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Abstract 
 
This article is a political and cultural analysis of social movements in contemporary 
Chinese society. The aim of social movement does not mean to challenge the 
dominated social order, and it mainly happens on the local level and does not go up 
to higher levels. The main research question of this article is: “why do social 
movements of protests in contemporary China mainly stay on the local level, do not 
rise up to higher levels, and what kinds of mechanisms or traditions make it so?” The 
hypothesis is that there are three factors affecting the level of social movement in 
China, each of them playing a different role in dealing with the issue. The Letters and 
Visits system which is a unique institutional design in Chinese politics creating the 
channel for the protesters to convey their grievance, and it appears as an important 
supplement to the rule of law. The second one is that the Chinese conception of civil 
society does not offer citizens the idea to organize themselves against the 
authoritarian system. On the other hand, the role of NGOs in China is different from 
that in Western society. They do not organize social movements of protest. I mainly 
analyze the hypothesis using secondary literature and combining the first material 
and information from fieldwork in a Chinese county. This article makes a contribution 
to understanding the cases of social movements and institutional design in preventing 
and handling the public protests in China.  
 
 
Introduction1 
 
During Chinese modern history, social movements have been launched by different 
political groups for hundreds of years. During the New Democratic Revolution, the 
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) legitimated itself to represent the benefits of the 
workers and peasants in China, and eventually won the “People’s War”, to establish 
the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949. Today's China, after nearly 30 years 

                                                
1 I appreciate the helps and comments from Professor Jesus de Miguel at University of Barcelona, Professor 
Chun Lin at the London School of Economics, Professor James Hsiung at New York University, and 
Professor Yan Sun at CUNY Graduate Center. 
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of economic reform starting in 1978, has become the third largest economy in the 
world after the Untied Sates and Japan. On the other hand, the cleavage between the 
rich and poor has become considerable2. There are all kinds of social movements of 
protests happening in contemporary Chinese society. The government announced that 
the “collective incidents” had grown from ten thousand per year in 1993 to more than 
sixty thousand per year in 2003, and numbers of participants had increased from 0.73 
million to 3.07 million3.  
 
However, most protests happened on the local level and are organized by the peasants 
and workers. Scholars notice that most of the social movements in contemporary 
china can be concluded as the rightful resistance and mainly happened on local 
levels4. This means that in contemporary China, those who participate in social 
movements of protests are not the elites, but the people from the grassroots. Their 
purposes do not directly refer to institutional change or democratization, but claim 
their rights to be protected by the government and their voices heard by the society.    
 
The situation of social movements of protest in contemporary Chinese society leads to 
my research questions of why social movements of protest in contemporary China 
mainly exist on the local level, do not rise up to higher levels, while protests have 
grown both in size and number. Furthermore, what kinds of mechanisms or traditions 
make it so is another puzzle. My hypothesis is that the Letters and Visits System in 
China helps build up the channel between the protesters and the government, so that 
the protesters can convey their grievances and claims their rights through this system. 
Most social contradictions can be relieved in local levels through this mechanism. 
Culture also accounts for the difference of social movements in China compared to 
the West. The conception of civil society in China is different from the West, in 
which the citizens trust the “sage rule” more than the political mechanism. Although 
NGOs have been promoted by the Chinese government since the economic reform, 
they are essentially different from the traditions and functions of NGOs in Western 
societies. On one hand, the NGOs do not get much development in rural areas and 
less developed regions. On the other hand, most of the NGOs in China have all kinds 
of connections with the government. They are funded by the government or depend 
on the government to fulfill their own interests. Besides theoretical analysis, I also use 
a case study of Hantai County, where I did fieldwork and interviewed both protesters 
and local officials to test my hypothesis. Finally I consider the implications of this 
social movement in China, and conclude that the social movements in China have not 
yet been beyond government control because both the mechanism and the tradition 
can relieve the pressures and help to tame the protests growing to higher levels. I am 
also aware of the argument that the state and the Party play crucial roles in controlling 
                                                
2 A research by the Finance Ministry has concluded that China's Gini Coefficient standing at 0.46 in 2005, 
which was well above the internationally recognized warning line of 0.4. 
3 See “http://news.xinhuanet.com/mrdx/2005-07/31/content_3290161.htm” 
4 O’Brien, Kevin and Lianjiang Li, Rightful Resistance in Rural China (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2006). 
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consistent social movements of protest in China, as in many other non-liberal 
democratic countries. However, this article focuses on the distinctive mechanism in 
China, and makes a contribution to the existing social movement literatures. 
 
