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Peasant Conflict and the Local Predatory
State in the Chinese Countryside

ALVIN Y. SO

Observing the growing number and intensity of peasant struggles in

the Chinese countryside, examined here is why Chinese peasants

protest against township government but not against the central

state. It is argued that two decades of a neoliberal project, plus

recent policy changes, have led to the formation of a split state, one

divided between a‘benign’ centre and a‘predatory’ local appara-

tus. This split state has in turn shaped the contours of peasant

conflict.

INTRODUCTION

Daolin town in Ningxiang county, Hunan, had a history of abusive tax

collection and resistance. In June 1998, a large and peaceful demonstration

was staged there, which reportedly led to a reduction in school fees. One of

the posters the protesters put up invoked the support of the central leadership

for the lightening of peasant burdens: ‘Resolutely unite around the Center of

the Communist Party headed by President Jiang Zemin and Premier of Zhu

Rongji’. On January 8, 1999, approximately 4,000 villagers gathered at the

township government compound to demand lower taxes and an end to

corruption. The authorities mobilized an overwhelming force of 1,000 police

officers and 500 soldiers to disperse the crowd with clubs and tear gas. A

canister of the latter killed one peasant, while many were injured and

hundreds were arrested.1 Subsequently three leaders of protest went

surreptitiously to Beijing to petition national government officers and to

contact a popular investigative TV programme so as to publicize their case. It

succeeded, and at the 1999 National People’s Congress (NPC) meeting,

Premier Zhu Rongli expressed deep concern about rural stability in Hunan

but also anger at violent repression [Bernstein, 2004: 5].
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The above incident is outlined in detail because it accurately illustrates

several distinctive characteristics of peasant protest in China. To begin with, it

took place in a township, and the protest was aimed at the abusive tax

collection by the township government. Although the incident might

ostensibly appear to be an anti-state protest, it must be stressed that its target

was not the central government. In fact, peasants identified themselves with

the centre, and called upon it for help, as seen from their protest poster

(‘Resolutely unite around the Center of the Communist Party headed by

President Jiang Zemin and Premier of Zhu Rongji’). Moreover, village

officials – part of local government – are often found within the leadership

ranks of the protest, and it was they who provided the peasant protesters with

support (information, networks, and other resources). And despite the fact that

violence and clashes had occurred during the protest, these were for the most

part a result of provocation by the township government. Generally speaking,

rural inhabitants wish nothing more than to undertake a protest that is peace-

ful, and to this end they start their action with a non-violent demonstration.

Many similar accounts of agrarian protest (rallies, demonstrations,

disturbances) have been reported both in the international press (the New

York Times, the Washington Post, the Wall Street Journal) and many Asian

newspapers and magazines over the past two decades. Thornton [2004: 87]

cites a Chinese government report confirming that in 1993 over 1.5 million

cases of protest had occurred that year alone, over 6,000 of which were

officially classified as ‘disturbances’ (naoshi) by the authorities. Of these

cases, 830 involved more than one township and in excess of 500 participants;

78 involved more than one county and over 1,000 participants; and 21 were

considered to be ‘extremely large-scale’ events, involving more than 5,000

participants. A surprising number of these confrontations turned violent: these

incidents of protest resulted in 8,200 casualties among township and county

officials; 560 county-level offices were ransacked; and some 385 public secu-

rity personnel were fatally injured. A different source reported that the number

of public protests and demonstrations in China reached 110,000 in 1999 and

87,000 ‘mass incidents’ in 2005 [The Economist, 2007]. Although the

reliability of these figures and the definition of what constitutes a ‘mass inci-

dent’, a ‘protest’, or a ‘disturbance’ remains in doubt, it is certain that peasant

protest is now quite a common phenomenon in the Chinese countryside.

Examining all these reports of peasant protest in the Chinese countryside

cannot but raise a number of questions. Why have so many rural

‘disturbances’ arisen over the past two decades? Why do peasants target

the local township government but not the central state? Why do village

officials themselves often join the ranks of those protesting against township

government? And, most crucially, what is the impact of such agrarian conflict

on the Chinese state and the wider society?
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So as to provide these agrarian protests with an historical context, the

analysis presented here will start with a brief review of how neoliberal

policies have developed in China over the last 20 years. This is followed by a

section demonstrating that such neoliberal policies have led to the emergence

of a predatory state at the local level. Recent policy changes at the centre, it

will then be argued, have led to the formation of what might be termed a

bifurcated state, one divided between a ‘benign’ centre and a ‘malign’ local

apparatus. Also considered will be how such a central/local division has in

turn shaped peasant protest. The conclusion will examine briefly the utility of

both primitive accumulation and the ‘state-in-society’ approach to an

understanding of the processes outlined here.

NEOLIBERAL CAPITALISM AND THE CHINESE STATE

To date, the Chinese state has been engaged in implementing such policies as

are consistent with its drive to become an exemplar of neoliberal capitalism in

the global economy [Harvey, 2005]. This process involves something of a

paradox, since during theMaoist era (1949–76) the central state had a dominant

role that has not been wholly relinquished, even in a context of post-Mao

reforms designed to speed up capital accumulation. The purpose of these

reforms has been to promote a free market and free trade, with the object of

positioning the Chinese economy in a dominant competitive position inside the

world capitalist system [Chossudovsky, 1986; Nolan and Fureng, 1990].

