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Die Bedeutung von Civil Society und Nichtregierungsorganisationen  
in der VR China 
Nora Sausmikat 
  
In der entwicklungspolitischen Debatte 
gab es seit der Kritik der 80er Jahre an 
der makro-ökonomischen Stabilisierungs-
politik eine Verschiebung hin zu struktu-
reller Ursachenforschung und Krisenprä-
vention (Uschi Eid 2000, S. 39). Das Pro-
gramm der Vereinten Nationen (UNDP) 
hat 1994 das Konzept der „menschlichen 
Sicherheit“ in die internationale Diskus-
sion eingebracht, welches das Bedro-
hungspotential nicht mehr nur aus-
schließlich in militärischen Konflikten 
verortet, sondern auch in sozialen Dispa-
ritäten, Armut, Umweltverschmutzung, 
Verletzung der Menschenrechte, finan-
zieller Instabilität sowie fehlenden Zu-
gang von Bevölkerungsgruppen zu politi-
schen Institutionen und Entscheidungs-
strukturen.  
Etwa zeitgleich wuchs das Interesse am 
Faktor „Civil Society“ für eine Konsolidie-
rung von „jungen Demokratien“, vor-
nehmlich ausgelöst durch die Vorgänge in 
Osteuropa. Ein Begriff verselbstständigte 
sich, aus dem Ursprungsbegriff "bürgerli-
che Öffentlichkeit", dem 1962 veröffent-
lichten Werk Jürgen Habermas über den 
"Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit" ent-
nommen, wurde in der Adaption osteuro-
päischer Intellektueller die "Civil So-
ciety". Die Aufnahme des Begriffs durch 
amerikanische Sinologen führte schließ-
lich zur Adaption durch die chinesischen 
Intellektuellen selbst.  
Die Evaluation des Erfolgs von Stabilisie-
rungs- und Konsolidierungsprozessen in 
Transformationsgesellschaften hängt ent-
scheidend von den wissenschaftlichen De-
finitionen der Parameter ab. Die chinesi-
schen Diskurse zu internationalen The-
men wie Civil Society, Good Governance, 
Gender Mainstreaming oder ähnliches 
sind vornehmlich von Übersetzungs- und 
Interpretationsproblemen geprägt. So be-
ginnt denn auch Yu Kepings Aufsatz mit 
einer Definition. Yu Keping ist ehemali-
ger Absolvent der renommierten Beijing 

Universität, wurde dann Mitarbeiter im 
Marxismus-Leninismus Übersetzungsbüro, 
welches später das China Center for Compa-
rative Politics and Economics angliederte, 
dessen Leiter Yu heute ist. Yu griff das The-
ma Civil Society auf, nachdem es Anfang der 
1990er Jahre vornehmlich noch als abstrakte 
Kategorie durch die Diskurse der chinesi-
schen Intellektuellen geisterte (Frick 1993, 
S. 13).  
Im Jahre 1998 gründete das Institut für 
Entwicklungsstudien in Sussex zusammen 
mit der Ford-Foundation das "Civil Scociety 
and Governance" Programm, welches sich 
zum Ziel gesetzt hatte, weltweit (in 22 Län-
dern aus Asien, Afrika, Lateinamerika, Ost-
europa, dem Mittleren Osten und Amerika) 
anhand von Fallbeispielen Funktion, Cha-
rakter und den Einfluß der Civil Society zu 
untersuchen.  
Yu war zusammen mit den bekannten In-
tellektuellen Liu Junning und Sun Liping 
zuständig für den Chinabereich und der vor-
liegende Aufsatz ist Teil dieser Fallstudie. 
Yu untersuchte die Dorfkomitees, Fami-
lienplanungsvereinigungen, die Jugendliga 
und Dorfmilizen als Beispiele "ländlicher Zi-
vilorganisationen". Sun Liping untersuchte 
im Detail die Entstehungsgeschichte, ideo-
logische Rechtfertigung und institutionellen 
Schwierigkeiten des "Project Hope" – ein 
lehrreiches Fallbeispiel, wenn man etwas 
über die administrativen und politischen 
Schwierigkeiten von Wohlfahrtsinitiativen in 
China lernen möchte. Liu Junning unter-
suchte anhand der Beziehung zwischen Re-
gierung und den Handelskammern den Auf-
stieg einer Civil Society in der entstehenden 
Marktwirtschaft. Besonders im Hinblick auf 
die Durchsetzung des Schutzes von Privatei-
gentum und Privatunternehmen schildert er 
die wichtige Vermittlerrolle der Handels-
kammer. 
Schon diese drei Fallbeispiele zeigen, in-
wieweit sich die Konzeption der "Civil So-
ciety" gewandelt hat. Ähnlich wie in Süd-
korea arbeiten viele Chinesen lieber mit dem 
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englischen Begriff „Civil Society Or-
ganizations“, wenn sie Messinstrumente 
für die Entstehung einer Civil Society be-
nennen wollen. Diese Organisationen 
werden gefasst als soziale Wohlfahrtsor-
ganisationen, die in Kooperation mit dem 
Staat die Aufgaben einer sich modernisie-
renden Gesellschaft gemeinsam bewälti-
gen (Yu S. 2). Diese Konzeption hat sich 
weit entfernt von dem Konzept der "bür-
gerlichen Gesellschaft" im Sinne Haber-
mas, die als Grundlage Öffentlichkeit 
(public sphere) idealtypisch als "sozialen 
Raum" definiert, in dem sich öffentliche 
Meinung frei von autoritären Eingriffen 
artikulieren kann (Habermas 1984, S. 
52).  
Aber die Verkürzung des komplexen Beg-
riffs wurde ja schon in den anglo-ameri-
kanischen Ansätzen zur Civil Society mit 
der Intention verfolgt, die gesellschaftli-
che Transformation kommunistischer o-
der postkommunistischer Staaten mit ei-
ner bürgerlichen Ideologie zu unterlegen 
– die sich etablierende "Öffentlichkeit" in 
diesen Staaten ist nicht mehr zwangsläu-
fig an die enge Habermas'sche Definition 
einer "bürgerlichen Gesellschaft" (des eu-
ropäischen 17./18. Jh.) gebunden. Auf 
diese Weise können z.B. die Ahnentempel 
oder Clanorganisationen als Civil Society 
Organisationen definiert werden (Yu S. 
4), denn sie beschreiben eine organisierte 
Öffentlichkeit durch eine anerkannte 
dörfliche Elite, die sich für das Gemein-
wohl einsetzt und sich ein gewisses Maß 
an Autonomie erobern konnte. Amerika-
nische Chinawissenschaftler und chine-
sischstämmige Amerikaner verbinden mit 
dem Begriff "Civil Society" einen Wandel 
von totalitär geprägten Staats-
Gesellschaftsbeziehungen hin zu einer 
sich pluralisierenden und di-
versifizierenden Gesellschaft, die nicht 
zwangsläufig gegen den Staat opponiert, 
aber autonome Räume erkämpft (Zhao 
Suisheng 2000 S. 9, Ding Yijiang 2000, S. 
132).  
China nimmt teil an einem globalen Ver-
änderungsprozess, in dem Regierungen 
den Wohlfahrtsstaat zurückfahren und 
sich die Weltbank in der Stärkung von 

Gemeinschaftsorganisationen engagiert. 
Manche Wissenschaftler bezeichnen daher 
die Konzeption einer Civil Society als politi-
sche Instanz der Konfrontation zwischen 
Staat und Gesellschaft als "altes Paradig-
ma", welches von einem kooperativen Modell 
der Partnerschaft (PPP) abgelöst wurde. 
Letztendlich entsteht hier eine Art "Öffent-
lichkeit", die mit den staatlichen Instanzen 
zusammen Konzepte zur Organisation der 
entstehenden Interessengruppen erarbeitet.  
Konsequenterweise legt Yu einen Begriff 
zugrunde, der Sozialmanagement, öffentliche 
Verwaltung und wirtschaftliche Interes-
senorganisationen als Basis der Civil Society 
in China formuliert. Vergleicht man die Ent-
wicklung von Civil Society Organisationen, 
die Definitionen von Civil Society und die 
Konzeption von Nichtregierungsorganisa-
tionen in den Ländern Südostasiens, in Ja-
pan und China, so fallen einige Gemein-
samkeiten auf. 
Sozialgeschichtliche Definition von Civil 
Society 
In Japan definierte man NRO als tradi-
tionelle religiöse Dienstleister, in den 60er 
Jahre fielen darunter Bürgervereinigungen, 
die sich zum Teil sehr radikal für politische 
Themen wie Umweltschutz einsetzten, in 
den 70er und 80er Jahren dann profilierten 
sich moderatere Gruppen als "Civil Society 
Organizations", die sich auf soziale Wohl-
fahrt und internationale Zusammenarbeit 
konzentrierten. Alle Organisat ionen ope-
rierten allerdings in einem vagen legalen 
Rahmen und waren vor der Regulierungs-
instanz des Staates nicht geschützt. Erst die 
Reform des seit 1898 geltenden Gesetzes im 
Jahre 1998 erlaubte diesen Organisationen 
mehr Selbstständigkeit und finanzielle Ei-
genständigkeit. In den Philippinen und in 
Korea wird die Form der Verwaltung von 
"Civil Society Organisationen" als "state cor-
poratism" beschrieben (The democracy forum 
of East Asia 2000, Session I, S. 2). 
Seit den 90er Jahren werden Civil Society 
Organisationen in fast allen Ländern Süd-
ostasiens, Japan und China vornehmlich de-
finiert über ihre Erfüllung von sozialen 
Wohlfahrtsaufgaben und ihre Schlüsselrolle 
bei der Entwicklung der Sozialreformen.  
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NRO in der VR China 

Ähnlich wie auch in den anderen, vor al-
lem postsozialistischen Transformations-
staaten wird der Abbau totalitärer Struk-
turen mit der Entwicklung einer Civil So-
ciety gleichgesetzt. Die Demokratisierung 
der Gesellschaft wird festgemacht an der 
Entwicklung von sich organisierenden In-
teressengruppen unterschiedlichster Cou-
leur, die als Basis für eine sich bildende 
Civil Society betrachtet werden (Yu, S. 
11). So ist es aus der Sicht vieler chine-
sischer Wissenschaftler ein Indiz der E-
manzipation der Bürger vom totalitären 
Staat, wenn sich Unternehmerclubs und 
professionelle Vereinigungen bilden kön-
nen (Yu, S. 3-4). Dennoch ist es vielleicht 
verfrüht zu behaupten, das Grundrecht 
auf Vereinigung sei durch die Einführung 
der Marktwirtschaft zu einem gewissen 
Grade verwirklicht, denn alle Vereinigun-
gen in China bedürfen der Zustimmung 
durch staatliche Instanzen. Die Unabhän-
gigkeit von NRO oder Civil Society Orga-
nisationen ist denn auch das vorrangige 
Thema in der internationalen Debatte zu 
der entwicklungspolitischen Bewertung 
des sog. „dritten Sektors“ in China.  
Die sogenannten „Minjian“-Organisatio-
nen oder „shehui tuanti“ (wörtlich: Mit-
gliedergemeinschaften, vgl.: Young 1999/ 
2000, S. 12, Saich 2000, S. 124) gelten ge-
meinhin in China als NRO/NPO1-Körper. 
Nach Saich umschließt dieser Begriff so-
wohl autonome (d.h. auch finanziell au-
tonome) Vereinigungen als auch Orga-
nisationen aufgebaut durch Staatsein-
heiten, die als Wohlfahrtseinrichtungen 
fungieren sollen. Ähnlich wie in anderen 
asiatischen Staaten (so z.B. in Süd-Korea) 
sind diese Organisationen durch staatli-
che Restriktionen in ihrer Hand-
lungsfreiheit eingeschränkt. Seit der 
Weltfrauenkonferenz 1995 in Beijing und 
dem in Huairou lokalisierten NGO-Forum 
werden große staatliche Verwaltungsor-
gane mit dem Label NGO geschmückt. 
Zur Weltfrauenkonferenz wurden 36 
Frauen-NRO akkreditiert - an der Spitze 