Defining Social movement in China  
 
The classical theories of social movement in Europe can be briefly summed up as 
follows: Alain Touraine defines social movement as something it has to challenge the 
overall system of meaning which sets dominant rules in a given society. This concept 
is very similar to Antonio Gramsci’s concept that a social movement is the emergence 
of a class alliance, forging its own identity among highly differentiated beliefs and 
senses of community into a challenge, first to the allocations of state funds, eventually 
to the state and the social order it maintains as a whole. The literature on this topic is 
extensive, but the level of analysis and theoretical basis is limited. Since the topic is 
also dynamic, the analysis cannot be based on a single previous study. The fieldwork 
and case studies are very important in understanding and analyzing the essence and 
change of the social movement in contemporary China. For all the previous studies 
about this topic, lack of trustful data is one of the main obstacles in analysis. 
Historically, Chinese people have long traditions of mass protests against high local 
taxes, and local rebellions were familiar phenomena in Chinese history. In 
contemporary China, certainly, there are many public protests in local areas, but 
rarely at the national level to challenge the dominant social order. Kevin O’Brien and 
Lianjiang Li in their book Rightful Resistance in Rural China write: “After the 
research, there is no social movement existing in rural China, the form of protest is 
mainly focused on rightful issues”. Elizabeth Perry concludes that there are three 
forms of social movements in contemporary China: the economically motivated 
actions by hard-pressed workers and farmers, the nationalistically inspired 
demonstrations by patriotic students, and the religiously rooted resistance by zealous 
believers. 
 
The Chinese government particularly showed utmost tolerance to protests by farmers 
and workers. From the imperial past to the present, economic protests demanding a 
secure livelihood were generally seen as a signal of local distress that should be dealt 
with by primary-level officials5. As the Chinese government emphasized the motto 
“build the Party for the public, govern for the people”, it is the responsibility of the 
Party to provide welfare for the whole people. Historically, the CCP mainly depended 
on the workers and peasants in the civil war that defeated the Kuomintang and 
ushered in the Communist regime in 1949. The mass line in the Maoist era 
emphasized that the party and the mass should have close connections and the Party 
should always serve the masses and lean on them. After Deng’s economic reform that 

                                                
5 Perry, Elizabeth J. Challenging the mandate of Heaven: social protest and state power in China (New 
York: M.E. Sharpe, 2002) 
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began in 1978, the workers and peasants gradually lost their previous eminent status 
in society. Their economic rights were adversely affected by rapid urbanization, 
privatization and reform of the ownership system. The problem of “peasantry, 
agriculture and rural areas” became one of the major socioeconomic woes in China in 
the 1990s. Economically, the cleavage between urban and rural areas has widened 
continually. The problem surrounding the issue of land remains the main problem in 
Chinese rural areas. Much of the protest was confined to the countryside, where many 
issues were connected to land confiscation. Politically, as the village-level elections 
gave villagers the right to choose their own leaders, the relationship between the party 
and the elected village leaders became a new problem. Most of the township officials 
complained that the leaders in villages did not care about the government. On the 
other hand, the existing household registration system upset the equal rights between 
urban and rural dwellers. There is in effect little social security (such as health 
insurance) in the countryside, but until now, the peasants did not protest about it. 
Most of the collective protests in rural areas were related to the usage of land, and 
local government official corruption in the trading of land. In addition, in the process 
of rapid urbanization, many peasants lost their land, and the compensations for that 
were much lower than what they expected. In general, the protests in rural areas were 
mostly focused on economic, rather than political, issues. 
 