To this end, over the past decades the Chinese state has pursued the

following policies:

. Decollectivization and the proletarianization of peasants. Agricultural

communes were dismantled in favour of an individualized ‘Household

responsibility system’ (HRS). Township and village enterprises (TVEs)

were created out of the assets belonging to former communes, and these

TVEs became centres of accumulation involving flexible labour practices

and open market competition. At the same time, the loss of the collective

social rights in the countryside meant that peasants now had to face

burdensome user charges for schools, medical care, and the like. Forced to

seek work elsewhere after the end of the collective system, rural migrants

flood – illegally andwithout the right of residency – into the cities to form an

immense labour reserve (a ‘floating population’ of indeterminate legal

status).2 China is now in the midst of the largest mass migration the world

has ever seen. This rural ‘floating population’ is vulnerable to super-

exploitation and puts downward pressure on the wages of urban workers.

. The restoration and expansion of the market. A new labour market was

introduced to the Chinese economy in the late 1980s, creating a flexible
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workforce responsive to the requirements of the market. State enterprises

are no longer required to provide their workers with life-long employment

and job security, having been given the power to hire and fire workers in

the name of enhancing productivity and efficiency.

. Corporatization, or the policy of cutting the size of the state sector and

increasing the size of the private sector. In the 1990s the state enterprises

(SOEs) underwent corporatization, as a result of which they are no longer

dependent on the state for funding, and have to operate independently in

the market. Because of this shift, SOEs have to operate like an

independent private profit-making enterprise, and in the event of not

performing profitably are permitted to go bankrupt [So, 2005].

. Privatization (or commodification) of public sector services. Whereas the

Maoist state provided basic needs – such as housing, health care, welfare,

education, and pensions – free of charge to all citizens, the post-Maoist

state by contrast treat these services as a commodity, thus made available

in terms not of need but of ability to pay.3 Recipients now have to meet a

part of the costs for services in most welfare fields. This change is

particularly evident in the area of social insurance (pensions, medical care

and the newly created unemployment insurance) and higher education

[Guan, 2000; Khan and Riskin, 2001].

. Deepening of the liberalization process. Petras [2006: 424] points out that

a result of China joining the WTO (World Trade Organization) is likely to

be a further dismantling of the state sector, a reduction of trade barriers

and removal of subsidies, the pillaging of the rural economy, and the

consolidation of export market strategy as the leading force in the

Chinese economy (see also Harts-Landsberg and Burkett [2004]).

Through these combined processes – decollectivization; proletarianization;

marketization; privatization; corporatization of state enterprises; commodi-

fication of public sector services – China has moved sharply from the welfare

provision of state socialism to the market provision associated with a

neoliberal model of capitalism. In purely economic terms, therefore,

provision and regulation by the Chinese state has been significantly reduced,

as its welfare and public services role has been shifted either to the market or

to civil society. The question thus becomes: how do all these neoliberal

policies affect the nature of the state?

ORIGIN AND DYNAMICS OF THE PREDATORY LOCAL STATE

To trace the link between administrative decentralization and local state4

corporatism that have accompanied these neoliberal policies, and how this in

turn has generated what might be categorized as a predatory state apparatus at
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the rural grassroots, it is necessary first to understand the different levels of

government.

Administrative Decentralization

As Lin et al. [2006] have pointed out, China is a large country with five

distinct government strata. Below the central government are 31 provincial

level units (42 million people on average), 331 prefecture level units (3.7

million people on average), 2,109 counties (580,000 people on average), and

44,741 townships (27,000 people on average). Furthermore, there are about

730,000 villages in rural areas below the township level.5 In the Maoist

period (pre-1978), the administrative structure was extremely hierarchical:

decisions were always made at the centre; resources were distributed in a top-

down fashion; and information continued to flow downwards through vertical

channels. Local deviation from the centre was strictly forbidden, and subject

to severe punishment if discovered.

Throughout the era of neoliberal capitalism (from 1978 onwards),

however, there has been a dramatic transformation in the structure of

Chinese government, so as to facilitate the implementation of market-

oriented reforms by local agencies. From that conjuncture, the central state

apparatus has loosened its control over local affairs, and a wide range of

decision-making powers devolved from central government to the lower

levels so as to promote local incentives. As a result, the local state apparatus

acquired greater managerial power over public enterprises, more flexibility in

local budgetary processes, increased freedom to approve foreign investment

and to engage in international trade, and expanded jurisdiction over resource

distribution and taxation. With central authority gradually retreating from

local administrative and economic affairs, local government now takes over

and becomes the engine powering capital accumulation.

The term ‘local state corporatism’ has been deployed by Jean Oi [1992] to

describe how village, county, municipal, and provincial governments use

their political authority to promote local capitalist development. In Zouping,

for example, local cadres raised the initial capital for new enterprises and

closely supervised and assisted in their subsequent growth.6 Using their

political authority they mobilized capital for investment, arranged and

allocated credit, and provided market information and technical expertise

well in excess of what was initially present in the locality. In the process,

local states have taken on many characteristics of a business corporation, with

local state officials acting as the equivalent of a board of directors. Unlike the

other developmental state in East Asia whose aim is to govern the market

[Wade, 1990], the local corporatist state in China has transformed itself into a

‘full-fledged economic actor’ that participates directly in investment

decisions to promote grassroots economic development [Howell, 2006: 280].
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Fiscal Decentralization

In the mid-1980s provincial, municipal, county, and township governments

were subject to a bottom-up revenue-sharing system that required localities to

submit only a portion of the revenues to the upper level. Lower level tiers of

government were permitted to retain all – or almost all – of what remained

after this upwards payment had been made. This fiscal decentralization policy

converted local states into financially independent entities that had the

unprecedented right to dispose of the revenue they retained. Fiscal

decentralization has had three important effects on the Chinese state and

society. First, it has led to a rapid increase in the size of and expenditure by

local government, not least because it now has more economic resources

under its control. As such, grassroots authorities at these lower tiers of

government now pursue new economic ventures in the form of village and

township enterprises. For example, a study by Guo [2001: 429] reveals that in

the early 1990s administrative expenditure (xingzheng danwei) by a township

government in Yunnan Province doubled in just a few years.

