of “classroom director” (Ban
zhuren) for this post prior to Ministry of Education Instruction No. 24 (2006). See
Gong, Zhang, and Zhang 2003, 497.

15. It is also considered an effective institutional channel for the Communist
Party to identify, train, and promote loyal political talent for the regime’s future
officialdom. In fact, a number of senior Communist Party leaders, including Hu
Jintao, the supreme leader of China between 2002 and 2012, served as political
counselors for some time after graduating from college. See Wen Wei Po 2011.

16. Interview 201103617-01.

17. Interview 20110308-01.

18. Interview 20110315-01; also see 20110318-01.

19. These powers include (1) publicizing and implementing the Communist
Party’s political lines, guidance, and policies, (2) managing all Party organizations
on campus, (3) making decisions on all important issues involved in the university’s
teaching, research, and administration, (4) overseeing the university’s political and
ideological work, in addition to work on moral education, (5) selecting, appointing,
training, and promoting all university cadres (i.e., faculty or staff members who
serve on administrative posts), (6) supervising the Communist Youth League, the
Women’s Federation, and the Student Union, and (7) implementing the Party’s
United Front Policy and overseeing all activities organized by officially endorsed
minor democratic political parties on campus. See the Central Committee of the
CCP 1996; for a revised version of the regulations, see the Central Committee of
the CCP 2021.

20. Interview 20110608-07.

21. Interview 20110608-05.
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22. Interview 20110315-01.
23. Interview 20130618-01.
24. Interview 20130614-04.

CHAPTER 3

1. It has to be noted that the state used a politico-ideological curriculum as a
major weapon to reform the old educational systems prevalent in China’s colleges
and universities in the 1950s after the Party’s military takeover of those institutions.
Yet after the initial period of state-building in the early 1950s, the Maoist regime’s
perception of the utility value of a formal curriculum for ideological education in
universities was at best dismissive.

2. For a review of China’s education reform after 1976, see Epstein 1991.

3. For example, for peasant workers who recently emigrated from the coun-
tryside to urban centers, the aims of ideological training activities set by the state
are modest, involving “helping them become aware of the Communist Party-state’s
care [for them] and understand the unavoidable problems . . . in the process of
industrialisation and urbanisation” (Chinese Communist Youth League, CCYL
2010). Document No. 17 advised that attention should be paid to providing them
with “humanitarian care and psychological easement” and “assisting with real life
difficulties and issues” (Chinese Communist Youth League, CCYL 2010).

4. Qiu’s previous posts include chief justice of a northwestern province and the
Communist Party secretary of the Bureau of State Security of Beijing.

5. In addition, the Xinguang Civilian’s Development Association (also known
as the New Light People’s Development Association) at Renmin University of
China (Zhou 2018; Yang 2018; Xinguang Civilian’s Development Society 2018a,
b), Qimin Society at the University of Science and Technology Beijing (Wen 2018;
Zhan 2018; Zhang 2018), the Marxism Studies Society at Nanjing University
(Wang 2018; Hu 2018a, b; Zhu 2018a, b), and the Xinxin Youth Society at Beijing
Language and Culture University (Hai 2018; Xinxin Youth Society 2018a, b, ¢, d)
were either forced to dissolve or denied registration by their respective university
administrations.

CHAPTER 4

1. This book deals primarily with the post-1989 period. For the activism and
political implication of student groups in earlier periods, see Wasserstrom 1991;
Walder 2009.

2. See Communist Party Group of the MoE and the Central Committee of the
CYL 2020.

3. Interview 20110415-01.

4. Interview 20110608-06.

5. See the Central Committee of the CCP and the State Council 2004.

6. For studies of China’s online censorship regime in general, see King, Pan,
and Roberts 2013, 2014, 2017; Lorentzen 2014; Roberts 2018.

7. For a more detailed account of this process, see Han 2018.

8. To accomplish this mission, the Ministry directed that Communist Party
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and CYL organizations on university campuses should identify topics that “indicate
the future direction or emerging tendency of public discussion, or that may have a
wider social impact.”