In urban areas, the social protests largely clustered around the issues of employment 
and social security of the working class. Different from the peasants, the urban 
working class was the leading force in the newly established People’s Republic. 
Before the ownership reform in 1990s, the working class was seen to hold the “steel 
bowl”, which meant that the government and factories paid in full for their salaries, 
health care, affordable housing and schooling. Nowadays the working class is the 
group that has lost its eminent status and become the class that needs to be protected. 
Most of them used to work in state-owned enterprises (SOEs). After the privatization 
and modernization of those enterprises or factories, large numbers of workers lost 
their jobs, or were laid-off. They received very little pensions from the factories they 
had worked for or the government. Although the emergence and prosperity of private 
enterprises and the rapid economic growth have absorbed labor forces from the 
former SOEs, many workers who are elderly, lacking in special skills and with little 
education cannot find jobs.  As such, they do not benefit from the country’s economic 
growth. Compared to the peasant protests, the worker class protests were well-
organized, and in most cases they used Maoist slogans in raising demands on the 
government6. However, their petitions mostly were focused on the questions of 
unemployment, social security, education, health care, economic and social issues, 
rather than questions of political change. David Kelly points out that the political 
goals of movements among the legions of laid-off workers and related groups are 
often relatively modest. Most protests also made references to inequities in laws and 

                                                
6 Such as: “We do not want democracy, but the right to work”; “Workers are Masters of the State”; “Yes to 
Socialism, No to Capitalism”; “Long Live the Working Class”. 
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regulations, but sought economic rights and fulfillment of basic needs of life rather 
than political rights. Rather than using violence, protesters asserted their claims 
largely through approved channels and questioned the regime’s policies and 
legitimating myths. The party’s task now focuses on “building up the party for the 
public, achieving the good governance for the people”. Solving these social problems 
has been listed on the agenda of the government. In fulfilling Hu Jintao’s call for a 
“harmonious society”, the crucial factor is to deal with the relationship between the 
different classes, and understanding their situations and claims is essential. 
 
In contemporary China, in short, the main social movements of protest are geared 
toward economic and social issues and the relationship with the rule of law. The 
participants mainly come from the peasant and working classes. Economic rights, 
rather than political rights are what they are really concerned with. Under this 
situation, social movements in contemporary China can be defined as acts of rightful 
resistance7. As the old Chinese saying goes, “one can get heard by the world if reason 
is on one’s side,” most protesters believe they have the right reasons to protest against 
unreasonable regulations and improper behaviors of governmental officials. The 
existing laws and the ideas of rule of law that are advocated by the Party and the 
government itself create an existing channel for the individuals or groups disputing 
the authority for their own ends. In contemporary China, the central government 
makes laws and rules to regulate the behaviors of the local governments. But in local 
areas, the laws and regulations are not fully implemented by local officials. 
Corruption, local interests and abuse of political power by local officials invade the 
economic and political lawful rights of the people. Under this situation, people who 
have been deprived lawful rights often band together to demand their rights through 
collective action. Their claims rarely exceed their original appeals, to become 
demands on political issues. That is a pattern characteristic of this genre of protests. 
Furthermore, this resistance usually starts in rural areas, and ends after their claims 
get response by the government. It rarely becomes violent. 
 
The Letters and Visits System  
 
The Letters and Visits system is a unique political system in China, and acts as the 
main mechanism to appease the protests from rising up to higher levels. It is a 
political participatory institution in which the normal citizens can convey their 
grievances to the government, but also it is a supplement to the rule of law, which 
means almsgiving for the citizens using the political power by the government. There 
are Bureaus of Letters and Visits in all level governments in China existing as 
governmental departments. Its main responsibilities are to handle the issues of 

                                                
7 Kevin O’Brien and Lianjiang Li on their book Rightful Resistance in Rural China (2006) gives the 
following definition: “Rightful resistance is a form of popular contention that operates near the boundary of 
authorized channels…In particular rightful resistance entails the innovative use of laws, policies, and other 
officially promoted values to defy disloyal political and economic elites.” 
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complaints and grievances from people in that region8. The main functions of the 
Letters and Visits system are to report the important comments, suggestions and 
problems that are expressed in letters and visits to the authorities. When complains 
have been received by the government, the bureau should give response and proposed 
solutions in 90 days9. When the investigation is finished, the Bureau of Letters and 
Visits gives the final solution to the complainers.     
 