Second, fiscal decentralization has led to a significant decline in the

financial oversight exercised by the central state and correspondingly

weakened its extractive capacity [Wang and Hu, 2001]. Lin et al. [2006:

313] estimate that the state’s total budget revenues fell from 35 per cent of

Chinese GDP in 1978 to below 12 per cent in the mid-1990s.

Third, the downsourcing of financial power has led to a spatially uneven

pattern of economic development in China. The revenue-sharing practice

between the central and the local was regressive, in that it allowed the richer

localities to keep a larger portion of revenue collected. This practice tended to

favour better-off areas possessing more village and township enterprises,

since local firms were the richest source of extra-budgetary or off-budgetary

revenue.

Because its own redistributive power has been seriously eroded by fiscal

decentralization, therefore, the central state has not been able to reverse these

widening inequalities. Declining central revenues have led in turn to

dwindling economic transfers made by the central state to local areas, and

consequently a de facto devolution of political responsibility to local

governments. By the 1980s, the bulk of vital public services (like education

and health) was provided by government at the local level.

Fiscal Recentralization and the Cadre Responsibility System

In 1994 the central Chinese state responded to this fiscal decline by

initiating a Tax Sharing Scheme (TSS, fenshuizhi), designed to claw back

its share of revenue. A result of TSS was that the centre’s share rose from

35 per cent to 60 per cent of the general revenue. However, the pattern of
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expenditure remained unchanged: local governments were still expected to

carry out those economic responsibilities that were delegated to them in the

1980s.

Modelled on neoliberal capitalism’s New Public Management (NPM), the

central state in China has set up a new ‘cadre responsibility system’ so as to

monitor the activities of local government officials.7 Today, township cadres

not only sign performance contracts and pledge to attain certain targets laid

down by higher levels, but they are also held personally responsible for

attaining those targets. Performance contracts include development (indus-

trial output, outside of township-run and village-run enterprises), tax and

profits remitted, family planning, and the maintenance of social order. At the

end of the year, there is an annual evaluation to see whether the cadres have

indeed fulfilled their performance contracts. Economic incentives are used to

encourage goal fulfilment, and bonuses for township cadres are pegged to

their work performance [Edin, 2003].

It is important to point out that such bonuses are not financed out of the

central state budget, but are paid from the revenues collected by townships:

that is, from income generated by local projects such as township enterprises.

In this way, bonus payment is directly linked to the condition of local

finances. While cadres in rich areas receive a handsome bonus for this kind of

oversight role, cadres in poverty-stricken areas rarely receive any bonuses at

all [Edin, 2003].

By the 1990s, bureaucratic expansion of the local governments coupled

with fiscal recentralization (but with the decentralization of responsibilities)

had created a budgetary crisis in nearly all the poorer counties, which

experienced difficulties even in paying basic salaries. In these economically

less favoured regions, high non-discretionary outlays for personnel on the

government payroll, including local officials, teachers, health workers, and

other social service providers generally account for over half of local

budgetary revenues [Lin et al., 2006: 314–15].

The outcome of this situation is not difficult to discern. How, precisely,

were local cadres to fulfil their performance contracts and obtain their

bonuses in the midst of bureaucratic expansion and fiscal recentralization

taking place in the 1990s? Aside from employing a range of creative

mechanisms to cope with their persistent fiscal deficits – such as deferring

wages, borrowing from the budgets of various local government bureaux, or

cutting expenditure on social development – local cadres might also resort to

a number of predatory activities in order to generate additional income.

‘Little Money Lockers’

One way of generating additional sums was the widespread practice of what

Gong [2006: 93] has termed ‘little money lockers’ (xiaojinku), in which
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extra- and off-budgetary funds were hidden. With constraints on budget

revenues as a result of the central state claw-back, the only way for locals to

obtain more financial resources was to generate irregular and sometimes

illegal extra- and off-budgetary resources.8

Extra-budgetary revenues consist mainly of retained earning of state-

owned enterprises at local levels; they also include various public utility

charges and user fees collected by agencies in the administration of state-

owned enterprises. Extra-budgetary funds are technically legal, but not well

regulated.

Off-budgetary funds are not only irregular but also illegal, as they are

collected without the approval of the central government. The main source of

such off-budgetary funds are extra fees and surcharges on public goods and

services, expropriations and fines collected from local businesses or

individuals, kickbacks and bribes paid to local government agencies, and

the illicit diversion of budgetary funds so as to create off-budgetary

enterprises.

For example, the productive and profitable segments of an existing in-

budget enterprise can be siphoned off by local government, which then

converts them into new, off-budget and sometimes private companies. Such

practices become possible because the central government has encouraged

local governments to pursue ‘creative earning’ so as to help ease the

financial burden on the Chinese state. This policy has led to a proliferation

of subsidiary companies, auxiliary enterprises, and service companies.

Profits generated from these companies go directly into off-budget funds

and are beyond external oversight. Ding [2000] shows how this practice has

given rise to a large-scale diversion of state profits into the hands of local

cadres.