9. See Ministry of Education and the Central Committee of the Chinese Com-
munist Youth League 2016.

10. Rumor has it that online commentators receive fifty cents from the state for
each message they post online, but this might not be true. My interviews show that
most of these student online commentators receive a monthly stipend from their
respective university’s Communist Youth League, rather than working on a per-
piece salary. For very interesting studies on the Chinese “five-cents army,” see Han
2015a, b, 2018.

11. Interview 20110608-04.

12. These included Peking University’s “Red Flag Online,” Nankai University’s
“Awakening Web,” Nanjing University’s “Young Communists School,” Central
China Science and Technology University’s “Party School Online,” and Southwest-
ern University of Communications’s “Frontline.” See Cao 2012, 152.

13. For an overview of the Communist Party’s policy toward religion, see Lalib-
erte 2011; Cao 2020.

14. This perception is perhaps caused by the heavy use of theological terms and
jargon.

15. See Ministry of Education and Central Committee of the Chinese Com-
munist Youth League 2004.

16. For China’s decision in 2009 to expand its higher education sector, see Bai
2006.

17. A similar situation could be found in Eastern European countries after
World War II. The specialization and expansion of higher education institutions
in those countries, following the Soviet model, have resulted in higher levels of
conformity, anxiety, and pressure on university campuses. See Neave 2011.

CHAPTER 5

1. See Organization Department of the Central Committee of the Communist
Party of China 2021; Ministry of Education 2021b.

2. See Interview 20110608-02.

3. For data sources, see Department of Planning and Construction of the
National Education Commission 1994, 34-35; Department of Planning and Con-
struction, National Education Commission 1995, 34-35; Department of Planning
and Construction, National Education Commission 1996, 34-35; Han 1997, 36—
37; Ji 1998, 38-39; Ji 1999, 38-39; Mou 2000, 40-41; Mou 2001, 40-41; Mou
2002, 44-45; Mou 2003, 24-25; Han 2004, 26-27; Han 2005, 26-27; Han 2006,
24-25; Han 2007, 26-27; Han 2008, 26-27; Han 2009, 24-25; Xie 2010a, 26-27;
Xie 2011, 24-25; Xie 2012a, 26-27; Xie 2013, 24-25; Xie 2014, 26-27; Xie 2015,
26-27; Liu2016,26-27; Liu and Li 2017, 29; Liu and Li 2018, 29; Liu and Li 2019,
29; Chinese Education Online 2014; Chinese Education Online 2021; Ministry
of Education 2021a. The surge in the number of graduate school applications has
multiple causes. First, harsh competition on the Chinese job market has made an
advanced degree a considerable advantage for university graduates seeking employ-
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ment. With the increasingly fierce competition for jobs in the state apparatus and
SOEs, an advanced degree has become a virtual necessity. The Chinese state has
also taken the granting of higher degrees seriously, as this is one of the primary
channels of upward social mobility.

4. Bai (2006) provides a rich analysis of the so-called “graduate unemployment
problem” associated with China’s rapid expansion of higher education enrollment
in the 1990s.

5. Interview 20130905-01.

6. See Central Organization Department 2000. For an example of the qualifi-
cation requirements of such a program, see Organization Department of the CPC
Henan Provincial Committee et al. 2021.

7. Interview 20110603-01.

8. Regarding the expressive function of punishment, see Feinberg 1965.

9. See the Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Health, and the Central
Committee of the Chinese Communist Youth League 2005.

10. See the Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Health, and the Central
Committee of the Chinese Communist Youth League 2005.

CHAPTER 6

1. Zhao and Yao (2013) listed four categories of events and topics that may
have such an influence in China: political and ideological trends, livelihood issues,
campus safety issues, and problems arising from the reform and rapid development
of higher education. See Zhao and Yao (2013), 71

2. In 1988, the student protest was provoked by the death of a postgraduate
student, Chai Qingfeng, who was beaten by young gangsters in a Beijing restaurant
close to campus.