Since stability has become the priority in Chinese Realpolitik, the quality of dealing 
with the citizen’s complains has become one of the most important benchmarks in 
measuring the achievements of the local politicians. Usually higher level governments 
rank lower level governments by the number of citizen’s complains. Local officials 
hardly get promoted if many collective actions, such as public protests, resistance or 
acts of violence have happened in that region. Because of that, all governments have 
paid considerable attention to the work of the Letters and Visits. The complainers 
now have learned to use this system to pressure the local government into solving 
their problems. Protest through the Letters and Visits System has become the priority 
for them, and also can be seen as a ‘shortcut’ for the complainers in dealing with all 
kinds of complaints, including issues concerning lawsuits. Usually in a society where 
the law is sound and respected, using lawsuits should be superior to other means of 
solving complaints and other legal issues. But in contemporary Chinese society, the 
law still needs to be improved and the concept of rule of law has not yet prevailed in 
the society. The Letters and Visits system is de facto a system that emphasizes using 
executive powers to solve the socioeconomic problems for the complainers. Although 
the Regulation on Letters and Visits regulates that the citizens can only complain for 
those issues harming their lawful and legal rights, in reality, this system deals with all 
kinds of issues that the citizens complain10. Hence, the system of Letters and Visits 
has created a channel for the complainers to face the governmental officials directly to 
convey their grievance and request for results.          
  
Although the number of complaints increases each year, mainly complaints are still 
kept at local levels. Partly because the design of this system is that “the issues should 
be solved by the related level government”11, the complainers rarely really go to the 
central government to complain for the local issues. Most of them use this to pressure 
local officials. Lacking organization and support even from the surrounding people, 

                                                
8 Based on the Regulation on Letters and Visits, the citizens have their rights to use all kinds of forms, such 
as sending letters, or going to the bureau to ask for the help. 
9 When the related departments receive the policy suggestions from the Bureau of Letters and Visits, they 
also need to investigate on those complains. At the same time, the Bureau of Letters and Visits has the right 
to supervise the progress of these related departments. 
10 Many complainers use the collective ways to complain. Facing this situation, most of the governmental 
officials would like to negotiate with the complainers, and promise to solve the problems for them. In most 
cases, the more pressure given to the government by the complainers, the easier and faster their problems 
get solved. 
11 It means that usually the higher level governments do not handle the issues directly for the complainers 
coming from lower regions. 
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the complainers who went to the central government account for very small 
percentages of the total complainers. Due to China’s size, compared to the well-
organized complaints at the local level, the complainers who go to the central level 
are mainly individual behaviors. The mainstream of social protests in contemporary 
China are organized by and participated in by the peasants and working class, which 
means in general they belong to the weakened class and need more protection from 
the law and government.  However, in a society which lacks sound NGOs and laws, 
direct almsgivings from the government becomes the best choice for them. The 
Letters and Visits system appears as the channel for the grassroots to get attention 
from the government.  It also creates a channel for the Party and government 
perceiving the contradictions in contemporary Chinese society to adjust the public 
policies and achieve good governance.  
 
The Letters and Visits system has been seen as a very important mechanism to deal 
with the relationship between the government and the citizens. The leadership in all 
levels of government understands that the stability is crucial for governance and their 
own promotion as well. Also after more than 25 years of economic developments, the 
State obtains more ways to handle the issues of social protests. It allows officials to 
use alternative way to solve the social problem12  The Letters and Visits System can 
be explained as the most important non-violent mechanism in dealing with social 
protest in contemporary Chinese society. It helps to keep most of the large and 
rightful resistance in local areas. However, there is no denying that this system is not 
perfect, and when this system fails to handle protestors' complaints, or protestors are 
not satisfied with the results, more conflicts will happen and sometimes evolve into 
collective riots in local areas13. 
 
Ideas of Civil Society in China 
 
The concept of civil society is originally a European idea and a product of the 
prosperous capitalist economy and the emergence of the modern state. Justice, rights 
and legal procedure play crucial roles in building European civil society. It has also 
been defined in numerous ways. Although there is no direct linkage between 
democracy and civil society based on these definitions14, the society with more social 
organizations and a greater public sphere is more likely to be democratic.  
 