In addition to this kind of illegal – and thus hidden – economic activity,

local cadres also have at their disposal other, overtly predatory, means to

expand extra- or off-budgetary funds. On occasion, for example, local

government imposes capricious surtaxes, fees, and fines on individuals,

state and private enterprises. This has been categorized as the imposition of

what might be termed the ‘three arbitraries’ [Lin, 2002]: (1) arbitrary

payments, which refers to ad hoc fees collected on public goods and

services: ‘public security fee’, ‘garbage disposal fee’, ‘road maintenance

fee’, ‘sanitation fee’, ‘supervision fee’, and ‘environmental fee’; (2)

arbitrary fines, which include penalties on businesses or individuals for

violating national or local laws and/or regulations, such as road occupation

charges and penalties for defying family planning policy; and (3) arbitrary

exactions, which entail compulsory contributions to various local govern-

ment funds for public security, environmental protection, and retirement

pensions.
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Formation of a Local Predatory State

What is startling is not just the irregular and capricious nature of these ad hoc

appropriations, but also their extent, their unaccountable nature, and the ways

that the resulting funds are spent.

Wedman [2000] estimates that the total sum of irregular taxes, fees and

other income collected by various governments exceeds Y100 billion (around

US$12 billion) each year. Gong [2006] reports that enterprises in Hunan

province were subject to more than 140 types of taxes and fees, while there

were nearly 400 kinds of ad hoc fees in Wuxi city of Zhejiang province.

Furthermore, the unaccountable nature of these off-budgetary funds enables

local officials who levy them hugely to enhance their own living standards,

adopting in some cases lavish patterns of consumption. Often these funds are

used to finance tours abroad or to purchase luxury items (foreign cars), as

well as provide expensive office furniture and housing as perks for individual

officials.

These kind of activities underline the ‘predatory’ nature of the local state, a

behaviour that Evans [1995: 44] has described as being able to ‘extract a

large amount of otherwise investable surplus while providing so little in the

way of ‘‘collective goods’’ in return that they do indeed impede economic

transformation.’ In a fundamental sense, the local predatory state mimics

historical patterns, both of the kind of appropriation effected and of the

methods used in furtherance of this. The difference is that in the past it was

the landlord class that carried this out, whereas now it is the personnel of the

local state. Insofar as the landlord class prior to 1949 was the local state, there

is a fundamental continuity in this kind of practice.9

While the local state in China has been moving down a predatory path

under the influence of neoliberal capitalism, the central state has gradually

changed its course: the latter is now moving along a path which might be

termed simply one of ‘state developmentalism’ [So, 2007].10 From the

perspective of the Chinese peasantry, this policy change has served to split

the state into two parts: a ‘benign’ centre and a ‘malign’ local government.

SPLITTING THE CHINESE STATE

In response to the rising incidence of peasant unrest throughout the 1990s, the

central state in China recently announced a new policy of ‘building a new

socialist countryside’ and a ‘harmonious society’ [Saich, 2007]. This is a

significant policy departure, in that it appears to herald a change of

ideological orientation on the part of the Chinese leadership and the nation

state [Kahn, 2006]. Whereas the pre-2006 Chinese state endorsed a neoliberal

approach amounting to a form of ‘economic-growth-at-all-costs’ – a strategy
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which could be called ‘GNPism’ – it now appears to be reigning back on a

hitherto untrammelled market-led expansion.

In short, the Chinese state has expressed a desire to adopt a more

‘balanced’ approach between economic growth and social development.

While market reforms will continue as before, this new policy suggests that

the state might take a more energetic role in moderating the negative impact

of neoliberal capitalist expansion. This – albeit tentative – policy shift from

pure ‘economic efficiency’ as the driving force of national policy to one

where ‘social ends’ once again have a role to play, has been signalled by the

fact that the central state has included ‘the people and environment’ in its

developmental plan. The latter, it seems, is no longer destined to focus simply

and narrowly on GNP indicators and economic growth.

From Neoliberal Capitalism to State Developmentalism

To this end the new policy advocates a transfer of resources from the state to

strengthen the economic structure in the Chinese countryside. Not only has

the agricultural tax been abolished, with the object of helping to relieve the

fiscal burden on peasants, but there has also been a 15 per cent boost in rural

expenditure (to US$15 billion) to bankroll guaranteed minimum living

allowances for rural inhabitants, and an 87 per cent increase (to US$4 billion)

in the central allocation for the health-care budget [Liu, 2007].

These policy initiatives suggest a massive injection of state funding into

rural areas, the beneficiaries of which ought to be the Chinese peasantry.

Furthermore, this is to be accompanied by what might be termed a ‘de-

commodification’ of public services. Rural inhabitants will no longer have to

pay the many miscellaneous charges levied by schools; fees at primary level

will be abolished as part of a nationwide campaign to eliminate them in the

countryside for the first nine years of a child’s education. The state has also

declared an intention to increase the subsidies for rural health cooperatives

that will be available in 80 per cent of the rural counties by the year 2008.

Rural inhabitants currently pay market rates for treatment at the private clinic

in a village; since most of them have medical insurance, this means they have

to spend more than 80 per cent of their income on health care [Liu, 2007].

The stated object of the new policy is also to reduce social inequality,

especially the widening gap between standards of living in the countryside

and the city. Thus, pensions are to be made available for everyone, not just

those enjoying the privileged status of registered urban residents. Over the

past two years, the Chinese state has also been promoting the spread of

Minimum Living Standard Assistance (MLSA) for the rural population. This

is potentially a highly significant development, opening up for the first time

the real possibility of instituting a social safety net that covers the whole of

the population, whether urban or rural [The Economist, 2006; Hussain, 2005].
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Notwithstanding these attempts to ameliorate the lot of the Chinese

peasantry, a crucial issue fuelling rural unrest remains unresolved: the

fundamental question of landownership.