3. Interview 20110617-01.

4. See Nanjing University 2014, 6.

5. Interview 20110617-01.

6. After the CSP was announced in the wake of the NATO bombing, according
to political cadres I interviewed, the Public Security Department of the provin-
cial government summoned a meeting attended by all of the faculty-level Com-
munist Party secretaries. At the meeting, the official from the provincial govern-
ment emphasized the importance of maintaining political stability on campus and
issued detailed instructions on how to prevent students from joining the planned
public demonstrations. The Communist Party Committee of each faculty then
held a meeting with all of the political counselors under their supervision and the
information from the government was relayed to them promptly. See Interview
20110617-01.

7. Interview 20110617-01.

8. In Chinese, ban zhuren, a title similar to political counselor.

9. Interview 20110617-01.

10. As one student cadre recalled, “When I was a freshman, I experienced the
Carrefour incident. It was at 6 a.m. one morning that our political counsellor called
all of the student cadres and invited us to an immediate breakfast meeting. At the
meeting, the political counsellor asked us to persuade students in each class not to
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participate in any public protest or demonstration in front of the French supermar-
ket Carrefour.” See Interview 20110606-06.

11. Interview 20110607-05. It is interesting, however, that some students
regard the university’s prompt response to politically sensitive events as an “over-
reaction.” One student told of not even knowing what the Jasmine Revolution was
until being summoned to a meeting at which political officials warned students
about the negative sanctions if any of them joined protest actions. In some cases,
the preventive measures taken by the university somewhat facilitated the spread of
an originally obscure message about a possible oppositional movement (see Inter-
view 20110608-03).

12. A political counselor described her university’s arrangements during the
declared CSP before the Communist Party’s 18th National Congress in 2012 as
follows: “During that time, we were ordered to organize more political study ses-
sions for the students than we usually did. . . . At these sessions, we led the students
in a group study of the relevant Communist Party documents. . . . At the routine
meetings for all political counsellors, the Deputy Party Secretary of the CCP Com-
mittee instructed us to organize more reading sessions during the CSP and conduct
enhanced patriotic education. As part of the preparation for the 18th Party Con-
gress CSP, the university organized many additional public seminars to explain to
students the Party’s official political lines during that period, and all students were
required to attend. We even promised the students that we would award extracur-
ricular credits to everyone who attended those mandatory political seminars.” See
Interview 20130617-04.

13. Interview 20130617-05.

14. Interview 20130618-01.

15. Interview 20130619-02.

16. Interview 20110617-01.

17. See Interview 20110617-01. Also see Xu 2007, 229.

CHAPTER 7

1. These include the principles of upholding the socialist path, upholding the
people’s democratic dictatorship, upholding the Chinese Communist Party’s lead-
ership, and upholding Maoist thought and Marxism-Leninism.

2. The Maoist paradigm of state-directed mass mobilization first lost its con-
stitutional legality in 1982. In 1982, the so called “Four Bigs”—the Party’s familiar
instruments for youth mobilization—were criminalized in the new constitution
promulgated by a stability-seeking Party leadership The “Four Bigs” (sida) refer
to speaking out freely (da ming), airing views fully (da fang), holding large-scale
debates (da bianlun), and writing “Big Character Posters” (da zibao). See chapter 2.

3. The Grand Bazaar in Urumqi is where Uighur merchants sell food items. In
2009, the ethnic riots in Xinjiang first broke out there.

4. Just imagine on a cold morning, the fictional manager of a fruit and veg-
etable shop a la Viclav Havel stops placing in his window, among the onions and
carrots, the slogan “Workers of the World, Unite!” See Havel 2018 [1978], 14.
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5. As Francis Fukuyama argued, “society organised into cohesive groups . . .
is much more likely to demand and receive accountability than one consisting of
disorganised individuals” (2004, 30).

6. See chapter 4 of this book.
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