                                                
12 Such as giving compensation to the protesters, this happening in many rich regions in China. 
13 Especially on the township level, the government is not well-organized in dealing with the issues of 
public protest. Conflicts are more likely to happen there. 
14 Jude Howell defines civil society referring to an intermediary sphere of voluntary association, comprising 
a range of organizations, groups, networks, and associational forms, that is situated between the state and 
the family, and that has some degree of autonomy from the state. Stephan Feuchtwang defines “civil 
society is whatever exists as a public field of mass and personal communication and organization against 
tyranny, then and now, and in the politics of modern states a bulwark against the overweening use of the 
state’s executive powers.” 
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Randy Kluver considers that the rise of urban culture and the more complex and 
centralized social organization that urban life requires made China one of the oldest 
continuous civil societies in human history. Michael Frolic offers the idea of ‘State-
Led Civil Society’ in contemporary China. State-led civil society refers to the 
organizations and groups designed by the state for coordinating state activity in a 
specific sector of the economy or the society. But here there are certain distinctions 
between the Chinese and the European traditions of civil society. In Europe, the 
political development created a fundamental antagonism between state and society, 
public and private, opposing civil society to the government during the forming of 
civil society. However, in China, it is the Confucian ideal of Ren (People), which is 
responsiveness to others and to things in a sense of the world as a balanceable set of 
relations, not an association of individuals. Trust in the government is based on 
trusting the leadership’s morality and capacity, rather than trust the in law in the 
European tradition.  
 
Chinese citizens expect government to act according to their ideas of a leadership’s 
responsibility and can condemn them for not doing so. The Chinese concept of civil 
society is that the people expect the government to pay its responsibility to sever the 
people, and achieve good governance through “moral leadership”, rather than expect 
good mechanisms to make them participate in policy making. When many protesters 
go to the government to convey their grievances, they expect to get help from ‘good 
leaders’, and expect the leaders to solve the problem for them, rather than to seek help 
from the legal process15. In Chinese society, the central government is seen to 
represent the interest of the people, but local government is not sometimes16. The 
Chinese tradition of expecting “good leadership” and “sage rule” certainly plays an 
important role in building up the Chinese style of civil society. A sage within and a 
monarch facing outward (neisheng waiwang) is the best model of leadership in 
Chinese history. Sage leadership should be the one that is used by the people, not one 
that uses the people. All the good leaders in Chinese history first set the standard of 
being a moral example, and then a capable leader. Expecting more from the “Sage 
Rule” than through the good mechanism is the main characteristic of Chinese civil 
society.  
 
Culture does play a crucial role in understanding the different ideas of civil society 
between the West and China. Now, the Chinese government gives the idea of 
“harmonious society’, originally from Confucianism, which also focuses on the moral 
building up of governance and leadership. However, from the perspective of the state, 
the principle of individual autonomy could be challengeable to the authority, which 

                                                
15 The citizens have the ideas and feelings that the higher the government level is the more efficient and just 
it will be. 
16 Based on the studies by Jianrong Yu, he interviewed more than 6 hundred protesters who went to the 
Central Bureau of Letters and Visits. 40% of these people believed that the central government would solve 
the problems for them. But they do not trust the local government at all. The township government is the 
government closest to the people and has lowest amount of trust from the protesters in the survey. 
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can not be tolerated by this political culture. Also, the predominant agrarian social 
composition in rural areas, social segmentation, and mass poverty are all serious 
impediments to the possible emergence of a civil society, especially in rural areas. So 
in contemporary China, most of the protests end after the requisitions is fulfilled. The 
purpose of protests is not for the welfare of the public, but for their own benefits. A 
lack of the idea of citizenship makes the protesters less focused on the influencing 
society, or influencing others to organize against the system and government. 
Protesters give more tolerance to the system itself than to the corrupted officials. 
When the requisitions are fulfilled by the government, rarely will they maintain the 
protest to fight for other people who are suffering from the same problems. When 
people’s welfare is strongly linked and dependent on the state, whether or not the state 
can achieve good governance is crucial for people’s livelihood, a western style of 
civil society can not really be built inn this social condition. To the peasants and 
working class, improving their lives through help and guidance from the government 
is the more practical goal.  
 
The Role of NGOs in China 
 
There is still a theoretical debate about the relationship between NGOs and social 
movements17. Marlies Glasius points out that NGO, together with social movements, 
have successfully filled the vacuum left behind by the death of ideology and the 
failure of traditional political parties. When most people feel disappointed about the 
political parties, they may choose to join NGOs, and through the social movements 
led by NGOs, they achieve fulfillment from the process. On the other hand, NGOs 
would be more successful if they organized more social movements and achieved the 
goals which people could not achieve through the political parties. This is the 
incentive for NGOs to organize social movements and participate actively.  
 