Illegal Land Seizures

Although central state policy was designed to help relieve the peasant burden,

and despite the fact that rural protests against excessive taxes and fees have

died down in the year following 2000, a new type of agrarian struggle has

recently emerged and become the dominant form of peasant conflict in the

Chinese countryside [Yu, 2005]. This takes the form of protests against illegal

land seizure and the conversion of agricultural land from cultivation to

industrial and recreational uses.

According to Gilboy and Heginbotham [2004: 258], the Ministry of Land

Resources reported some 168,000 cases of illegal land seizures in November

2003, twice as many as occurred in the preceding year. The trend continues to

accelerate, with 2.54 million hectares, or 2 per cent to total farmland, lost to

agriculture in 2003 alone. Since 1987 around 34 million peasants have been

dispossessed of their holdings, and the new surge in land transfers certainly

suggests that separation of these cultivators from their means of production

continues unabated. The best-known business and economics magazine in

China, Caijing, has called the recent wave of rural land seizure by local

officials and real estate developers a new ‘enclosure’ (quandi) movement.

What then explains this new wave of illegal land transfers during the

2000s? To begin with, the new policy initiative of the central state has not

been able to solve the structural problem caused by fiscal recentralization.

Local government bureaucracy remained overstaffed and in debt, and was

thus incapable of delivering to peasant families in its area the resources they

needed.11 Local cadres are still expected to fulfil their performance pledges,

meeting a set target of enterprise taxes, industrial output, and grassroots

development so as to maintain the pattern of economic growth within the area

concerned.

Of significance in this regard is the fact that the economic boom of the past

two decades has resulted in very rapid urbanization. Towns and cities have

multiplied and their boundaries have expanded, the result being that the

countryside has increasingly come to resemble an urban landscape containing

rural and township enterprises. The twin processes of ‘ruralization of the city’

and ‘urbanization of the countryside’ have in effect blurred the traditional

physical separation of agrarian and industrial sectors [Tang and Chung,

2002].

The problem of illegal land seizure is itself compounded by the

‘institutional ambiguity’ regarding property rights in the Chinese countryside

[Ho, Eyferth and Vermeer, 2004; Ho, 2001: 400]. Hence the issue of ‘who is
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the legal holder of ownership’ has never been clearly spelled out in the

Chinese legal system. By law, the village collective has the right to use

(jingying) land and supervise (guanli) the way in which land is used, but has

no right to buy and sell this resource. The state, on the other hand, ‘may, in

accordance with the law, expropriate land which is under collective

ownership, if it is in the public interest’ [Guo, 2001: 424]. Thus the power

to carry out planning, supervision, expropriation, and – most importantly –

the transfer of land in the countryside is vested in county-level government.

Lin et al. [2006: 320] explain how this institutional ambiguity and fiscal

pressure have combined to generate a new wave of illegal land seizures in the

Chinese countryside:

In more developed regions where urbanization and industrialization

contributed to raising land values, grabbing land from peasants became

pervasive. Revenue-hungry city governments have every incentive to

expropriate more agricultural land for urban expansion and commercial

leases and make a profit since land revenues fall into the locally

controlled extra budgets. With faster urbanization and stronger regional

competition for outside investments in this period, local governments

initiated a wave of land requisition and established industrial parks and

urban new-development zones.

There is accordingly a strong financial incentive for township and village

governments to engage in this kind of predatory behaviour. The study by Guo

[2001: 428] confirms that the bulk of income generated by land sales went to

township government (60–70 per cent) and to village government (25–30 per

cent), while peasant smallholders receive very little compensation from such

property transfers (only 5–10 per cent). Moreover, income from the sale of

land constitutes around 80 per cent of extra-budgetary funds that accrue to a

township-level government.

Again, the central state responded to this wave of local predatory

behaviour by formulating yet more policies, regulations, and institutions. In

2006, therefore, the central government created a new land Superintendency,

dramatically increased oversight of land markets, and imposed new rules on

those markets. These policies should in theory deprive local officials of

crucial discretionary revenues and patronage resources obtained through

selling farmland to urban developers [Naughton, 2007].

‘Benign’ versus‘malign’ state apparatuses

From a rural grassroots perspective, central government is ‘benign’ because it

cuts taxes to relieve the peasant burden and increases financial transfers to

expand social services to local areas. Moreover, this positive view of the
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central state apparatus is reinforced by the repeated attempts of the Beijing

government to strengthen regulations protecting the peasantry from

‘exploitation’ by corrupt local officials and ‘greedy’ urban developers.12

For its part, township government is perceived by those at the rural grassroots

as ‘malign: not only does the local state impose excessive taxes and fees on

poor inhabitants in its area, therefore, but it invariably takes the side of urban

developers so as to enrich itself by dispossessing peasants of land.13

Guo [2001: 435] reports that when peasants complained about land

expropriation, escalating tuition fees, rising education surcharges, and the

deterioration of irrigation and the environment, they always consciously

differentiated the local government from the central government:

The central policies are good and in favour of us peasants. But when

they reach the provincial level, the policies have gone out of shape. The

further down, the more distorted the policies become. By the time they

reach the village, the policies have completely changed from what they

were in the first place.

According to the same source [Guo, 2001: 436] the polarity between a local/

‘malign’ and central/‘benign’ state in China has the following origin. As is

well known, the state, with which the peasantry normally interacts, is local:

the township government. In this setting, proximity is all: the relationship of

the rural population with the central state is mostly political and symbolic,

whereas the relationship with the local state is social and economic. Thus the

link peasants form with the central state is maintained at a moral level,

whereas that between them and the local state is more immediate, tangible

and – most importantly – tied directly and concretely to material interests.