                                                 
1 Non-Profit -Organis ation 

der Nationale Frauenverband, seit 1995 offi-
ziell die „größte NRO“ Chinas. 
Natürlich wird seither der Begriff NGO heiß 
diskutiert. Es soll hier nicht weiter erörtert 
werden, inwieweit nun der inflationäre 
Gebrauch dieser Bezeichnung den einzelnen 
Aktivitäten abträglich ist oder nicht. Tony 
Saich (2000) hat in einem Artikel schon auf 
die Komplexität der Interaktion zwischen 
dem Parteienstaat und sozialen Organi-
sationen hingewiesen. Der Trend weg von 
Staatsfürsorge und hin zu Privatinitiativen 
oder Wohlfahrtseinrichtungen wird spätes-
tens seit dem XV. Parteikongress (1997) all-
gemein als Lösung der zukünftigen sozialen 
Probleme im Zuge der Reform angesehen. Im 
Herbst 2000 fand eine internationale Konfe-
renz zur Entwicklung der NRO und NPOs an 
der Qinghua-Universität in Beijing statt. 
Hier wurde das Ziel chinesischer NRO aus 
der Regierungsperspektive noch einmal offen 
dargelegt: So dienen NRO in China vornehm-
lich der Mobilisierung der sog. „sozialen 
Kräfte“ (shehui liliang) zum Zwecke der Sub-
stituierung der Regierung im Bereich der so-
zialen Wohlfahrt und darüber hinaus der 
Verschlankung der Bürokratie. Die Ende der 
90er Jahre gegründeten NRO wurden oft zu 
Versorgungsinstitutionen von pensionierten 
Regierungskadern und als Institutionen des 
Fundraisings mißbraucht - so Nick Young 
von China Development Brief2. Wir wissen 
auch, daß es in China wie in anderen asiati-
schen Staaten das Kuriosum von „staatlichen 
NRO“ (government organized 
NGO=GONGO) gibt. Diese Organisationen 
werden von staatlichen Behörden als NRO 
gegründet (wie z.B. die Familienplanungs-
vereinigung), um (offiziell) im traditionellen 
leninistischen Rahmen als Trans-
missionsriemen in die Gesellschaft hi-
neinzuwirken, in der Tat aber, so Saich, oft 
nur Fundraising-Organisationen seien.  
Der generelle Eindruck, chinesische NRO 
seien regierungs- und weisungsabhängige 
Marionettenorganisationen, wurde zudem 
durch die neue restriktive Gesetzgebung zur 
Akkreditierung von  NRO verstärkt. Da in 

                                                 
22 Eine 1996 von Oxfam/ Hongkong gegründete Initiative 
zur Erforschung und Unterstützung von NGO-Aktivitäten 
in China.   
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der VR China keine soziale Organisation 
ohne die Genehmigung durch das örtliche 
Büro des Ministeriums für Zivilangele-
genheiten (und durch die Anbindung an 
eine Träger-Einheit) akkreditiert wird 
(Saich 2000, S.129) und gezwungen ist, 
sich durch die neue Kontrollinstanz des 
zentralen „Büros für das Management 
von NRO“ (minjian zuzhi guanliju)“ ver-
walten zu lassen, ist eine horizontale 
Ausbreitung von Grassroot-Organisatio-
nen so gut wie unmöglich. Daher werden 
oft nationale Wohlfahrtseinrichtungen 
wie z.B. der nationale Frauenverband zur 
dominanten Träger-Einheit, unter der 
sich neu gegründete Institutionen sam-
meln (vgl.: Saich 2000, S. 132). Die hori-
zontale Vernetzung der NGO-Insti-
tutionen sollte durch die 1998 überarbei-
tete „Regulierung zur Registrierung und 
Verwaltung von sozialen Organisationen“ 
verhindert werden. Es ist also nicht ein-
fach, als NGO in China überhaupt erst 
registriert bzw. von einer Schließung bei 
Verlust der notwendigen Beziehungen im 
Ministerium oder bei sog. „staatsfeindli-
cher Agitation“ vor einer Schließung oder 
Inhaftierung der Mitglieder verschont zu 
werden (wie es z.B. dem homosexuellen 
Diskussions-Club erging, der nach der 
Entlassung des Koordinators im Gesund-
heitsministeriums geschlossen wurde. 
Vgl.: Saich 2000, S. 132).  
Diese Top-Down Entwicklung von NRO 
widerspricht grundsätzlich den westli-
chen Entwicklungsmustern - im Westen 
waren Initiativen und Selbsthilfeprojekte 
sowie die spontane Bildung von Interes-
sengruppen oft Vorläufer für staatliche 
Institutionen bzw. erwirkten erst später 
staatliche Förderung. In China werden 
Initiativen vorrangig durch staatliche In-
stitutionen aufgebaut und die finanzielle 
Verantwortung im Laufe der Zeit auf den 
öffentlichen und kommerziellen Sektor 
übertragen. Unabhängigkeit ist damit in 
keiner Weise gewahrt.  
Diese Tatsachen dürfen aber nicht dar-
über hinwegtäuschen, daß es dennoch I-
nitiativen gibt, die sich spontan bilden 
und ohne jegliche staatliche Unterstüt-
zung entstanden. Es war möglich, über 

die Legitimierung als "Wohlfahrtsorgani-
sation" einen relativ autonomen Raum zwi-
schen Staat und Opposition aufzubauen. 
Darüber hinaus gelang des den an staatliche 
Organisationseinheiten gebundene Initiati-
ven eigene regionale Projekte aufzubauen, 
internationale Kontakte zu knüpfen und ein 
eigenes Problembewußtsein entwickeln. 
Durch die Bindung an die staatliche Trä-
gereinheit kann es auch zu positiven Rück-
kopplungseffekten auf die staatliche Politik 
kommen. So ist es z.B. dem MAPLE Women’s 
Psychological Counseling Center zusammen 
mit dem Frauenrechtsberatungszentrum der 
Beijing Universität gelungen, ihre Erkennt-
nisse über häusliche Gewalt und der rechtli-
chen Unsicherheit von Migrantinnen in das 
neue Heiratsgesetz der VR China mit ein-
fließen zu lassen (Sausmikat 2001). Darüber 
hinaus gibt es zahlreiche unregistrierte NRO 
- 1996 schätzte man die Anzahl der nicht-
registrierten NRO auf 20.000 (Saich 2000, S. 
136). Seit 1998 konnte sich eine nationale 
Vernetzung von über 600 chinesischen loka-
len NPOs (einsehbar im Internet unter 
www.chinanpo.org) unter der Leitung der 
China Association of Science Foundation 
(CASF) herausbilden. Besonders bemer-
kenswert sind die professionellen Verei-
nigungen, die sich für politische Reform und 
Demokratisierung einsetzen. Sie sind gering 
an der Zahl, doch sie erweitern das Spekt-
rum der Umwelt- und Sozialvereinigungen 
um die direkte politische Dimension. Das 
"World and China Institut" von Li Fan ist so 
ein Beispiel: er führt zusammen mit einem 
Team Evaluationen der Dorfwahlen durch, 
verfaßt Handbücher zur Durchführung der 
Wahlen und setzt sich für die Anhebung der 
Wahlen auf höhere Ebenen ein.  
Würde man jedoch das Kriterium der „Auto-
nomie“ an die Initiativen und Orga-
nisationen anlegen (wie es der Keynote-
Speaker Prof. Salamon vom John-Hopkins-
Center for Civil Society Studies auf der oben 
erwähnten Konferenz im Herbst 2000 in Bei-
jing tat), so würden wohl nur sehr wenige 
chinesische Organisationen als NGO gelten 
dürfen. Die Kontroverse über das "Project 
Hope" bringt darüber hinaus viele der staat-
lich organisierten GONGOs in Mißkredit. 
Diese Projekt war angegliedert an die kom-
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munistische Jugendliga und aquirierte 
mehr als 200 Millionen Dollar an Spen-
dengeldern, deren Verbleib unklar blieb. 
Zudem bestehen viele der weniger presti-
geträchtigen Initiat iven, v.a. Frauen-
NRO, „nur dem Namen nach“ - sie kön-
nen Ideen und Aktionen nicht umsetzen, 
da es oft an administrativen Ressourcen 
(Räumen, Geräten etc.), Personal und 
Geld allgemein fehlt (Ping-Chun Hsiung, 
1999, S. 47).  
Trotz dieser Mängel bewertet Nick Young 
(China Development Brief, Beijing) die 
NGO-Entwicklung in der VR China posi-
tiv. In einem Interview mit der Autorin 
im Sommer 2000 betonte er, daß es vor-
erst unerheblich sei, ob sich nun der Na-
tionale Frauenverband Chinas als größte 
NGO bezeichne oder die Kirche (so Rev. 
Philip Wicken, Amity Foundation) - theo-
retisch geht es der chinesischen Regie-
rung darum, in den sog. „Dritten Sektor“ 
nur diejenigen Akteure mit einzuschlie-
ßen, die sie als kooperativ einschätzt. Ge-
nau dies ist der entscheidende Punkt. Aus 
dem bisher gesagten geht aber eindeutig 
hervor, dass wir es in der chinesischen 
Debatte nicht mehr mit einer Debatte um 
Zivilgesellschaft im engeren Wortsinn zu 
tun haben (eine detai llierte Analyse der 
Zivilgesellschaftsdebatte findet sich in 
Schade 2002), sondern eher um die De-
batte des Aufbaus des „Dritten Sektors“ 
(Anheier et al. 2000), dass heißt, es geht 
nicht mehr nur um ausschließliche Poli-
tikformulierung und -gestaltung, sondern 
auch um die Funktion der freiwilligen 
Organisationen als korporatistischer „Teil 
des Staates“. Aus diesem Grunde kon-
zentrieren sich die chinesischen Beiträge 
vornehmlich auf die Erforschung der 
Funktion der „sozialen Organisationen“ 
und besonders deren prekärer finanzieller 
Abhängigkeit und den Korruptionsgefah-
ren. Dass es bei der Etablierung von NRO 
in einem restriktiven Staat wie China 
auch um die Etablierung universaler 
Menschenrechte geht, kann nicht offen 
diskutiert werden, wird aber anhand der 
Dokumentation der unterschiedlichsten 
NRO ersichtlich. Das „Zentrum für 
Rechtsbeistand für Opfer von Umweltver-

schmutzung“ z.B. konzentriert sich unter 
anderem darauf, das Recht der Bewohner 
von Altbaubestand, welcher dem Bau mo-
derner Büro- und Kaufhäuser weichen soll, 
zu schützen. Andere Zentren übernehmen 
Rechtsberatung bei Entschädigungsfällen, 
bei Gewalt in der Familie oder generell bei 
Missbrauch der Staatsgewalt. 
Bemerkenswert ist, dass es die chinesischen 
Wissenschaftler und NGO-Angehörigen 
selbst sind, die die allzu optimistischen Hoff-
nungen der amerikanischen und europäi-
schen Chinakundler dämpfen. Anfang der 
90er Jahre gab es einen regelrechten Boom 
der Civil Society Literatur zu China. Jüngste 
Aufsätze der Chinesen greifen jedoch die we-
nigen kritischen Forschungen einiger Ameri-
kaner auf, um auf die finanzielle Abhängig-
keit der chinesischen NRO vorrangig von 
ausländischen Stiftungen und Unternehmen 
hinzuweisen, während sich europäische 
NPOs vorrangig durch Regierungsgelder und 
Stiftungen finanzieren und amerikanische 
durch Beiträge und Abgaben (Wang Shaogu-
ang 2002). Eine "vollständige Unabhängig-
keit", so Wang, würde in keinem Land der 
Erde existieren, und der "mystische Schlei-
er", der der Civil Society vor einiger Zeit ver-
liehen wurde, sei als solcher enttarnt worden 
(Wang 2002, S. 47). Die Masse an verzeich-
neten Organisationen, so Wang, beweise 
noch lange nicht die Existenz einer Civil So-
ciety, viele NRO würden vom marktwirt-
schaftlichen Konkurrenzkampf erfaßt und zu 
undemokratischen, auf Eigennutz abzielende 
Organisationen. Unabhängigkeit sei nur ga-
rantiert, wenn die Finanzquellen privater 
Natur seien und die Aktionen im Geiste des 
Altruismus stattfänden (Wang 2002, S. 37).  
Bestehende Probleme und Mängel bei der 
Implementierung chinesischer NRO werden 
in dem folgenden Aufsatz von Yu Keping of-
fen benannt (Yu, S. 28-34). Hierin liegt die 
Stärke dieses Beitrags, da deutlich wird, 
dass die Entstehung einer "kritischen Öffent-
lichkeit", die sich unabhängig von finanziel-
ler Zuwendung des Staates in einem ge-
schützten legalen Rahmen und frei von re-
striktiven Eingriffen seitens der Partei oder 
des Staates entwickeln kann, als ideales Ziel 
definiert wird. Die Demokratisierung der 
chinesischen Gesellschaft wird, wie es Yu ab-
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schließend definiert, abhängen von effek-
tiven Maßnahmen, die die Unabhängig-
keit, Selbstverwaltung und Eigenstän-
digkeit von politischen und sozialen Ver-
einigungen und Organisationen stärken. 
Größte Herausforderung für chinesische 
NRO besteht nun vor allem darin, sich 
von der Abhängigkeit von ausländischen 
Spendengeldern zu emanzipieren und ih-
ren tatsächlichen Einfluß auf die Verän-
derung von Strukturen oder die Imple-
mentierung von Gesetzen nicht aus den 
Augen zu verlieren. Denn trotzdem die 
Diskussion über die Civil Society eher ei-
ner Diskussion über den „Dritten Sektor“ 
gleicht, bleibt die zentrale Frage in einem 
sich transformierenden Staat wie China: 
Sind chinesische NRO „nur“ Linderer so-
zialer und umweltbezogener Problema-
tiken (also Dienstleister), oder fungieren 
sie auch (ohne sich selbst zu überschät-
zen) als kritische Kontrollinstanz und 
Transformationskraft? 
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The Emerging of China’s Civil Society and its Significance for 
Governance 
Yu Keping 
 