Qin Hui18 considers NGOs in China to be different from those in most countries. They 
are a product of market reform and the corresponding process of social 
transformation. He defines NGOs also as the third sector, which means the ‘volunteer 
sector’. Based on his definition of NGOs in China, they are more or less the 
organizations which provide public good through voluntary mechanism. It is a 
substitute to ‘government failure’ and ‘market failure’. His analysis about NGOs in 
China is mainly focused on their economic functions in which they help prevent and 
eliminate the influence of the ‘state failure’. NGOs are not a main body in Chinese 
society, but appear as the byproduct of a developing market economy, and as he 
described “a component of global corporations revolution”. Western Scholars hold the 
similar opinion that the emergences of Chinese NGOs are followed by the market 

                                                
17 Most NGOs exist in the form of institutionalized organizations. They are attacked by the social protester 
movements for lacking passion to organize, being only a routine bureaucracy. 
18 Qin Hui, a professor at Tsinghua University, China. See his paper NGO in China: the third sector in the 
globalization process and social transformation. 
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reform of the 1980s. When the state realized that it had limited capacity to deal with 
all kinds of economic and political issues, it started to downsize and transfer many of 
its economic and social functions to a variety of social groups. Most NGOs in China 
will fall under the category of either government-organized NGOs or quasi-official 
NGOs. In fact, the name NGO in Chinese is not exactly the same as in the West. 
Usually it is called “social organization” or “mass organization”.  
 
However, it is true that the Party-State has withdrawn from direct administrative 
controls from many public sectors, while retaining powerful means of selective 
intervention19. On the other hand, some kinds of NGOs are also welcomed by the 
state, especially by local governments. In ways that state agencies cannot serve the 
poor, the disabled and the diseased. Many international NGOs are also encouraged by 
the Chinese government. Those INGOs serve as bridges from the government to the 
people. They also convey information from the people to the government. State 
leaders clearly believe that social groups, if carefully monitored, can provide a 
politically safe conduit for people’s voices to be heard. So finally the Chinese 
government can use social groups in an attempt to gain legitimacy and money 
internationally. 
 
Although the Chinese government encourages the development of NGOs in China, 
every NGO needs to have a supervisory body in a state agency, its so-called guakao 
danwei. On the other hand, many NGOs are started by Party-State agencies20, many 
local level associations used to be governmental departments and have been 
transferred to social organizations. But they still have interrelations with the 
government. Some of their leaders are also appointed by the local government, and 
some of them are funded by the government. Those with close government links often 
play a more direct role in policy formulations than their counterparts21. In order to get 
its economic benefit, most NGOs prefer to negotiate with the states and maintain a 
good relationship with the government.  
 
The NGOs in China have won the opportunities to develop both in size and in 
number, and also to gain increasing autonomy. Most the NGOs based on their own 
interests would not like to organize the social protest, since they have associations 
with the government and their economic benefits also prohibit them from protesting 
against the government22. The space for NGOs to participate in politics is limited, and 
without the protection from the appropriate law, becoming involved with protest 

                                                
19 Jude Howell points out that the Party-State mainly withdrew from two sectors. One is in favor of 
regulation by reference to laws and judicial procedures. The other is by reliance on professionalism, like 
lawyers, academic, doctors and managers. 
20 Such as the educational charity for schools in poor areas - Operation Hope, is started by the national 
China Youth League. 
21 Saich, Tony, “Negotiating the State: The Development of Social Organizations in China,” The China 
Quarterly, No. 161 (2000): 124-141. 
22 Jude Howell points out that NGO in Chinese society do not organize social movement or protest. 
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against the government will only damage their own survival and development. The 
cost for them choosing to cooperate with the government is much lower than going 
against the government to achieve their own goals. In general, NGOs in contemporary 
China lack the socioeconomic conditions and incentives to organize social movement 
against the government.  
 