For this reason, neoliberal capitalism has generated fierce grassroots

competition between peasant and local state for control over economic

resources (like land) that are themselves local. The commodification of

everything that constitutes its material base by township government and

enterprise, and the fact that this process cannot but entail wresting property

from smallholders in the vicinity, has – unsurprisingly – become a major

source of conflict in the Chinese countryside.14

Obviously, this split between a ‘benign’ central and a ‘malign’ local state

has profound implications for the pattern of agrarian conflict, including the

target, the discourse, the strategy, the leadership, and the outcome of peasant

protests. Unless the split nature of the state is inserted into the analysis, it is

impossible clearly to understand why peasant unrest is directed only at the

township but not at the central government, why village cadres often join

such protests, and why this kind of rural agency is unlikely to result in

political upheavals and regime transition.
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THE PATTERN OF AGRARIAN UNREST

Among the different levels of government, it is the township governments

that bear the brunt of peasant anger. As the study by Guo [2001: 437]

indicates, township government was the main target of village protests, not

least because it was the authority that issued notifications of land

expropriation, and the ones who deprived villagers of their land by force

were township government officials. In short, both the local state and its staff

are the most visible evidence for – and thus the most clear manifestation of –

oppression and dispossession experienced by the Chinese peasantry.

The Target of Peasant Protest

Why township officials were invariably singled out in peasant protests is

attributed by Bernstein [2004: 11] to the fact that the former were

themselves under intense pressure to extract funds, both for career reasons

and because townships generally were greatly dependent on such economic

resources. Given their role in enforcing land expropriations, the physical

presence of township officials at the point of conflict also intensified and

reproduced the antagonism which subsequently fuelled villagers’ resistance

[Guo, 2001].

Central government, by contrast, never appears on the list of complaints

made by the peasantry, nor is it ever cited directly by the latter when

engaged in public demonstration. Much rather the opposite is the case, in

that it is the central government which is often invoked as the source of

authority against which township government has offended.15 The central

Chinese state is therefore seen as the ‘ultimate saviour’ of the Chinese

peasant, confirming the truism that seeking political allies at higher

levels of the state is a familiar pattern where agrarian mobilization is

concerned.

In China the appeal by rural inhabitants over the head of a local authority

(landlord, state) to a higher one (emperor, national state) has a long history

[Chesneaux, 1973]. Its most common manifestation was the invocation by

peasants of the person of the emperor himself, with the object of presenting a

local wrong as a betrayal not just of themselves but also – and more

seriously – of the highest (and in the case of the emperor, the most sacred)

authority in the nation.16 Clearly, this is not necessarily a politically radical

stance, insofar as it posits an ideal situation compatible with the continuation

of the existing socio-economic system, to which those making this appeal

wish to return. In this sense, such peasant protest might be categorized not as

a threat to the present social order, which such agency does not seek to

overturn, but rather a rectification of what is perceived by the rural grassroots

to be a deviation from this.
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The Discourse of Peasant Protest

In keeping with the pattern of this appeal from below to an authority on high,

O’Brien and Lianjiang [2006] have coined the term ‘rightful resistance’ to

describe peasant conflict in the Chinese countryside. Rightful resistance is the

defence of rights already granted by the central government, yet often denied

by local officials, or rights peasants believed could be derived from the

regime’s policies, principles, and legitimating ideology. In the course of

undertaking such protests, Chinese peasants endeavour to persuade local

officialdom that they – the peasants – are engaged in entirely legitimate

behaviour.

According to Shue [2004], however, Chinese peasant discourse used in

protests represents a deployment of an acceptable ‘grammar’ embedded

within the system to voice doubts about the system itself. That is, it

constitutes a discourse that is critical of both central and local state power,

albeit in a necessarily coded form, one that is permitted within current

ideological parameters. For example, peasants use past critical forms and

norms – such as the 1960s Cultural Revolution-era ‘four freedoms’ – when

putting up big-character posters exposing corruption by local cadres. This

form of appeal is to a different kind of authority, one embedded in the events

of an historical era that many remember, when criticism of those holding

power was not only permitted but encouraged.

By inserting current protest into past forms and idioms in this manner,

those demonstrating invoke a legitimacy that is still valid, and thus run less

risk of incurring the wrath of those in power. This kind of strategy also

provides the state – both local and central – with a space within which to

negotiate. As noted by Thornton [2004: 98], therefore, Maoist revolutionary

language – like the slogans ‘return land and property to the peasants!’ and

‘long live the peasant communist party!’ – is frequently deployed in order to

legitimize peasant protests. The advantage of this is that, while they are

shouting Maoist revolutionary slogans, those demonstrating also make it

clear that they remain loyal to the present capitalist line of the ‘communist’

party. This they do by putting up a poster declaring ‘Resolutely unite around

the Center of the Communist Party headed by President Jiang Zemin and

Premier of Zhu Rongji’, making it clear thereby that the central state

authority is not itself being challenged.

The Strategy of Peasant Protest

The term ‘boundary-spanning contention’ is used by O’Brien [2004] to

support the contention that Chinese peasants desire to exploit the gap

between rights promised by the central state and rights delivered at the local

level. In order to protect themselves, and simultaneously to improve the
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chances of success, peasant protesters tender impeccably reasonable demands

and profess little more than a wish to make the system live up to its promises

(¼ what it is supposed to be). This caution, O’Brien points out, is bolstered

by the fact that claims made by those protesting are limited in scope. That is,

they are doubly circumscribed: parochial and local (i.e. defending the

interests of a particular community), protests at the rural grassroots never

seek to be national and operate outside what exists politically.