 
Introduction: Civil Society and 
Good Governance 
Scholars in all countries give many differ-
ent definitions to civil society. By and 
large, they can fall under the two catego-
ries. The first category is the definition 
given according to political science, and 
the second category is the definition given 
according to sociology. According to the 
two categories, civil society is defined as 
civil organizations, but emphasis is dif-
ferent. The concept of civil society defined 
according to political science emphasizes 
“civil” nature, that is, civil society mainly 
consists of the civil organizations which 
protect citizens’ rights and political par-
ticipation. The concept of civil society de-
fined according to sociology emphasizes 
“intermediate” nature, that is, civil soci-
ety is the intermediate sector between the 
state and enterprises. Here we regard 
civil society as the total of civil organiza-
tions or civil relations except for the state 
or the government. Its essential compo-
nents are the various non-state or non-
governmental civil organizations, includ-
ing non-governmental organizations 
(NGO), citizens’ voluntary social associa-
tions, community organizations, interest 
groups and movements spontaneously or-
ganized by citizens. They are also called 
“the third sector” between the govern-
ment and enterprises.1  

                                                 
*The article is the general report on the research pro-
ject – “The Emerging of China’s Civil Society and 
Its Impact on Governance” supported by the Ford 
Foundation. It is written by Yu Keping. The major 
members of the research group include Yu Keping, 
Liu Junning, Wang Ying, Wang Yizhou, Sun Liping, 
Sun Bingyao and Deng Zhenglai. 
1 The same English term “civil society” is often 
translated differently as “Shiming Shehui”, “Ming-
jian shehui” and “Gongming Shehui” in Chinese. In 
fact, the three different Chinese terms do not have 
the same meaning and there are some nuances be-
tween them. “Shiming Shehui” is a most popular 

The civil society organizations (CSOs) men-
tioned in this article have the following four 
outstanding features. First, they are non-
official, that is, these organizations are civil. 
They do not represent the position of the 
government or the state. Second, they are 
non-profit, that is, they do not regard profit-
making as the main objective of their exis-
tence, but they usually regard the need to 
provide public welfare and services as their 
main objective. Third, they are relatively in-
dependent, that is, they have their own or-
ganizational and management mechanisms 
and independent sources of funding and are 
independent of the government to some ex-
tent in terms of politics, management and fi-
nance. Fourth, they are voluntary, that is, 
members are not compelled to join CSOs, and 
they do so voluntarily. Therefore, these or-
ganizations are also called civil voluntary or-
ganizations. As CSOs develop, they play an 
increasingly important role in social man-
agement. They perform some functions of so-
cial management independently or in coop-
eration with government departments. The 
process of social management exercised by 
CSOs independently or in cooperation with 
the government is no longer government, but 
governance. 

                                                                               
term and a classical translation of civil society. It orig i-
nates from the Chinese translation in Marxist classical 
works. But this term is actually used in a more or less de-
rogatory sense. In fact, many people think that it means 
bourgeoisie society. “Mingjian shehui” is the translation 
of civil society by Taiwan scholars, and it is liked by his-
torians. This term is widely used in research in China’s 
modern civil organizations. It is a neuter, but many 
scholars and especially government officials think that it 
has marginal nature. “Gongming Shehui” is a new trans-
lation since the reform, and it is a commendatory term. It 
emphasizes its political dimension, that is, citizens’ po-
litical participation and check on state power. More and 
more young scholars like using this new translation. 
Many scholars actually use these different Chinese ver-
sions of civil society simultaneously.  
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The basic meaning of governance refers to 
efforts to make use of authority to main-
tain order and meet public needs. The ob-
jective of governance is to make use of 
power to guide, control and institutional-
ize the various activities of citizens and 
maximize public interests in the various 
institutional relationships. From the per-
spective of political science, governance 
refers to the process of public administra-
tion. It includes the basis for institution-
alization of political authority, the 
method of handling public affairs and the 
management of public resources. It pays 
special attention to the role of political 
authority and the exercise of administra-
tive power needed to maintain social or-
der within a set area. It seems that there 
is not a great difference in the superficial 
meanings of “governance” and “govern-
ment”, but their implied meanings are 
quite different. In the eyes of many schol-
ars, the differentiation of governance 
from government is the precondition for a 
correct understanding of governance. As a 
process of public administration, govern-
ance needs authority and power like gov-
ernment, and its ultimate goal is to main-
tain normal social order. This is the com-
mon feature of the two. However, there 
are at least two basic differences in the 
two concepts. 
First, the basic and even essential differ-
ence between governance and government 
is that governance requires authority, but 
authority is not necessarily government 
department; government authority must 
be the government. The subject of gov-
ernment must be social public institu-
tions, but the subject of governance can 
be public institutions, private ones or co-
operation between public and private 
ones. Governance is cooperation between 
the state and civil society, between gov-
ernment and non-government, between 
public and private institutions and be-
tween compulsion and voluntariness. 
Therefore, governance is a more extensive 
concept than government. Modern com-
pany, university and even grassroots 
community can operate efficiently with-

out government, but they can’t without gov-
ernance. 
Second, the orientation for the exercise of 
power in the process of administration is dif-
ferent. Government power is always exer-
cised from above. It uses the political author-
ity of the government and exercises the one-
way management of social public affairs 
through issuing orders and formulating and 
implementing policies. However, governance 
is a process of management featuring inter-
action between the higher and lower levels. 
It exercises management of public affairs 
mainly through cooperation, consultation, 
partnership and identity and common goals. 
The essence of governance is cooperation 
based on market principles, public interests 
and identity. Its management mechanism 
does not rely on the authority of the govern-
ment, but that of cooperation network. Its 
orientation for the exercise of power is not 
single and from above, but pluralistic and 
mutual. 
The direct reason why specialists of political 
and management sciences put forward the 
concept of governance and advocate the re-
placement of government with governance is 
that they see both market  and state failure 
in the allocation of social resources. Govern-
ance can make up for some defects of the 
state and the market in the process of regu-
lation, control and coordination, but govern-
ance is not omnipotent. It has many inner 
limitations. It cannot replace the state and 
enjoy political compulsory power. It cannot 
replace the market and allocate most of the 
resources spontaneously and effectively. 
Since there is the possibility of governance 
failure, scholars are naturally confronted 
with the questions as to how to overcome 
governance failure and how to facilitate ef-
fective governance. Many scholars and inter-
national organizations put forward “meta-
governance”, “effective governance”, “good 
governance” and other concepts as replies to 
the above-mentioned questions. The theory of 
“good governance” is most influential. 
To put it briefly, good governance is a process 
of social management designed to maximize 
public good. The essence of good governance 
is management of public life through co-
operation between the government and citi-
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zens, a new relationship between political 
state and civil society and an optimal re-
lationship between the two. The key ele-
ments of good governance include 1) le-
gitimacy; 2) transparency; 3) ac-
countability; 4) rule of law; 5) responsive-
ness; 6) effectiveness.2  
Good governance is actually the return of 
state power to society, and a process of 
good governance is that of returning state 
power to people. Good governance indi-
cates good cooperation between the state 
and society or between the government 
and citizens. So far as the whole society is 
concerned, there would not be good gover-
nance without the government and espe-
cially citizens. So far as small social 
groups are concerned, there can be no 
government, but there must be public 
management. Good governance relies on 
citizens’ voluntary cooperation and their 
conscientious acceptance of authority. 
There is only good government at most 
without citizens’ active participation and 
cooperation. Therefore, the basis for good 
governance is the citizen or civil society, 
rather than the government or state. In 
this sense, civil society is the basis for 
good governance. There would not be  
good governance in its true sense without 
a sound, developed civil society. There-
fore, one of the reasons for the emergence 
and development of the theory and prac-
tice of good governance since the 1990s is 
the growth of civil society. The develop-
ment of civil society is bound to bring 
about changes in the structure and status 
of governance. This is especially out-
standing in China following reform and 
opening up. 
II. Reform and Opening up and the 
Emerging of Civil Society 
In the Chinese history, civil society has 
disappeared in political state, and the 
emergence of a relatively independent 
civil society is a product of modern China. 
Although there were self-governing pro-
fessional organizations in the areas of 

                                                 
2 “The Model of Political Management in the Era of 
Globalization”, Yu Keping, Methodology ,  1st Issue, 
1999. 

commerce and transportation, they were not 
modern civil organizations, but traditional 
secret societies prior to the 20th century. 
Under the influence of Western civilization, 
civil organizations independent of the state 
began operating actively following the 20th 
century. However there is no special research 
in the number of civil organizations and the 
degree of their active operation. Relevant es-
timates differ greatly. For example, accord-
ing to a record, there were about 1,000 civil 
organizations in China in the first half of the 
20th century. According to another research, 
it was estimated that there were over 80,000. 
(Wang Ying and Sun Bingyao, 1999). 
After the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) 
came to the state power in 1949, economi-
cally it implemented socialist public owner-
ship and planned (mandatory) economy, and 
politically it implemented the highly central-
ized administrative system featuring the 
Party’s unified leadership. Almost all civil 
organizations which emerged prior to 1949 
disappeared. For example, the spontaneously 
established rural civil organizations which 
had existed for a long time, including temple 
fairs, clansmen’s associations, ancestral 
halls, country worthy associations and civil 
corps no longer existed (Yu Keping, 2000). 
Only a few special associations, for example, 
China Democratic League, Jiu San (Septem-
ber 3) Society and other organizations which 
helped the CCP existed as democratic par-
ties. The trade unions, the Youth League or-
ganizations and the women’s federations es-
tablished by the CCP developed as mass or-
ganizations. But the number and types of 
these organizations were very limited. There 
were only 44 national social associations in 
the early 1950s, less than 100 in 1965 and 
only about 6,000 local ones. The types of 
these social associations were very limited. 
There were nine mass organizations includ-
ing trade union, Youth league, women’s fed-
eration, association for science and tech-
nology, and federation of industry and com-
merce (Wang Ying and Sun Bingyao, 1999). 
Substantial changes took place only after the 
policy of reform and opening up was imple-
mented in the late 1970s. 
Following 1978, China implemented the pol-
icy of reform and opening up under the lead-
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ership of Deng Xiaoping. This brought 
fundamental, tremendous changes to 
China’s society. One of the important re-
sults of reform and opening up was that 
the economic, political, legal and cultural 
environment for the existence and deve l-
opment of civil society underwent fun-
damental changes. This encouraged the 
growth of many civil organizations for the 
first time in the Chinese history. 
Following the 1980s, China began imple-
menting market-oriented economic re-
structuring, gradually abandoned the 
original planned economy, carried out a 
socialist market economy and made a 
shift from the original single structure of 
collective and state ownership to diverse 
forms of ownership consisting of state 
ownership, collective ownership, sole pro-
prietorship, joint venture and foreign in-
vestment. This greatly expanded produc-
tive forces and raised people’s living 
standards. This was the root cause for the 
vigorous development of civil organiza-
tions. 
First, the basic requirement for the mar-
ket economy is that  enterprises must be-
come independent legal persons which 
have the power to make their own man-
agement decisions, the government must 
be separated from enterprises, and enter-
prises must be responsible for their own 
profits and losses. Under this new eco-
nomic structure, on the one hand, enter-
prises’ power to make their own man-
agement decisions is greatly increased. As 
a result, some professional and trade or-
ganizations can become civil or-
ganizations independent of the govern-
ment to a large extent. On the other 
hand, the market economy increases en-
terprises’ risks. Enterprises must change 
the risk mechanism whereby they rely on 
the government for profits or losses and 
profits or losses make no difference under 
the planned economy. The new risk 
mechanism requires enterprises to bear 
responsibilities for their profits and 
losses. It will undoubtedly generate the 
self-protection awareness of enterprises 
and increase the mechanism for protect-
ing their interests. The various profes-

sional interest groups grow rapidly against 
this background. 
Second, with the implementation of the mar-
ket economy, China’s ownership structure 
also undergoes tremendous changes and di-
verse forms of ownership begin to coexist. 
Because China implements socialist political 
and economic systems, public ownership is 
still the basis for the national economy, there 
are outstanding differences in the actual 
status and role of enterprises with diverse 
forms of ownership and the risks of individ-
ual and private enterprises are much higher 
than state-owned enterprises. To seek an en-
vironment for fair competition, state and 
non-state enterprises need trade organiza-
tions which represent their interests. To in-
crease market competitiveness, especially 
private entrepreneurs and individual pro-
prietors must strive for cooperation and mu-
tual assistance in their trades and establish 
various mutual assistance voluntary organi-
zations, for example, entrepreneurs’ club or-
ganizations of all descriptions. 
Third, the tremendous economic returns 
brought by reform and opening up create 
necessary economic conditions for the es-
tablishment and operation of the various 
civil organizations. Most of the civil organi-
zations must raise funds on their own. Under 
the conditions of the economy of scarcity or 
lack of the power to make economic decisions 
freely, it is hard for civil organizations to 
raise funds without appropriations from the 
government. Economic development brings 
enormous disposable profits to enterprises 
and increases personal disposable income. 
These funds become the main sources of 
funding for civil organizations. 
Lastly, the living standards of the Chinese 
citizens have risen rapidly for 20 years. From 
1978 to 1998, the per capita income of rural 
residents increased from 133.6 yuan to 2,160 
yuan, an actual increase of 350% after allow-
ing for price rises, with its yearly average 
growth rate exceeding 8%. The per capita in-
come of urban residents increased from 343.3 
yuan to 5,425 yuan, an actual increase of 
200% after allowing for price rises, with its 
yearly average growth rate exceeding 6.2%. 
(the Information Office of the State Council, 
“Progress in China’s Human Rights for 
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1998”, People’s Daily, April 14, 1999). The 
rise in productivity also reduces citizens’ 
working time. Because the two-day week-
end working system was implemented 
among the Chinese urban employees in 
the early 1990s, urban residents have free 
time to participate in various interests. 
As a result, more and more citizens have 
time and financial resources to partici-
pate in interests and especially literary 
and art, sports and tourist activities dur-
ing their spare time. Many civil organiza-
tions for interests which have emerged 
these years reflect this trend, for exam-
ple, various recreational clubs, sports as-
sociations, private amicable organiza-
tions, travel organizations, etc. 
The development of civil organizations 
needs both an economic base and a politi-
cal environment. It is hard to imagine the 
existence and development of civil organi-
zations without a tolerant political envi-
ronment. Some overseas scholars think 
that since 1978, China has conducted 
thorough economic restructuring, but its 
political system has basically remained 
unchanged. This is a one-sided view. If 
the criteria of the political system are 
only single-party system, the separation 
of the executive, legislative and judicial 
powers and representative democracy ad-
vocated by Western countries, we can say 
that China’s current political system is 
the same as the original system without 
substantial changes. However, political 
system has many connotations. In addi-
tion to the above-mentioned aspects, it in-
cludes legal system, rule of law, adminis-
trative system, system of leadership, elec-
toral system, supervisory system, rela-
tionship between the party and the gov-
ernment, relationship between the central 
and local authorities, etc. According to 
these many-sided criteria, everyone 
should admit that since the 1980s, 
China’s political system has also under-
gone tremendous changes and many of 
these changes directly or indirectly pro-
mote the development of civil society. 
First, the government pays increasingly 
great attention to legal system and rule of 
law, and citizens’ freedom of association 