Case studies-the social protest in Hantai County 
 
In 2006, I did fieldwork and an internship in Hantai County government, Shanxi 
Province, China, for 3 months. I went to the Bureau of Letters and Visits working as 
an intern there. During the daily work, I contacted and interviewed many people who 
went to the bureau to convey their grievances and seek for help from the government. 
I also talked to government officials inside the Bureau of Letters and Visits. Through 
working inside the bureau, I got many first-hand materials concerning the protests. 
Through 3-month’s fieldwork, I realized that most resistance in local areas can be 
concluded as ‘rightful resistance’, which related to the social and economic 
translation in contemporary Chinese society. I perceived the contradiction between 
modern rule of law and traditional rule by men from both sides - the people and the 
officials. I confirmed my hypothesis that the social protests were not towards a 
democratic goal, and resistance mainly stayed in the local area. The government may 
not predict them or prevent them from happening, but it still controls social protest in 
that region.       
 
I concluded the contents of protests in Hantai as following: (1) Protest against 
inadequate compensation from citizens and peasants who have lost their land and 
housing. (2) Protest from laid-off and unemployed workers who used to work in the 
state-owned enterprises against privatization. (3) Protest against inadequate pensions 
and social security by retired workers and former army and governmental officials. 
(4) Protest against corrupted officials and power abuse in villages by peasants. (5) 
Protest and complaint about the socioeconomic issues concerning the legal process. 
Summing up these specific issues, protests and complaints in Hantai County can be 
classified as the following types: Land problems, unemployment in SOEs, social 
security, corruption and judicial issues. Those problems not only existed in Hantai, 
but also in contemporary Chinese society. Through understanding and analyzing their 
problems, scholars and government can understand better the social contradictions. 
And the Letters and Visits System helps the government create a channel to hear 
voices from the bottom-up, the grassroots in China.    
 
In the case of Hantai, the protests and complaints from the citizens do put a lot of 
pressure on the government and the officials. Under the large background of building 
up a “harmonious society”, stability is the top concern of the Party. The local 
government mainly used the Letters and Visits as the channel to communicate with 
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protesters23. A large percentage of the complainers who went to the government were 
really seeking for help from the government, and hoped the government could solve 
their living problems. Also in most cases, the government gave a subsidy to the 
complainers if they used more extreme actions24.  Although the Letters and Visits 
System can not solve all problems about which the protesters complained, in 
contemporary Chinese society, where both the rule of law and the spirit of respecting 
the law are not totally established, this ‘rule by men’ system becomes an important 
supplement to the law. During my research in the county, police forces were rarely 
used to solve the problem, and most protesters came peacefully as well. 
 
During the interview and talk with the complainers, most of them had said the similar 
words, “I (we) want to see the head of the government”. They more or less had the 
simple belief that once they saw the leaders, especially the good leaders, they would 
help to solve the problem for them immediately. The higher-ranking the leader was, 
the fast their problems could be solved. Sporadic violent protests and resistance in 
most of the cases were a means of showing the determination of the protesters, and 
put more pressure on the leaders of the local government. But once their goals had 
been achieved, the movement would also be terminated automatically25. Also because 
the people who participated in the protest knew very little about the law and 
democratic ideas, their incentive for protesting was mainly fighting for their own 
benefits. It was a very self-conscious way to behave, rather than having the modern 
citizenship identity to fight for legal rights. 
 
In Hantai County, most the complainers see government as their first and best choice 
to solve problems. In fact, the Association of Law Assistance- a NGO organized by 
the government, is just next door to the Bureau of Letters and Visits. But compared to 
the busy bureau, very few people really trust the association or go to it for help. Also, 
those associations lack of enough funds to support the complainers, such as the 
Association of Law Assistance is funded by the Hantai government. In the case of 
Hantai, a less developed county in China, the NGOs hardly play a role in the social 
protest.  
   