Peasant protest, then, involves ‘boundary-spanning claims’ that occupy

strategically what is a liminal site: between on the one hand official and

prescribed policies, and on the other forbidden or proscribed ones. This, it

could be argued, corresponds to a ‘middle ground’ that is neither clearly

transgressive nor clearly prohibited. Peasants who engaged in this type of

struggle characteristically combine lawful tactics – such as collective

petitions, seeking audiences with power-holders – with disruptive but not

quite illegal action: for example, silently parading with lit candles in broad

daylight to symbolize the ‘dark rule’ of local leaders. In this way Chinese

peasants remain within the boundaries laid down by prevailing statutes (or at

least not clearly in violation of them), and use the policies and legitimating

myths of the regime itself in order to justify their action.

By conducting themselves in this manner, peasant protesters can find allies,

even patrons, among the higher levels of the state, not least because the latter

on occasion find it expedient to uncover and stop misconduct by their local

agents. As O’Brien and Li [2006: 65] note in this regard, ‘divisions in a

multilayered state with formidable principal-agent problems thus made

rightful resistance possible.’

The Leaders of Peasant Protest

Village officials often take a leadership role in peasant protests against the

township government. They contribute personal and family networks,

organizational expertise, as well as financial resources to such agrarian

mobilizations. This leadership role by local government officials is crucial in

explaining the emergence and persistence of peasant protests in the Chinese

countryside over the past two decades. Such a role, however, raises the

following rather obvious question: why are lower-level government officials

willing to participate in public protests against a higher-level government in

manner?

To some degree, this kind of action undertaken by lower level bureaucrats

can be interpreted as part of what is called ‘rightful resistance’. In keeping

with appeals to higher authority made within a ‘benign’/‘malign’ systemic

framework, village government officials justified their role in peasant protests

by claiming that they were acting in the name of the central state. That is,

they too were engaged in action that was not merely legitimate but necessary,
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insofar as these officials were only opposing those township officials who had

either violated or not carried out the policies laid down by the central state. In

short, such officials perceived themselves as upholding the interests of both

the Party and State, which were in turn inseparable from the peasants’

legitimate rights and interests [Bernstein, 2003: 8].

Thornton and Li, however, offer an economic explanation. Highlighting

the market dimension, Thornton [2004: 90] argues that ‘market reform

policies have tied the interests of local cadres, managers, and administrators

more firmly to the financial soundness of the collective work unit or local

community, and have made them less dependent upon the central state.’

Focusing on village elections, Li [2002: 104] argues that ‘free and fair

elections seem to have made villagers more willing to urge cadres to resist

township’s decisions that contravene central policies and harm village

interests . . . [f]ree and fair elections may give them [villagers] an organiza-

tional resource to deploy in their struggle with predatory local governments.’

To these explanations one might add another. As is well known, low-level

officials in the bureaucratic apparatus of the local state are politically

vulnerable when policy decisions ‘go wrong’ – that is, when decisions are

either incorrectly implemented, or not implemented at all. In such

circumstances they are the ones most easily blamed for policy failures,

particularly when those occupying more senior positions in the same

hierarchy are looking for scapegoats. It cannot be discounted, therefore, that

in some of these protests – especially ones that have extensive grassroots

support, and have a good chance of succeeding – being seen to oppose what

transpires to be a ‘bad policy’ amounts to a ‘good career move’.

The Impact of Peasant Protest

In the light of the fact that Chinese peasants have a dual concept of the state,

and that peasant struggles are consequently mainly of the type classified as

‘rightful resistance’ which seldom goes beyond what is permitted opposition,

it is highly unlikely that agrarian conflict will lead to political upheavals and

regime changes in China.

However, it is equally misleading to assert that peasant unrest will not

result in any significant macro structural change in Chinese society, politics,

and economy. For example, two decades of ‘rightful resistance’ conducted

against local taxes and fees [O’Brien and Li, 2006: 124] have ‘gradually,

directly, but surely . . . spurred a policy change, namely, a reduction of the

fiscal burden’. Indeed, it could be argued that transition from neoliberal

capitalism to state developmentalism is itself the outcome of widespread

peasant protests. What is inescapable is that – at present – there is neither a

situation of general political upheaval nor (therefore) a context where the

present regime is under threat. Given this, the source of any macro structural
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changes will necessarily be those coming from above, as a result of initiatives

by the state elites, rather than from below, as a result of agrarian revolution.

The latter point – the absence of a ‘from below’ revolutionary upheaval –

is further reinforced by the kind of initiatives that do result from the agrarian

mobilization that occurs. Peasant struggles are significant because they have

formed a new generation of Chinese peasants who are conscious of rights-

based action [O’Brien and Li, 2006; Zweig, 2000]. Rather than issue a direct

challenge to state power – either in its central or local form – activists

experienced in taking advantage of strategic openings participate in a politics

designed to defend their rights, to protect and expand their interests within the

existing system. At present, however, action by a Chinese peasantry

conscious of its rights is still rare, and protest guided by this kind of

consideration is mostly state-orchestrated [Perry, 2007]. How far a rights-

based mobilization will develop, and be allowed to develop, in future,

remains to be seen.