begins to be of substantial significance. The 
existence of civil society must first be legal-
ized. According to the Constitution of the 
People’s Republic of China, citizens have 
freedom of association. This is a fundamental 
legal basis for civil society. But freedom of 
association was a mere scrap of paper prior 
to reform and opening up. If ordinary citizens 
applied for association without authorization, 
it was impossible for them to secure the ap-
proval of the government. Worse still, they 
might suffer from political risks because of 
this. Therefore, no one applied to the gov-
ernment for voluntary association. Even if 
few people applied, this was futile. As a re-
sult, all social associations were highly inte-
grated with Party and government depart-
ments. Except for a few social associations 
sponsored by the Party and the government, 
there were no other true civil organizations. 
Since the policy of reform and opening up 
was implemented, the Chinese government 
has begun emphasizing legal system and rule 
of law, regarded them as the basic state pol-
icy and taken effective measures to ensure 
the administration of the country according 
to law. Citizens’ right of freedom of associa-
tion is fulfilled to some extent. If citizens ap-
ply to establish non-political social associa-
tions, they will not suffer from political pres-
sure and their applications may be approved. 
Second, the government delegates many 
powers to lower levels. In a political sense, 
we can say that the process of reform and 
opening up for 20 years is a process of shift 
from high integration of the state and society 
to gradual disintegration. In this process, the 
government mainly delegates powers to soci-
ety. First, the functions of the government 
are separated from those of enterprises. The 
government delegates business management, 
decision-making and personnel powers to en-
terprises and most of economic powers to so-
ciety. Second, the central government dele-
gates many powers to local governments. 
Since the policy of reform and opening up 
was implemented, local governments at all 
levels have had more powers with regard to 
cadre management, administration, social 
management, political and economic policy-
making, taxation, finance and banking. 
Lastly, the government gradually lifts con-
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trol over management of citizens, and the 
room for their free activities increases 
unprecedentedly. After the Party and the 
state delegate some powers to society, 
they still need to exercise effective man-
agement of society and individuals to 
maintain social order. After the govern-
ment withdraws from some management 
areas, only civil organizations fill in the 
room left. For example, after the mid-
1980s, the Central Committee of the CCP 
decided that administrative leaders at the 
village level are not appointed by Party 
and government departments at higher 
levels in vast rural areas and self-govern-
ance is implemented among villagers. It 
is obvious that self-governance among vil-
lagers cannot be implemented without a 
villagers’ self-governing organization. The 
villagers’ committee emerges. It is the ex-
tensive civil organization in China’s rural 
areas. 
Third, the government begins changing 
its functions. China’s society prior to the 
1980s was like a patriarchal family. Gov-
ernments at all levels were like parents, 
and citizens were like children. Parents 
were responsible for the future develop-
ment of children and for their livelihood. 
So governments at all levels had too 
many departments and overstaffing. 
Since the 1980s, Chinese top leaders have 
tried to conduct political restructuring 
which aims at streamlining government 
departments and changing their functions 
and made a few attempts. In fact, they 
have continued to make efforts in this re-
gard so far. These reforms have useful 
experience and lessons, but we can affirm 
one point, that is, the functions of the gov-
ernment have really undergone great 
changes. Their economic and social func-
tions have been weakened, and their ad-
ministrative functions have been 
strengthened. The government no longer 
performs its management functions in 
most areas of production, business opera-
tion, civil affairs, culture, art and aca-
demic research, and it entrusts relevant 
civil organizations, for example, non-
governmental professional associations, 

trade organizations and voluntary organiza-
tions to perform these functions. 
Because of the above-mentioned changes in 
economic and political environment brought 
by reform and opening up, China’s civil soci-
ety began growing rapidly after the 1980s 
and their growth reached a peak. In 1989, 
national social associations increased sharply 
to 1,600, and local ones came to over 200,000. 
After political disturbances occurred in Bei-
jing in 1989, the Chinese government rereg-
istered and rectified the various civil organi-
zations and the number of CSOs decreased 
slightly in a short period of time. In 1992 
there were 1,200 national social associations 
and about 180,000 local ones. But soon the 
number of civil organizations increased once 
again. In 1997, social associations at and 
above county level came to over 180,000 
throughout the country, including 21,404 
provincial ones and 1,848 national ones.3 
There were no formal statistical data about 
the various civil organizations below county 
level, but there were more than 3 million ac-
cording to conservative estimates (Yu Kep-
ing, 2000). Except for social associations, an-
other type of special CSOs developed in 
China following the implementation of the 
policy of reform and opening, that is, the so-
called civilian-run non-enterprise units. They 
refer to civil service institutions. They do not 
receive financial support from the state. 
They maintain operation by providing paid 
services to society. But according to regula-
tions, these organizations cannot aim at 
making profits. According to preliminary es-
timates, in 1998 these organizations came to 
more than 700,000.4  
There are no set standards for the classifi-
cation of these civil organizations. The gov-
ernment departments in charge of ma-
nagement of them classify them according to 
the four categories. First, there are academic 
organizations. They refer to those organiza-
tions which are engaged in research in natu-
ral sciences and social sciences and interdis-
ciplinary studies. Second, there are profes-
sional organizations. They refer to those pro-

                                                 
3 The Yearbook of China’s Civil Affairs for 1999, the 
Ministry of Civil Affairs, China Social Publishing House. 
4 Ditto. 
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fessional enterprise organizations. Third, 
there are  those specialized organizations. 
They refer to those social organizations 
which consist of professional staff or 
which are established for some undertak-
ings by relying on professional skills and 
technology and special funds. Fourth, 
there are united associations. They refer 
to union of groups or organizations, for 
example, trade unions. In 1996, national 
social associations under the four catego-
ries were 680 (38%), 410 (23%), 520 (29%) 
and 180 (10%) respectively.5 
To facilitate the distribution of classifica-
tion of the various civil organizations, 
some scholars use classification standards 
based on the subject plus functions. Ac-
cording to the standards, the current na-
tional social associations in China can fall 
under 17 categories, including  industrial 
associations, for example, the various pro-
fessional and management associations; 
associations for social services and wel-
fare; for example, foundations and charity 
organizations; associations for public af-
fairs, for example, mayors’ and exchange 
associations; associations for information 
and technical services, for example, con-
sulting organizations and consumers’ as-
sociations; public health associations, for 
example, medical service organizations; 
associations for physical culture and 
sports; associations for education, for ex-
ample, the various educational service or-
ganizations; associations for culture and 
art, for example, film and music associa-
tions; associations for press and publica-
tion, for example, radio and television as-
sociations; associations for science and 
technology, for example, the various 
popular science organizations and asso-
ciations for the study of natural sciences; 
associations for humanities and social 
sciences, for example, the various socie-
ties and associations for the study of hu-
manities and social sciences; associations 
for environment and energy, for example, 
environment associations; special enter-
prises’ professional organizations, for ex-

                                                 
5 Management of Social Associations, Wu Zhongze, 
China Social Publishing House, 1996, p.6. 

ample, professional organizations for enter-
prises with diverse forms of ownership; voca-
tional organizations, for example, trade asso-
ciations; regional organizations, for example, 
regional associations; individual amicable 
associations, for example, the various inter-
est organizations and amicable associations; 
other organizations (Wang Ying and Sun 
Bingyao, 1999). 
Some people think that the two types of clas-
sification pay attention to distribution, but 
they have the defects of similarity, vagueness 
and undue emphasis on detail. Civil organi-
zations can be classified according to differ-
ent standards, for example, the status of the 
subject, functions and regions, the most im-
portant thing is the essential features of 
these organizations. According to the main 
features of the various organizations which 
have emerged, they can fall under the follow-
ing categories:  
Trade organizations, that is, professional as-
sociations in the same trade. They do not 
have the legal management right with re-
gard to the work and operation of the trade, 
but they still play a role in providing guid-
ance. For example, they include chambers of 
commerce at all levels, manufacturing asso-
ciations, materials and goods supply and 
marketing associations, etc. 
Professional management organizations. The 
organizations under this category are a spe-
cial product during the period of social tran-
sition. Predecessors of most of them are gov-
ernment departments for administrative 
management or authoritative organs for pro-
fessional management. These organizations 
have great power to exercise professional 
management and have the nature of quasi-
administrative departments. For example, 
they include the Chinese Light Industry As-
sociation, the Chinese Textile General Asso-
ciation, the Chinese Trade Association for 
the Promotion of Import and Export, etc. 
Charity organizations. Their main role is so-
cial relief. For example, they include the Red 
Cross society of China, All-China Society of 
Charity, China Welfare Fund for the Handi-
capped, etc. 
Academic organizations, that is, organi-
zations for scholars, for example, China 
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Physics Society, the Chinese Chemical 
Society, the Chinese Society of Political 
Science, the Chinese Atheism Society, etc. 
Community organizations. Their main 
feature is to engage in community ma-
nagement and services. For example, they 
include villagers’ self-governing or-
ganizations, residents’ self-governing or-
ganizations, community public security 
committees, etc. 
Professional interest groups, that is, or-
ganizations for seeking professional in-
terests for specific groups. For example, 
they include private entrepreneurs’ as-
sociation, teachers’ association, lawyers’ 
association, etc. 
Citizens’ self-help organizations, that is, 
mutual aid organizations which citizens 
voluntarily organize to safeguard their 
own interests. For example, they include 
mutual aid society in urban and rural ar-
eas, assistance centre, various rural socie-
ties for the study of crops, etc. 
Interest organizations, that is, all kinds of 
citizens’ organizations for hobbies. For 
example, they include all kinds of clubs, 
poets’ clubs, dramatists’ clubs, etc. 
Non-profit organizations for consulting 
services. Many civilian-run non-enter-
prise units basically belong to civil or-
ganizations under this category.6  
Introduction of the market economy to 
China directly results in sharp increase in 
the number and types of civil organiza-
tions. More importantly, the nature of 
these new civil organizations is quite dif-
ferent from that of the “social associa-
tions” which existed prior to reform and 
opening up. The self-governance and le-
gitimacy of civil organizations have been 
greatly augmented since the 1980s. 
First, with regard to sources of funds, the 
funds of the various social associations 
which existed prior to reform and opening 
up were appropriated from the state fi-
nance and they did not have independent 

                                                 
6 “The Emerging of China’s Civil Society and 
Changes in Governance”, Yu Keping, Chinese Social 
Sciences Quarterly (Hong Kong), 1999, the autumn 
issue. 