The prospect of social movement in China 
 
Although social movements in China mainly happen at the local level and are under 
the control of the government, officials are mindful of Mao Zedong’s counsel that “a 
single spark can start a prairie fire.” Hence, local protesters often get timely response 
from officials, and many do hope that eventually there will be basic change in the 
governmental decision-making process. Finally if the resistance continues to spread 
                                                
23 There are specific persons in each governmental department to cooperate with the Bureau of Letters and 
Visits. 
24 This behavior can be called “maintaining the stability through money”. 
25 Even the protesters chose to use the collective actions to express their dissatisfactions. The coalition 
would not become the regular organization once the protest ended. 
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and escalate, the foundation of the regime’s legitimacy and stability will become 
shaky. Citizenship is the political right within a society, also it reflects to a citizen 
should have both duties and rights. Compared to urban people, rural people have less 
opportunity for quality mandatory education, health insurance and social security, and 
the household registration system makes it difficult for rural people to live in the 
cities in terms of integrating to the urban lives. However, the central government has 
abandoned the agricultural tax to the villagers in 2003, and they can participate in 
village elections to elect the leaders of villages directly. The social movements 
educate and make the protesters understand more about the rule of law, and use the 
weapon of law to protect their lawful rights, but do not necessarily help them to form 
and fight for their citizenship.  
 
In terms of political change through protest, scholars believe that once the protest 
threatens to undermine the legitimacy of the regime, it encourages top leaders to pay 
more attention to the demands of villagers. But in the Chinese political system, the 
consideration of the central government and the local government to the public protest 
can be different from each other, sometimes contrary. Although social stability is 
crucial for the government, the central government may pay more attention to stability 
and sustainable social development. To the local officials, the most important 
benchmark to judge their political achievements is still economic development in the 
region. As long the public protests do not reach a higher level, the local officials 
would like to use other means to solve and relieve the protests, rather than reform 
policies which could possibly affect the speed of economic development. Also for the 
protesters, their main interest also focuses on the economic rights, and once their 
requests get fulfilled, the protests are suspended. But it is possible that once the local 
governments lose the control of social protests, both the central government and local 
government may pay more consideration to the institutional change. Currently the 
political change is mainly affected by the influence of economic reform and 
institutionalization of the Party and government. 
 
The former Soviet Union and Eastern European countries collapsed under the weight 
of widespread national social protests against communist rule. In China, similar 
challenges erupted in 1989 at Tiananmen Square. But since then, the elites seemed to 
learn lessons from the post-communist regimes. The abrupt collapse of the states 
would not bring welfare to the people and nations. In contemporary China, the 
Communist party is presiding over the most astonishing example of economic growth 
in human history. Never before has so much wealth been created by so many people 
in so short a time in Chinese history. Economic growth has improved the welfare of 
most of the population, giving them a stake in the survival of the current regime as 
long as they continue to benefit from its policies and its stability.  
 
Although social movements of protests happen in China everyday, through the social 
protest, the party and government can identify the main problems. The central 
government can change and plan better its policies in regard to peasant burdens, 



CEU Political Science Journal. Vol. 3, No. 4 

 401 

social welfare and security. This authoritarian regime can be “resilient”, because it 
remains robustly authoritarian and securely in power. Now it has focused on the 
issues concerning the economic and social equality and reducing the poverty.  
 
Conclusion 
 
The Letters and Visits System, the Chinese conception of civil society and the role of 
NGOs explain the reasons why social movement in China most likely stays at the 
local level, rather than going to higher levels. Although there is much criticism and 
debate to the Letters and Visits system, in contemporary Chinese society, it plays a 
crucial role in dealing with the social protests. When the rule of law has not be 
established totally, and the spirit of respecting the law is even further from the reality 
of Chinese society, this executive way - almsgiving of political power, can been seen 
as the second best choice. Since the main characteristic of social protest in China is 
that it has happened mainly in rural areas and concerned rightful issues, the NGOs in 
China do not have the capacity to help them. At that same time, the development of 
NGOs themselves needs the permission of and connection with the government. The 
NGOs can not represent the interest of protesters from the grassroots. Their roles 
among social movement are very limited. The different interpretations to the Chinese 
idea of civil society from that of the West explain what the people really expect from 
society and government. The Confucian idea of the “Datong Society” gives more 
emphasis on the welfare and equality offered by the government, rather than a society 
with good mechanism. Stability, rather than spontaneity, is the watchword of the day 
even for rural people. Traditionally, the lifestyle such as “live and work in peace and 
contentment” (Anju Leye) is always the pursuit of normal people. The Chinese 
tradition of civil society certainly has an effect on taming the extreme idea of social 
changes during the social movements. As long as the CCP keeps leading the 
economic growth of China, and brings a more equal society to the people, social 
protest will not challenge the current political system, and social protest will also 
hardly reach higher levels to challenge the national security of China.   
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