sources of funding. At present, the funds of 
most of the civil organizations are not appro-
priated by the government, but are raised by 
them. Except for a small number of the social 
associations which still rely on appropria-
tions from the state, the main sources of 
funds for most of the civil organizations are 
membership dues, donations, money contrib-
uted by people from all walks of life, income 
from non-profit services and other funds. All 
civilian-run non-enterprise units have no 
funds appropriated by the government. They 
pay expenses for all activities with some 
funds collected while providing services to 
society. The government gives them prefer-
ential treatment in taxation. 
Second, organizationally they are inde-
pendent of the Party and government de-
partments. Prior to the 1980s, almost all so-
cial associations were under the Party and 
government departments at all levels. For 
example, trade unions, the Youth League or-
ganizations and the women’s federations 
were led by the Party committees at the cor-
responding levels, and the various asso-
ciations for science and technology were led 
by the science and technology commissions of 
governments at the corresponding levels. 
Since the 1980s, except for traditional trade 
unions, the Youth League organizations and 
the women’s federations and a small number 
of special social associations which still 
maintain the original organizational rela-
tionship of subordination, other official social 
associations have been independent of the 
Party and government departments in terms 
of the organizational relationship of subordi-
nation. They are no longer the organs under 
the competent Party and government de-
partments, but are relatively independent. 
Many grass-roots civil organizations are 
nominally led by Party and government de-
partments, but in reality they enjoy great 
self-governance. Those civil organizations 
which are not registered with the depart-
ments of civil affairs do not have even nomi-
nal competent departments. For example, 
various professional associations, chambers 
of commerce, community organizations and 
organizations spontaneously established by 
citizens are still led by the Party and gov-
ernment departments at the corresponding 
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levels, but most of them have obtained 
great independence. This independence 
between civil organizations at higher and 
lower levels is even greater. For example, 
the relationship of administrative subor-
dination between professional associa-
tions at all levels has not existed. They 
are completely independent in terms of 
power, funds, management and activities 
(Sun Bingyao, 2000). 
Third, Party and government officials no 
longer serve as the leaders of most of the 
civil organizations. Except for trade un-
ions, the Youth League organizations and 
women’s federations, the Party and gov-
ernment leaders who hold current posts 
no longer serve as the leaders of other so-
cial associations and associations, and the 
cadres of Party and government depart-
ments at and above the deputy division 
level who hold current posts cannot serve 
as the major leaders of civil organizations 
including civilian-run non-enterprise 
units according to the provisions of the 
relevant documents of the Central Com-
mittee of the CCP. Therefore, the leaders 
of civil organizations are independent of 
Party and government organs of political 
power to a large extent.7  
III. China’s Civil Society and the Party-
State 

The CCP gains an understanding of civil 
society in a process of negation and affir-
mation. Prior to the implementation of 
the policy of reform and opening up, the 
CCP and the Chinese government led by 
it basically negated civil organizations 
and thought that relatively independent 
civil society cannot emerge in socialist 
China. Mandatory economic structure 
and the political system featuring the 
unified leadership do not allow the exis-
tence of relatively independent civil soci-

                                                 
7 “The General Office of the Central Committee of 
the Chinese Communist Party and the General Office 
of the State Council issued notices to require the 
leading cadres of Party and government departments 
not to serve as the leaders of social associations con-
currently”, China’s Policies for 1999 (Volume II), 
China Policy Research Group, China Building Mate-
rial Industry Publishing House, 1999, p.2089. 

ety. This fact makes them take a more nega-
tive attitude towards civil society. As the 
Chinese leaders often like saying, however, 
many things occur independent of man’s will. 
This is true of the emergence of civil society 
in China. As what was mentioned in Chapter 
II, as economic and political environment 
underwent changes following reform and 
opening up, no matter whether people are 
willing or not, a relatively independent civil 
society irresistibly grows in China and exerts 
an increasingly important influence on 
China’s politics, economy and culture. Objec-
tively, this phenomenon requires the Chinese 
leaders to face reality, change their negative 
attitude toward civil society, recognize its le-
gitimacy and its increasingly important role 
in social, political and economic activities 
and take effective measures to encourage the 
sound development of China’s civil society. 
Prior to reform and opening up, civil society 
was less legitimate, and “civil organization”, 
“civil society”, “civilian society” and “citizens’ 
society” were very sensitive phrases after 
1949. Prior to reform and opening up, China 
implemented a highly unified political sys-
tem of organization and leadership, public 
and private interests, the state and society 
and the government and the civilian almost 
merged into a single whole. In other words, 
there were only public interests without pri-
vate interests, only the state without society 
and only the government without the civil-
ian. Against this political background, to 
many people, “civil society” was bourgeois so-
ciety, and “civil society” or “civilian society” 
meant being antagonistic to the government. 
Since the policy of reform and opening up 
was implemented, on the one hand, a large 
number of relatively independent civil or-
ganizations have emerged. People notice the 
fact. More and more people begin admitting 
the fact that civil society exists. On the other 
hand, as economic structure and political 
system undergo changes, profound changes 
take place in China’s political culture. People 
gradually abandon many traditional concepts 
of political  ideology and values and replace 
them with new political ideology. At the 
same time, people’s attitude toward civil so-
ciety or citizens’ society also undergoes fun-
damental changes. More and more people 
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begin to experience a change from rejec-
tion of civil society to acceptance or acqui-
escence in civil society. The reason why 
the “Project Hope” can win the extensive 
support of the whole society is that it 
benefits to a large extent from the in-
creased legitimacy of civil organizations 
(Sun Liping, 2000). Following the 1990s, 
the Chinese academic circles held a dis-
cussion about civil society. One of the 
grave consequences is that civil society or 
citizens’ society and the reality and con-
cept of civil society are legitimate in the 
academic circles. In June 1998 the Minis-
try of Civil Affairs officially renamed the 
original “Department for Management of 
Social Associations” in charge of social as-
sociations the “Bureau for Management of 
Civil Organizations”. This means that 
civil organizations are officially accepted 
by the government and obtain official le-
gitimacy. 
In conformity with the change in the un-
derstanding of civil society, the Party and 
the government experience a change from 
prohibition to lifting control with regard 
to management of CSOs, that is, a process 
of simple prohibition to lifting control ap-
propriately. In September 1950 the Gov-
ernment Administration Council promul-
gated the Interim Regulations on Regis-
tration of Social Associations, and in 1951 
the Ministry of Internal Affairs promul-
gated the Detailed Rules for Implementa-
tion of the Regulations. The two laws 
were designed to check up and rectify the 
various social associations, the remnants 
of the old society, ban those social asso-
ciations which did not meet the require-
ments of new society and transform other 
social associations and retain them. After 
the task was fulfilled, the two laws were 
gradually abandoned. The various de-
partments were in charge of the examina-
tion, approval and management of the 
relevant social associations, and the sys-
tem of unified registration was no longer 
implemented. But the basic policy was to 
stunt and even prohibit the development 
of civil social associations (Liu Junning, 
2000). 

After the policy of reform and opening up 
was implemented, to meet the needs of sharp 
increase in civil organizations, in 1989 the 
State Council promulgated the Regulations 
on the Administration and Registration of 
Social Associations. In October 1998 the 
State Council made big revisions of the above 
regulations and promulgated the new Regu-
lations on the Administration and Registra-
tion of Social Associations. At the same time, 
it promulgated the Regulations on Manage-
ment of Civilian-run Non-enterprise Units 
for the first time. Because there has not been 
official legislation in civil organizations in 
China, the above-mentioned two regulations 
are the most important regulations on social 
associations. The two regulations determine 
the current basic framework for the man-
agement of civil organizations by the Chinese 
government. They formally change the origi-
nal system of administration of civil organi-
zations. A system of dual leadership by the 
departments of civil affairs and the compe-
tent Party and government departments is 
instituted instead of the original system. The 
departments of civil affairs are in charge of 
registration, and the competent Party and 
government departments are in charge of 
routine management. This system is the cur-
rent model of “registration at different levels 
and dual management”. 
According to the current model of dual man-
agement of CSOs, the main functions of the 
competent departments which civil organiza-
tions are affiliated to are to approve the ap-
pointment of the major leading cadres of the 
affiliated CSOs, including presidents, vice-
presidents, executive directors and secretar-
ies-general; to examine and approve the im-
portant activities of these organizations; to 
supervise the routine work of the CSOs to 
provide professional guidance to the activi-
ties of these organizations; and to audit the 
finance of the affiliated civil organizations. 
The major functions of the departments of 
civil affairs are to formulate the principles, 
policies and regulations for the management 
of social associations and civilian-run non-
enterprise units and supervise the imple-
mentation of them; to be responsible for the 
registration and yearly examination of the 
various domestic civil organizations (includ-
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ing social associations established on the 
mainland of China by compatriots from 
Hong Kong, Macao and Taiwan) including 
civilian-run non-enterprise units, foreign 
social associations in China and offices of 
international NGOs in China; to provide 
guidance to the activities of civil organi-
zations and study and put forward the 
plan for the development of civil organi-
zations, standards for membership dues 
and the method of financial management; 
and to supervise the activities of civil or-
ganizations and investigate and deal with 
the illegal acts of civil organizations and 
the unregistered illegal organizations 
which conduct activities in the name of 
social associations.8 
In addition to the above-mentioned ma-
nagement measures, the Party and the 
government also take other two measures 
to manage some important civil organiza-
tions: first, to control their operating 
funds; second, to establish Party organi-
zations within these civil organizations. 
At present, the funds of the various civil 
organizations mainly come from the three 
sources: first, the government appropri-
ates their whole funds, second, the gov-
ernment appropriates some of their funds 
and they raise  some of their funds on 
their own, and third, they raise all their 
funds on their own. The state appropri-
ates almost all the funds of those most in-
fluential civil organizations, such as 
China Disabled Persons’ Federation, 
China Enterprise Management Asso-
ciation, China Association for Science and 
Technology, the Chinese Society of Ad-
ministrative Management, trade unions, 
the Youth League organizations and 
women’s federations. In addition, the 
leading bodies of the CCP at all levels 
usually establish their branches within 
some large and important civil organiza-
tions led by them. For example, the Red 
Cross Society of China establishes its 
Party committee, trade union and the 
Youth League organization and has an 

                                                 
8 Regulations on the Administration and Registration 
of Social Associations, the State Council, October 
1998. 

authorized size of 45 staff members (Wang 
Ying and Sun Bingyao, 1999). 
Under this management system, the basic 
attitude which most of the civil organizations 
take towards the Party and the government 
is that they accept the leadership of Party 
and government departments and remain 
relatively independent. Accepting the lea-
dership of Party and government depart-
ments and especially competent departments 
is a mandatory provision and is motivated by 
the interests to some extent. If they take the 
initiative to accept the leadership of Party 
and government departments, they can im-
prove the relationship with competent de-
partments, so as to obtain more funds and 
greater administrative power. Therefore, 
most of the civil organizations which exert 
great influence are willing to respect the 
leadership of competent Party and govern-
ment departments and maintain good coop-
eration with them. These civil organizations 
usually take the initiative to ask competent 
Party and government departments for in-
structions about some major problems, make 
reports to them and even often write the 
need to take the initiative to accept the lead-
ership of competent departments in their 
rules. For example, the rules of the All-China 
Chamber of Commerce stipulate that it is a 
civil organization under the leadership of the 
CCP, the establishment of chambers of com-
merce at all levels must be submitted to the 
leading bodies of the Party and the govern-
ment at all levels for approval, and their ma-
jor activities must be in conformity with the 
provisions of the Party and the government 
(Liu Junning, 2000). However, the various 
civil organizations hope to enjoy greater in-
dependence. For example, China Youth De-
velopment Foundation is a civil organization 
established by the Central Committee of the 
Communist Youth League of China (CYLC) 
and is led by the Central Committee of the 
League in terms of organization, leadership 
and professional work. But as soon as China 
Youth Development Foundation was estab-
lished, its leaders did everything possible to 
increase its independence. Through various 
efforts, it finally gets the  right to directly 
control its operation and local branches at 
lower levels and forms a relatively independ-
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ent operating system (Sun Liping, 2000). 
In essence, civil organizations’ obedience 
to the Party and the state is contradictory 
to their independence. The contradiction 
constitutes the current main interaction 
between China’s civil organizations on the 
one hand and the Party and the state on 
the other to a large extent. 
Except for obedience and independence, 
the third main method of interaction be-
tween civil organizations on the one hand 
and the Party and the state is to try to af-
fect the policies of the Party and the 
state. First, these civil organizations try 
to influence the Party and the state to re-
vise the current policies or formulate new 
ones and maximize their departmental 
interests. This is clearly manifested in the 
activities of many local and professional 
civil organizations. For example, urban 
community organizations and rural vil-
lagers’ organizations often employ such 
radical means as appealing to the higher 
authorities for help, presenting petitions, 
going canvassing and even holding sit-in, 
parade and demonstration and gathering 
around the Party and government de-
partments, so as to require the relevant 
functional departments to solve the pol-
icy-related issues of removal, public secu-
rity, the environment, employment and 
service which are related to the immedi-
ate interests of local residents. This can 
be proved by the phenomena of the im-
provement of the Market for Farm and 
Sideline Products at Quxi Road under the 
jurisdiction of Wuliqiao Street, Shanghai 
(Wang Ying, 2000) and the active partici-
pation of chambers of commerce at all 
levels in legislation and formulation of 
policies (Liu Junning, 2000). Second, 
more and more civil organizations and 
especially those consisting of intellectuals 
try to intervene in the major policies of 
the Party and the state and affect na-
tional politics and policies for economic 
restructuring. For example, in recent 
years, Tianze Research Institute of Eco-
nomics, the Friend of Nature and the 
Three-Flavor Study put forward many 
policy-related suggestions on the issues 
concerning China’s economy, politics, di-

plomacy and environment which exerted a 
great influence on society (Wang Yizhou, 
2000). 
IV. The Emerging of Civil Society and Good 
Governance 
China’s economic and political restructuring 
initiated since 1978 creates the basic politi-
cal, economic and legal environment for the 
rise of civil society. At the same time, the 
emerging of civil society exerts a great in-
fluence on social politics and economic ac-
tivities, changes governance to a large extent 
and effectively promotes good governance. It 
is of particular importance to citizens’ politi-
cal participation, political transparency, citi-
zens’ self-governance and government’s 
cleanness and efficiency and government’s 
democratic and scientific policy-making. 
In China’s traditional political culture, 
through political behaviors superiors set an 
important example for the inferiors. Such 
Chinese idioms as “the inferiors imitate the 
superiors”, “setting a good example with good 
conduct”, “being a paragon of virtue and 
learning” and “playing an exemplary role” 
express the meaning. Like government or-
ganizations, civil organizations also have the 
issue of governance, and the success or fail-
ure of their governance has a direct bearing 
on the governance of the society as a whole. 
The reason why the various civil organiza-
tions which have emerged since the 1980s 
change the governance of China’s society as a 
whole to a large extent is that these civil or-
ganizations have many distinctive features 
and advantages in comparison with govern-
ment organizations. As we all know, China’s 
society is in a transitional period. China’s 
civil society is no exception. There are great 
differences between the various civil organi-
zations with regard to good governance. If we 
regard government’s official organizations 
and typical civil organizations as the two 
poles of  the spectrum, we can discover that 
on the whole, the civil organizations which 
are nearer to the pole of government organi-
zations often exercise weak governance. On 
the contrary, those organizations which are 
nearer to typical civil organizations exercise 
strong governance. 
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The degree of identity and participation 
within the relatively independent civil or-
ganizations which emerged in recent 
years, such as the senior citizens’ associa-
tion, community organizations, etc. is 
higher than that within some traditional 
civil organizations with a strong official 
nature, such as the Youth League organi-
zations, women’s federations, etc. For ex-
ample, the Youth League acted as the 
"assistant" to the Party in the various po-
litical activities prior to reform and open-
ing up. The degree of its internal identity 
and participation was very high. “But 
when the whole society focused on eco-
nomic development, the status and role of 
the Youth League organizations in social 
activities became obviously less im-
portant.  The state’s appropriations to the 
Youth League organizations increased so 
slowly that they were often short of funds. 
At the same time, the identity of young 
people with the Youth League organiza-
tions was also lowered. Those organiza-
tions in some areas began to be lax or 
even paralyze.” On the contrary, China 
Youth Development Foundation which is 
a product of the reform of the Youth 
League has a high degree of internal 
identity, and the participation of its 
members in the organization is “all-
directional” and “integrated”. Participants 
usually take the initiative to know how 
the funds contributed are used and put 
forward their own views on the various 
activities. Some participants participate 
in the work of China Youth Deve lopment 
Foundation and even in its management 
and organization. To be specific, some 
participants take part in policy-making 
activities. Their suggestions on the Pro-
ject Hope, a major activity of China Youth 
Development Foundation become a tre-
mendous motive force for the continued 
development of the Project (Sun Liping, 
2000). 
Many civil organizations do better in the 
transparency of internal management. 
This is particularly true of those civil or-
ganizations which are active at the grass-
roots level, such as villagers’ committees, 
senior citizens’ associations and various 

community organizations. For example, vil-
lagers’ committees existing in China’s rural 
areas and neighborhood committees existing 
in urban areas extensively implement the 
practice of “making village affairs known to 
the public” and “making residents’ affairs 
known to the public”, and their political 
transparency is much higher than that of 
grass-roots organizations of political power. 
The process of election of villagers’ 
(neighborhood) committees’ members and vil-
lage heads (directors), all the activities of vil-
lagers’ (neighborhood) committees and the 
income and expenses of villagers’ committees 
are basically made known to the public. In 
Shanghai, the cadres of the neighborhood 
committee must wear employee’s cards while 
working. Every neighborhood committee 
must put up the affairs, documents, proce-
dures, deadline, responsible persons and 
other items on the wall and ensure that resi-
dents are clear about them at a glance (Wang 
Ying, 2000). The content of making village 
affairs known to the public in Dongsheng Vil-
lage, Fujian Province includes the wages, bo-
nuses and subsidies given to village cadres; 
the income and expenses of the collective; 
family planning; the contracting of arable 
land, ponds, orchards, mountain forests and 
enterprises; bidding for construction projects; 
distribution of land for the housing; the area 
of requisitioned land and compensatory 
money; apportion of voluntary labor; the 
amount of money collected and retained for 
overall planning and its use; distribution of 
the target for imposition of grain taxes; dis-
tribution of relief materials and means of 
production; use of anti-poverty funds; items 
of practical matters for villagers. Most of 
these items are made known to the public 
twice a year, that is, during the first ten-day 
period of January and July respectively. The 
most important items, for example, contract-
ing of land and enterprises, bidding for pro-
jects, requisitioning of land, are made known 
to the public at any time. The important 
items, for example, family planning, the in-
come and expenses of the collective, are made 
known to the public once a month and a 
quarter. There are two methods of making 
village affairs known to the public: first, the 
“column for making village affairs known to 
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the public” is opened on the enclosing 
wall of the building of the villagers’ com-
mittee, and village affairs are made 
known to villagers through blackboard 
bulletin on time. Second, when some mat-
ters are made known to the public, the 
wire broadcasting of the village is used to 
broadcast some content to villagers. In 
addition, several “suggestion boxes” are 
installed at the main intersections of the 
village to solicit the villagers’ opinions 
about the village affairs which are made 
known to them. 
An important consequence of the internal 
high transparency of civil organizations is 
that in comparison with the current 
situation in which the corruption of gov-
ernment officials in China’s society is 
rather serious during the transition pe-
riod, the leaders of those civil organiza-
tions who are far away from administra-
tive power are relatively clean. For exam-
ple,  the rise of villagers’ organizations ef-
fectively checks the corruption of town-
ship and village cadres. Because the vil-
lagers’ committee implements the system 
of making village affairs known to the 
public and the income and expenses of the 
village and its decision-making activities 
are transparent, villagers can exercise ef-
fective supervision over village cadres. In 
Dongsheng Village, such important eco-
nomic activities as the salaries and in-
come of cadres, the income and expenses 
of the village, decision-making activities, 
enterprise contracting, land requisition-
ing and use and distribution of land for 
the housing are made known to the public 
and are supervised by the specially desig-
nated persons. Even if someone wants to 
engage in corruption, this is not easy. So 
village cadres are very honest and clean. 
In the past, town cadres came to the vil-
lage at the time of fruit harvest whether 
no matter whether there were matters. 
Village cadres gave these cadres some 
fruit. Now they do not have the chance to 
get fruit, because all orchards are con-
tracted by individuals. The villagers’ 
group for handling financial affairs is 
mainly responsible for specially examin-
ing the public income and expenses of the 

village and makes known to the public the 
results of examination and relevant accounts 
on schedule. The villagers’ representative as-
sembly, the village Party branch and the 
working group for making village affairs 
known to the public and exercising democ-
ratic management have the right to examine 
the village public finance. Villagers can tell 
their questions to the above organizations 
and even give anonymous reports to the lat-
ter (Yu Keping, 2000). 
Another distinctive feature of civil organiza-
tions is their more democratic internal go-
vernance. First, most of the various com-
munity self-governing organizations in urban 
areas, such as the neighborhood committee, 
the volunteers’ association, the proprietors’ 
committee, the community green-protecting 
team, the community amicable society for 
cultural workers, the community amicable 
society for sports workers, the community 
education committee, the senior citizens’ 
study association, the family education guid-
ance team, etc., and the villagers’ committee, 
the able persons’ association, the association 
for science and technology, the senior citi-
zens’ association, etc. choose their leaders 
through election at least as a matter of form. 
To more and more civil organizations in ur-
ban and rural areas, free election is increas-
ingly important. Second, civil organizations 
must extensively solicit the opinions of their 
members for their important policy decisions 
and secure the approval of their members. 
The rules of civil organizations generally 
have clear provisions on this. Their major in-
ternal matters must be extensively discussed 
and consulted by their members. The rele-
vant state laws further stipulate that the 
major affairs concerning residents and vil-
lagers must be discussed and put to the vote 
by residents or at the villagers’ meetings. 
Third, civil organizations usually have a set 
of systems for rigorous internal supervision. 
For example, the community civil organiza-
tions in Shanghai have a whole set of com-
plete systems for residents’ supervision, in-
cluding 1) the community residents’ confer-
ence designed to listen to, examine, check 
and supervise the work of the neighborhood 
committee; 2) the system of consultation on 
community affairs designed to coordinate 
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and comment on the community work; 3) 
the system of community supervisors; 4) 
the system of commenting on the work 
style of the government; and 5) the sys-
tem of supervision through telephone and 
the system of letters, calls and reception 
(Wang Ying, 2000). Some important rural 
civil organizations also have a set of open 
supervision mechanisms and ensure that 
their leaders work honestly and cleanly. 
For example, the senior citizens’ associa-
tion in Dongsheng Village also has a sys-
tem of making matters known to the pub-
lic because it involves a large sum of 
funds. It makes known to the public 
members’ contributions, membership 
dues and other accounts concerning in-
come and expenses through wall newspa-
pers and clearly records original docu-
ments and sums of income and expenses 
even if there are only several coins. The 
senior citizens’ association has a finance 
group consisting of four members. Their 
main responsibility is to manage financial 
affairs and supervise the financial activi-
ties of the leading cadres of the associa-
tion. All expenses of the association are 
subject to strict procedures for examina-
tion and approval. Major items of ex-
penses must be decided on through col-
lective discussion (Yu Keping, 2000). 
The internal management of civil organi-
zations is of great significance to govern-
ance and good governance. More impor-
tantly, this exerts influence on the politi-
cal life as a whole, including political par-
ticipation, democratic policy-making, citi-
zens’ self-governance and the efforts to 
make government affairs known to the 
public and build a clean and honest gov-
ernment. 
China’s civil organizations which are ris-
ing become an important bridge between 
the government and citizens. The essence 
of good governance is good cooperation be-
tween the government and citizens, but 
this cooperation is not always direct. On 
the contrary, it often needs  coordination 
by an intermediate organization. There-
fore, civil organization is an intermediate 
organization. On the one hand, various 
civil organizations promptly solicit the 

requirements for the government, wishes, 
suggestions and criticisms from their mem-
bers and convey them to the government. On 
the other hand, civil organizations convey 
the government’s policy-related intentions 
and suggestions on handling relevant mat-
ters to their members. In the process of con-
veying and coordinating interests, civil or-
ganizations promote cooperation between the 
government and citizens and good govern-
ance. 
Many civil organizations not only require 
and encourage their members to take an ac-
tive part in their internal matters, but also 
encourage them to actively participate in the 
political activities of the state. From our case 
study, we can see that civil organizations 
much more actively participate in social poli-
tics than ordinary citizens. This is particu-
larly true of rural areas and the grassroots 
level in urban areas. For example, one of the 
major responsibilities of villagers’ commit-
tees which are the most important civil or-
ganizations for Chinese peasants is to mobi-
lize their members through various methods 
to participate in the election of people’s depu-
ties at and below county level and the elec-
tion of  villagers’ committees. Some localities 
even employ some radical means, for exam-
ple, to give material encouragement and is-
sue subsidies to those villagers who partici-
pate in voting; otherwise, to impose fine or 
labor on those peasants who do not take part 
in voting. At the same time, these civil or-
ganizations also provide various conven-
iences for the political participation of their 
members. For example, when deputies of lo-
cal people’s congresses or members of villag-
ers’ committees and  neighborhood com-
mittees are elected, mobile polling stations or 
ballot boxes are set up to provide special vot-
ing services for residents who go out, so that 
the percentage of the residents who partici-
pate in the election is as high as over 95%. 
The various civil organizations employ an-
other important method of participating in 
social and political affairs, that is, as the rep-
resentatives of some circles or some interest 
organizations, they join the organs of state 
power or government departments according 
to the regulations formulated by the govern-
ment. The typical representatives for this 
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participation are some civil organizations 
which maintain particularly close ties 
with the government. Especially the 
federations of industry and commerce, the 
Youth League organizations, the women’s 
federations, trade unions, family planning 
associations, senior citizens’ associations 
and some professional associations often 
have their representatives participate in 
people’s congresses and CPPCC organiza-
tions from the central to local levels, and 
presidents of the federations of industry 
and commerce usually serve as vice-
chairmen of CPPCC organizations under 
the governments at all levels. 
Many civil organizations which have de-
veloped since the 1980s have become an 
important factor for affecting the gov-
ernment’s policy-making and a strong 
motive force for promoting the govern-
ment’s reform. Many civil organizations 
and especially those professional organi-
zations for academic research have abun-
dant professional knowledge. More and 
more professional associations begin to 
serve as the think tank for the govern-
ment, provide consultancy and advice for 
the government’s policy-making, exert an 
important influence on the government’s 
policy-making and promote the govern-
ment’s democratic policy-making. The 
government’s reform needs both internal 
and external motive forces. The external 
motive force for promoting the govern-
ment’s reform is from individual citizens 
and civil organizations. The latter are 
usually more powerful than the former. 
In a sense, a civil organization is a kind of 
interest organization, and one of the basic 
values for its existence is to promote the 
public interests of its members. The im-
portant means to achieve the value are to 
participate in the policy-making in Party 
and government departments and try to 
affect the policies of Party and govern-
ment departments for the benefit of their 
organizations and members. At present, 
the various civil organizations in China 
employ the following methods of partici-
pating in the government’s policy-making: 
They report problems and make requests 
to decision-making departments on behalf 

of their organizations or professions and urge 
the organs of state power to formulate corre-
sponding policies or measures. For example, 
in recent years civil organizations for envi-
ronmental protection, so called “four big 
green parties” – the Friend of Nature, the 
Global Village, the Green Home and the 
Shannuo Society continued to take voluntary 
action for environmental protection, conduct 
publicity about environmental protection, 
criticize the acts of impairing the environ-
ment and put forward various suggestions on 
environmental protection. Because of their 
influence, the issue of environmental protec-
tion becomes the main topic for discussion at 
the NPC and the CPPCC which are held once 
a year (Wang Yizhou, 2000). 
On the request of decision-making organs, 
they put forward their views on the formula-
tion and implementation of some special 
policies. While formulating or implementing 
some policies, some Party and government 
organs usually seek policy-related advice 
from relevant civil organizations, listen to 
their opinions and make revisions or read-
justments concerning policies. For example, 
before the Constitution was revised at the 
First Session of the Ninth NPC, the opinions 
of some civil organizations about the revision 
of some articles were extensively solicited. 
Because the revised articles are related to 
the issue of the determination of the nature 
of non-public sectors of the economy, the 
NPC, the Party and government organs of 
political power paid particular attention to 
listening to the views of chambers of com-
merce at all levels. Chambers of commerce at 
all levels studied and discussed the relevant 
articles actively and conscientiously. 
Through various channels, they expressed 
the ardent hope to the NPC, the Party and 
government organs of political power for rais-
ing the status of non-public sectors in the na-
tional economy through the revision of the 
Constitution and relevant economic policies. 
The chamber of commerce in Nanjing organ-
ized its members for the discussion of the is-
sue and mentioned to the relevant authorita-
tive departments the seven hopes of entre-
preneurs in non-public sectors of the econ-
omy for promoting the sound development of 
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non-public sectors of the economy. (Liu 
Junning, 2000). 
When government policies impair the in-
terests of their members, they negotiate 
with the relevant departments on behalf 
of their members. For example, the pro-
prietors’ committees in some communities 
in Shanghai demand compensation for 
losses caused to their members in the 
process of the removal of housing a few 
times. According to residents’ opinions 
and requests, through reports and ap-
peals, the residents’ group of Zhayin Road 
No. 1 Neighborhood Committee finally 
solved the three outstanding problems of 
the repair of the road at No. 60 Lane, 
Zhayin Road, the removal of LPG station 
and the location of No. 90 Bus which drew 
the extensive attention of residents. Resi-
dents were very grateful for this (Wang 
Ying, 2000). 
A major step for China’s political develop-
ment since the 1980s is the promotion of 
grass-roots self-governance. At present, 
citizens’ self-governance in China is con-
ducted on a trial basis mainly in the three 
fields: rural villagers’ self-governance, ur-
ban community self-governance and pro-
fessional self-governance. The three dif-
ferent kinds of civil organizations mainly 
responsible for organizing the three major 
types of grass-roots self-governance are 
villagers’ committees, neighborhood com-
mittees and the various professional asso-
ciations. The emerging of civil organiza-
tions lays an organizational basis for de-
mocracy at the grass-roots level and espe-
cially social self-governance. 
According to the provisions of the Consti-
tution, the Organic Law of  Neighborhood 
Committees of the People’s Republic of 
China and the Organic Law of Villagers’ 
Committees of the People’s Republic of 
China, neighborhood committees in urban 
areas and villagers’ committees in rural 
areas are not the one-level organs of po-
litical power and the offices of the gov-
ernment, but civil and self-governing or-
ganizations. A neighborhood committee is 
a grass-roots self-governing mass organi-
zation for self-management, self-
education and self-service among com-

munity residents in the city. According to the 
law, the major tasks of the neighborhood 
committee are to publicize the Constitution, 
laws, regulations and state policies, safe-
guard the legitimate rights and interests of 
residents, teach them to perform their duties 
according to law, take care of public property 
and conduct various activities to promote so-
cialist ideological and ethical progress; to 
handle public affairs and public welfare un-
dertakings for residents in the living quar-
ters; to mediate in civil disputes; to help 
maintain public security; to assist the peo-
ple’s government or its offices in the work 
concerning public health, family planning, 
special care and relief and education among 
young people which are related to the inter-
ests of residents; and to report the opinions 
and requests of residents to the people’s gov-
ernment and its offices and put forward sug-
gestions (Wang Ying, 2000). Similarly, at 
present, a villagers’ committee is the most 
important civil organization in China’ rural 
areas. In fact, it has replaced or is replacing 
the original Party branch and becomes the 
most authoritative administrative organ in 
many localities. According to legal provi-
sions, the villagers’ committee is the villag-
ers’ grass-roots mass self-governing organi-
zation for self-management, self-education 
and self-service. It handles the village public 
affairs and matters for public good, mediates 
in civil disputes, helps safeguard public secu-
rity, reports villagers’ opinions and requests 
and makes suggestions to the people’s gov-
ernment. The villagers’ committee is not re-
sponsible to the people’s government in the 
locality, but it is responsible to the villagers’ 
conference and reports work to them. The 
main responsibilities of the villagers’ com-
mittee are to organize and lead villagers to 
develop the economy; take the initiative to 
provide services and coordination for the 
production of the village; to protect the le-
gitimate rights and interests of the village 
collectively-owned economic organizations, 
villagers, contractors, jointly operated 
households and businessmen from other ar-
eas; to manage the land and other property 
collectively owned by the villagers, tell vil-
lagers to make rational use of natural re-
sources and preserve and improve the eco-
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logical environment; to publicize the Con-
stitution, laws, regulations and state poli-
cies, tell and urge villagers to perform 
their due obligations according to law and 
take care of public property and help vil-
lagers conduct all kinds of the activities 
designed to promote ideological and cul-
tural progress. There is no doubt that ur-
ban neighborhood committees and rural 
villagers’ committees do not play a great 
role in grass-roots democracy and self-
governance as prescribed in the above-
mentioned laws. But through our re-
search we find that more and more urban 
and rural grass-roots communities are re-
lying on such civil organizations as 
neighborhood committees and villagers’ 
committees to continue to improve de-
mocratic self-governance (Yu Keping, 
2000). 
Civil organizations are also important 
media for raising political transparency. 
The growth of civil organizations exerts a 
positive influence on the raising of politi-
cal transparency in recent years through 
the following methods. First, civil organi-
zations are an important motive force for 
political openness. In many cases, ind i-
vidual citizens’ requests for the right to 
learn political truth can be turned into 
government policies only if civil organiza-
tions put pressure on the government. 
For example, in vast rural areas, it is an 
obvious fact that villagers’ opinions about 
and requirements for village, township 
and town cadres can draw enough atten-
tion only through villagers’ groups. Sec-
ond, some civil organizations are media 
for diffusing political information. The 
various consulting research societies, so-
cieties, federations and other social asso-
ciations often hold members’ conferences 
and representative assembly or training 
courses and seminars to release and dis-
cuss relevant political information. These 
conferences usually are important means 
to enable their members to obtain politi-
cal information. Third, some civil organi-
zations establish their own mass media, 
for example, the various newspapers, pe-
riodicals, magazines, web pages and web 
stations through which political informa-

tion is diffused. Fourth, the civilian-run 
bookstores which emerged following reform 
and opening up also exert a great influence 
on the increase in the channels of diffusing 
political information and the change in man-
agement mechanisms for information diffu-
sion (Deng Zhenglai, 2000). 
Civil organizations take an active part in so-
cial public welfare undertakings. This im-
proves the government’s image and enhances 
the citizens’ sense of political identity. It is 
the responsibility of the government to de-
velop public welfare undertakings, but if the 
government directly organizes some public 
welfare undertakings, this may not produce 
the best results. Civil organizations play an 
indispensable role in this respect. For exam-
ple, they do better in providing relief, helping 
the distressed and providing assistance to 
women, children, the old, weak, poor and 
disabled. For example, such civil organiza-
tions as All-China Society of Charity, Soong 
Ching Ling Foundation and China Youth 
Development Foundation play a great role in 
the Project Hope and the Anti-poverty Pro-
ject designed to help those children unable to 
go to school and provide relief to disaster vic-
tims and poor people. What these civil or-
ganizations do improves social image, eases 
relations between the government and citi-
zens and increases citizens’ identity with na-
tional state. Our case study provides an ex-
cellent proof in this respect. The implemen-
tation of the Project Hope obviously improves 
the social image of the Youth League. The 
Project Hope is a large-scale public welfare 
undertaking designed to help those children 
unable to go to school because of poverty to 
continue to receive education, which is spon-
sored by China Youth Development Founda-
tion. By raising civil funds, it provides assis-
tance to millions of the poor children unable 
to go to school and enjoys a great social repu-
tation. The project was first initiated by the 
Central Committee of the CYLC. China 
Youth Development Foundation which or-
ganized the project is established by the 
Youth League. When the traditional status of 
the Youth League meets the great challenges 
posed by the market economy and social 
transition and declines, China Youth Devel-
opment Foundation and the Project Hope be-
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come essential factors for raising the 
reputation of the Youth League (Sun Lip-
ing, 2000). 
Civil organizations effectively check go-
vernment behaviors. Government power 
and behaviors must be checked to some 
extent. Prior to reform and opening up, 
the check on government behaviors 
mainly comes from power check within 
the government. After many civil organi-
zations emerge, the government begins to 
be subject to external check. After some 
civil organizations find that local or de-
partmental government policies are obvi-
ously unreasonable or in violation of state 
laws, they resist these policies in an or-
ganized way. In many cases, the govern-
ment often changes the original policies 
under the pressure of civil organizations. 
The more powerful the civil organizations 
are, the more pressure the government 
encounters. An obvious example is that 
there are fewer phenomena of violation of 
laws and indiscipline by township and 
town cadres in villages with sound and ef-
fective villagers’ committees than in other 
villages (Yu Keping, 2000). Even non-
governmental channels exert influence on 
the policy-making of the departments of 
foreign affairs with regard to the views 
and public opinion about some major in-
ternational affairs. 
V. Conclusion: Features of China’s Civil 
Society and Existing Problems 

As we have said at the beginning of the 
article, the civil organizations defined by 
us must have the common features of be-
ing non-governmental, non-profit, self-
governing and voluntary. China’s civil or-
ganizations and those in other countries 
and regions share these features. The ex-
istence and development of such civil or-
ganizations are an important aspect 
which differentiates China’s society fol-
lowing reform and opening up from the 
traditional system prior to reform and 
opening up. However, there are obvious 
differences between China’s civil organi-
zations and those in Western countries. 
In comparison with those in Western so-
ciety, China’s civil organizations have the 
following features: 

1. China’s civil society is a typical gov-
ernment-led one and has an obvious offi-
cial-civil duality. 
Most of China’s civil organizations are es-
tablished and led by the government. This is 
particularly true of those influential civil or-
ganizations which are legally registered, 
such as the various professional, trade, re-
search and interest organizations. Although 
the CCP and the Chinese government try to 
increase the self-governance of civil organi-
zations, issue documents time and again and 
stipulate that the current leading cadres of 
the Party and government organs of political 
power cannot hold leading posts in the vari-
ous civil organizations and civilian-run non-
enterprise units. However, it is a distinctive 
feature of China’s civil society that the  gov-
ernment leads important civil organizations. 
The government leads civil society through 
the following three methods: 
First, according to the provisions of the gov-
ernment regulations on the registration and 
management of civil organizations, any civil 
organization to be registered must be affili-
ated to a Party or government organ of po-
litical power which serves as its competent 
department. As the competent department, 
the organ of political power must be respon-
sible for the political leadership of the  civil 
organization. For example, China Youth De-
velopment Foundation is established and led 
by the Central Committee of the CYLC. Its 
leading cadres must be appointed or trans-
ferred by the Central Committee of the 
CYLC, and its major activities must be ap-
proved by the Central Committee of the 
CYLC (Sun Liping, 2000). The Chinese 
chambers of commerce at the central and lo-
cal levels are also official-run social organiza-
tions, their authorized sizes are determined 
by the government and their personnel have 
the status of public servants. Like other gov-
ernment departments, they have Party or-
ganizations, their leading cadres are ap-
pointed by Party organizations at all levels. 
The ranks, wages and material benefits of 
their personnel are determined according to 
public servants, and their personnel can be 
transferred between the chambers of com-
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merce and Party and government gov-
ernments (Liu Junning, 2000). 
Second, most of the influential civil or-
ganizations are established by the gov-
ernment. Although they are organiza-
tionally separated from their initiators 
gradually, there are still close ties be-
tween the two. Initiators  are usually the 
competent departments for these civil or-
ganizations. For example, the various 
professional associations are basically es-
tablished or sponsored by the competent 
government departments. Many as-
sociations conform to the trades managed 
by the competent government depart-
ments. After associations are established, 
enterprises under the competent govern-
ment departments are naturally incorpo-
rated into the associations. These profes-
sional associations are checked by their 
competent departments through the two 
methods. Member enterprises of the asso-
ciations are led by the competent gov-
ernment departments without being led 
by the associations. Professional associa-
tions are also checked by the competent 
government departments in terms of or-
ganization, personnel, operating funds 
and activities (Sun Bingyao, 2000). 
Third, the documents promulgated by the 
central government in 1998 stipulate that 
the current cadres of Party and govern-
ment departments at and above the divi-
sion level cannot serve as the leading cad-
res of civil organizations. But the former 
Party and government officials who were 
retired from the current leading posts or 
diverted from government departments 
after institutional restructuring serve as 
the major cadres of almost all important 
social associations. Although the Rules of 
the associations stipulate that presidents 
and vice-presidents should be elected by 
their councils, but in fact entrepreneurs 
seldom serve as presidents and the lead-
ing cadres of the relevant government de-
partments serve as presidents of most of 
associations. For example, former Minis-
ter of the State Economic Commission 
served as President of the Second Na-
tional Council of China Industrial Eco-
nomics Association and former director of 

the municipal economic committee became 
president of Shanghai Municipal Industrial 
Economics Association (Sun Bingyao, 2000). 
This is true in rural areas. Retired secretary 
of village Party branch or village head usu-
ally serves as president of such a powerful 
villagers’ organization as the senior citizens’ 
association (Yu Keping, 2000). 
Fourth, according to the relevant govern-
ment regulations, in principle civil organiza-
tions should raise their funds, but in fact 
some important NGOs still get their operat-
ing funds appropriated by the government 
and are economically dependent on the gov-
ernment. Generally speaking, the civil or-
ganizations with the size of personnel au-
thorized by the government, such as the 
various professional associations established 
by the government (for example, the Chinese 
Association of Popular Science Writers, 
China Law Society, the Chinese Society of 
Administrative Management, China Federa-
tion of Literary and Art Circles, the Chinese 
Dramatists Association, etc.), professional 
associations (China Industrial Economics As-
sociation, China National Light Industry 
Council, etc.) and chambers of commerce get 
their funds appropriated by the government, 
and some other important civil organizations 
including the various academic research or-
ganizations also receive some financial sup-
port from the government. 
Because of the above four reasons, on the 
whole the current civil organizations in 
China are the government-led civil organi-
zations. They are more dependent on and 
less independent from government depart-
ments than Western civil organizations.  
2. China’s CSOs come into being and are 
in transition.  
In comparison with civil organizations in 
Western countries, China’s civil organiza-
tions are still immature. Their typical fea-
tures of being self-governing, voluntary and 
non-governmental are not very obvious. Most 
of the civil organizations have grown since 
the mid-1980s. They have only a history of a 
dozen years. They are still at a stage of 
change and development, and they are not 
fixed in terms of their structure and func-
tions. For example, on the one hand, all civil 
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organizations must sever official ties with 
the Party and government departments 
according the latest government regula-
tions. On the other hand, the government 
controls the important activities of the 
civil organizations through their compe-
tent departments. On the one hand, some 
civil organizations are basically led and 
controlled by the government and are less 
independent, voluntary and non-
governmental. On the other hand, other 
civil organizations are organized sponta-
neously by citizens. They even do not 
handle registration in government de-
partments and do not accept the  leader-
ship and guidance of government de-
partments. These civil organizations en-
joy high self-governance and voluntari-
ness and run to an extreme. The transi-
tion of civil organizations conforms to the 
macro situation in which the whole Chi-
nese society including civil society is in 
transition. It reflects the process of social 
transition. 
In conformity with the above features, 
China’s CSOs are not institutionalized. 
Although the Ministry of Civil Affairs re-
vised and promulgated the new manage-
ment regulations on management of civil 
organizations in 1998, the process of in-
stitutionalization has just begun and does 
not end. At present, there are at least 
several categories of civil organizations in 
terms of organizational structure. 
There are highly hierarchical social asso-
ciations, for example, trade unions, the 
Youth League organizations and women’s 
federations. Actually, there are no essen-
tial differences between these social asso-
ciations and administrative departments. 
They are not bound by the Regulations on 
the Administration and Registration of 
Social Associations. They are directly led 
by the Party and government depart-
ments at all levels and enjoy correspond-
ing administrative levels. The appoint-
ment or dismissal of their leading cadres 
is decided on by Party committees at cor-
responding levels. 
There are quite hierarchical social asso-
ciations, for example, the federations of 

industry and commerce, consumers’ associa-
tions and the various associations for profes-
sional management. They have the author-
ized size of personnel, enjoy corresponding 
hierarchy and perform some functions of ad-
ministration. Their leading cadres are actu-
ally appointed or dismissed by the Party and 
government departments at all levels. They 
enjoy the benefits of cadres. 
There are basically civil academic social as-
sociations, for example, the various societies 
and research societies. Most of them do not 
have the authorized size of full-time person-
nel. Their leading cadres are chosen by them 
and reported to their competent departments 
for approval. They do not have hierarchical 
levels. But few of these societies, research so-
cieties or associations also have the author-
ized size of personnel and enjoy benefits for 
corresponding hierarchy. 
There are civilian-run non-enterprise units. 
This is a special category of civil organiza-
tions. They do not have hierarchy. They are 
least hierarchical. Except for special research 
and exchange, they also provide special ser-
vices to society, for example, the Chinese 
Academy of Management, the Chinese Insti-
tute of Development and the Chinese Acad-
emy of Culture, etc. 
As mentioned before, China’s civil organi-
zations fall under the three categories in 
terms of the sources of funding. The first 
category is that all their funds are  appropri-
ated by the government. The second is that 
some funds are appropriated by the go -
vernment while some are raised by them. 
The third is that they raise all their funds on 
their own, for example, most of the societies, 
research societies, chambers of commerce 
and trade organizations and all civilian-run 
non-enterprise units. However, the govern-
ment often allows these civil organizations 
which raise their funds on their own to enjoy 
preferential policies in taxation. For exam-
ple, they are allowed to conduct paid consul-
tancy and service activities not for the pur-
pose of making profits and enjoy special 
treatment of partial or total exemption of 
taxes. In fact, these preferential policies to-
ward civil organizations formulated by the 
government become a direct reason why so 
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many citizens applied to establish civil-
ian-run non-enterprise units in recent 
years. 
The development of the current civil or-
ganizations in China is rather uneven. 
There are great differences in social, po-
litical and economic influence and status 
between different civil organizations. 
The civil organizations which exert the 
greatest influence and enjoy the highest 
prestige in rural areas and streets are vil-
lagers’ committees, neighborhood commit-
tees and some community organizations 
such as senior citizens’ associations. But 
the Youth League branches, women’s fe-
derations and militia’s battalion which 
used to be very influential exert weak in-
fluence and play a little role. Compara-
tively speaking, professional associations, 
management associations, charity organi-
zations, professional organizations and 
civilian-run non-enterprise units at the 
central, provincial and municipal levels 
exert increasingly great influence. The 
main reasons for this difference are as fol-
lows: 
Their legal status is different. The status 
of some civil organizations is clearly 
stipulated according to the state laws. For 
example, the Constitution of the People’s 
Republic of China, the Organic Law of 
Villagers’ Committee, the Organic Law of 
Neighborhood Committees and the rele-
vant documents of the CPC Central 
Committee have special provisions on the 
functions, status and nature of villagers’ 
committees and neighborhood commit-
tees. But ordinary civil organizations do 
not enjoy special legal status.  
Their basis for traditional culture is dif-
ferent. For example, the Chinese nation 
has a tradition of respect for senior citi-
zens and a tradition of clan identification. 
The prestige of senior citizens’ associa-
tions is based on these traditions. 
Their economic strength is different. It is 
hard to attract their members, handle 
practical matters for villagers and draw 
the great attention of society without 
great economic strength. The basic reason 
why China Youth Development Founda-

tion and All-China Society of Charity have 
exerted tremendous social influence these 
years is that they raise a tremendous sum of 
funds and use them to help the poor and 
children. 
The prestige of leadership is different. Even 
if the above-mentioned conditions are met, it 
is hard for a civil organization to exert great 
influence and have large forces without a 
powerful leadership. The leading cadres of 
most of the influential civil organizations or 
national social associations often enjoy high 
personal prestige. They are either distin-
guished senior cadres who are retired from 
the departments of political power, capable 
experts or able persons. From the survey of 
Dongsheng Village, we find that the three 
villagers who enjoy the highest reputation in 
the village are the leading cadres of the three 
most influential organizations of the village. 
They are secretary of the village Party 
branch, villager’s head and president of the 
senior citizens’ association (Yu Keping, 
2000). 
China’s civil society has a short history. 
There are many problems concerning the po-
litical and economic environment for its exis-
tence, its internal structure and functions. 
From this case study, we find that China’s 
civil organizations face the following major 
problems. 
Most of the civil organizations are too de-
pendent on the Party and government organs 
of political power. They have a strong official 
nature. As mentioned before, the distinctive 
features of China’s civil society are govern-
ment leadership and official-civil duality. But 
with regard to many civil organizations, their 
official nature is too strong, and their civil 
nature is too weak. For example, villagers’ 
committees, neighborhood committees, the 
Youth League branches, women’s federa-
tions, militia’s battalion, family planning as-
sociations, public security committees, me-
diation associations and other organizations 
in rural areas and streets are dependent on 
primary Party branches and  town Party and 
government departments to a large extent. 
The establishment of these organizations and 
their internal activities are under the direct 
control of Party branches and town govern-
ments. They generally report to Party 
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branches or even ask for instructions. 
Most of their leading cadres and major 
members are Party members and accept 
the leadership of village Party branches. 
This is true of other civil organizations 
such as professional associations and 
chambers of commerce. A chamber of 
commerce in a city simply regards its task 
as the need to “heed what Deng Xiaoping 
said, do as the Party Central Committee 
with Jiang Zemin at its core said and take 
the path to socialism with Chinese char-
acteristic” (Liu Junning, 2000). 
There are many reasons for this. For his-
torical reason, prior to reform and open-
ing up, politically China adopted single 
form of public ownership and mandatory 
planned economy. Politically, China im-
plemented a highly centralized and highly 
integrated system. There was no basis for 
the existence of relatively independent 
civil society. Following reform and open-
ing up, traditional political and economic 
base has begun disintegrating, but this 
will be a long process and has not been 
completed. Before the traditional political 
and economic base completely disinte-
grates, in fact China’s civil society cannot 
enjoy the high independence and “non-
official” nature. For objective reason, 
China is adopting a socialist market 
economy which features diversified own-
ership with public ownership playing a 
dominant role and emphasizes govern-
ment intervention. The focus of the politi-
cal system is still the authority of the 
Party Central Committee and the leader-
ship of the Party. The civil society which 
conforms to the political and economic 
system inevitably has a serious official 
nature and government leadership. In 
fact, it often becomes a tool of the Party 
and the government. 
The functions which many civil organiza-
tions prescribe or state fall far short of 
their actual roles. According to legal pro-
visions, neighborhood committees and vil-
lagers’ committees are completely self-
governing civil organizations. In fact, 
their self-governance is greatly restricted 
by local Party and government organs in 
most of the rural areas and urban com-

munities and becomes a mere formality in 
many localities. For example, the county and 
town governments and the village have for-
mulated a series of the systems for making 
village affairs known to the public and there 
are two provisional groups and several su-
pervisors. But much content seems to be a 
mere formality. Only few items are recorded 
in the notebook entitled the Work of Making 
Village Affairs Known to the Public and Ex-
ercising Democratic Management in a village 
every month. Only 100 Chinese characters 
were made known to the public in the first 
quarter of 1999. It is hard to reflect the in-
come and expenses of the whole village and 
the public expenses of village cadres (Yu 
Keping, 2000).  
Some civil organizations impose mandatory 
obligations on their members. Unlike other 
official organizations, civil organizations 
have a distinctive feature, that is, their 
members join organizations and participate 
in their activities on a voluntary basis. 
China’s civil organizations have a long way 
to go in this respect. The various professional 
associations, chambers of commerce, aca-
demic organizations, charity organizations 
and professional organizations have many 
mandatory obligations which their members 
must perform. For example, all the members 
of civil organizations must take an active 
part in the major political activities of the 
Party and the state according to require-
ments. Otherwise, they will be punished di-
rectly or indirectly. Few special civil organi-
zations impose too many mandatory obliga-
tions on their members, so that their mem-
bers have little room for free choice. For ex-
ample, the citizens of the right age in urban 
and rural areas must join  family planning 
associations in their communities. Other-
wise, fines may be charged. The village regu-
lations of villagers’ committees and the rules 
of family planning associations are agree-
ments formulated by their members volun-
tarily, and their members should enjoy the 
corresponding rights while abiding by these 
agreements, but we can hardly see the arti-
cles on the protection of the rights of their 
members in the village regulations in many 
rural areas and the rules of family planning 
associations. On the contrary, almost all the 
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articles are about the obligations of their 
members and begin with “not allowing” or 
“prohibiting”. 
From the case studies of China’s civil soci-
ety, we can draw the conclusion. As the 
market economy is gradually established 
in China and the political and legal envi-
ronment undergoes changes, all kinds of 
civil organizations are bound to emerge. 
Their emergence will play a positive role 
in improving democratic governance in 
urban and rural areas. This is an impor-
tant manifestation of political progress in 
China’s society following reform and 
opening up. But on the whole, their self-
governance, independence and voluntari-
ness are not very high. There are many 
problems. If effective measures can be 
taken to solve these problems, there will 
be the sound development of China’s civil 
organizations. This will play an even 
greater role in promoting the political 
progress and good governance that is 
greatly significant for Chinese economic 
modernization and social development in 
the future. 
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