CONCLUDING COMMENT

The split nature of the state outlined here, and how this in turn informs the

kind of struggle pursued at the rural grassroots by Chinese peasants opposed

to the impact of the market on their livelihoods, raises a number of familiar

theoretical issues. The main one concerns what used to be interpreted as the

‘autonomy’ of the state apparatus in relation to the wider society. This view,

associated with (among others) the work of Poulantzas [1973; 1975],

depicted the state apparatus as in an important sense ‘above’ the different

property-owning class fractions that composed a social formation, simulta-

neously representing none specifically yet all generally, especially when in

conflict with the mass of (non-owning) peasants and workers. Whilst useful,

such an approach misses both the pervading character and the tensions

inherent in the state apparatus split along the lines depicted here: a central/

‘benign’ state in which is concentrated a specifically national form of

political and economic power, and a local/‘malign’ one embodying the same

kinds of interests but as configured at the sub-national level.

To a limited extent, this problem is addressed by a ‘state-in-society’

approach [Migdal, 2001; Migdal et al., 1994] which departs from the

Poulantzas, and argues that this apparatus should not be mystified as in any

way ‘above’ society, but should much rather be systematically disaggregated.

The insistence of the ‘state-in-society’ approach on the centrality of ‘image

and practice’ and ‘discursive construction’ in the way the state is reproduced

is useful in the Chinese context, since it enables us to understand how and

why peasants use a ‘permitted’ discourse to wage their struggle of ‘rightful

resistance’. Problems remain, however, since no mention is made of the
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interrelation between appropriation in the generation and reproduction of

particular forms of political consciousness at the rural grassroots.

More helpful in this regard is the view that underwriting the ‘gangster

capitalism’ currently operational in the countryside of China is a process of

primitive accumulation [Luxemburg, 1951: Ch. 27]. Of particular interest is

that, rather than operating simply at the national level and the central state

apparatus, which is where the social forces benefiting from primitive

accumulation are usually said to be found, this process is driven by a political

and economic dynamic generated and reproduced largely at the local level.

While it is true that smallholder dispossession and resource appropriation that

characterize such primitive accumulation are an effect of neoliberal policies

linked to global capitalist system, therefore, the social forces commodifying

the means of production are located in the Chinese countryside. It is there, at

the rural grassroots where the predatory local state is based, that primitive

accumulation, and the response to this by peasants, takes its most dramatic

form.

Over the past two decades different forms of peasant protest – from tax

resistance to protest against illegal land seizure – has compelled the central

state to modify its neoliberal policies in order to accommodate the interests of

the peasantry. In keeping with past practices of appealing to a higher

authority, and because they subscribe to an image of the central state as

relatively ‘benign’, peasants couch their resistance in the language of loyal

intentions. At the same time, their opposition projects little more than a desire

to make the system live up to what it is supposed to be. The aim of such

‘safety first’ discourse is to carve out a tiny political space in a context

dominated by the predatory local state, engaged as it is in overseeing the

process of primitive accumulation. Without this form of ‘rightful discourse’,

it would be difficult for peasant protests in China to find a legitimate space to

operate – let alone take root or expand – in the current political context.

NOTES

1 In contemporary China, the term ‘peasant’ usually refers to petty commodity producers who
combine subsistence cultivation with selling crops and labour-power on the market.

2 Estimates put the size of this reserve army of labour at around 150 million, a growth pattern
that was already becoming clear in the 1980s [Taylor, 1988].

3 For the significance of subsistence provision in rural China, particularly as embodied in the
notion of a ‘family rice bowl’, see Croll [1982].

4 In the case of China, the term ‘local state’ can refer to any level of the government below the
centre. Thus, it encompasses provincial, prefecture, county, township, or village govern-
ments. When this article talks about the local state joining forces with society against the
township government, it refers to village-level government.

5 In China, there is a nested hierarchy of administration. Village officials are directly appointed
by and responsible to township officials. Thus village governments come under the township
governments.
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6 Local cadres can raise initial capital for new enterprises through a variety of means. In the
Pearl River Delta region of South China, for example, local cadres set up good social
networks with their friends and kin living in Hong Kong or overseas, encouraging them either
to enter joint ventures with local officials, or to undertake investment projects in their
ancestral community. Cadres also offer incentives such as cheap rental and tax holidays, and
‘flexible’ enforcement of rules and regulations [Lin, 1997].

7 Cadres usually refer to government officials on government payrolls. Since the Chinese
Communist Party is structurally interlocked with government, many cadres are also party
members. During the Maoist era, this state/party overlap made local cadres very powerful
players in the determination of grassroots policy and political affairs.

8 The central government has set up regulations on how budget revenues should be used.
9 The following account by Tawney [1932: 68] of ‘predation’ by the landlord class in 1930s
China underlines the element of similarity: ‘In Kwangtung, it is stated, it is increasingly the
practice for large blocks of land to be rented by well-to-do merchants, or even by companies
especially formed for the purpose, and then to be sub-let piecemeal at a rack rent to peasant
farmers. Elsewhere, a result of the growth of absentee ownership is the employment of agents,
who relieve the landlord of the business of himself squeezing his tenants, browbeat the
tenants by threats of eviction into paying more than they owe, and make money out of both by
cheating the former and intimidating the latter . . . landlords combined to maintain an office
which acts as an intermediary between them and their tenants, selecting the latter, seeing that
rents are paid at the proper terms, setting in motion, when payments are in arrears, the
machinery for eviction, and with the connivance of the authorities, actually detaining
defaulters in a private prison and inflicting punishment on them.’

10 For the concept and history of the ‘development state’ in contexts other than Asia, see the
contribution to this volume by Petras and Veltmeyer.

11 While local government in coastal regions can set up village and township enterprises to
enrich themselves, local governments in inland regions or in regions far away from cities may
not be able to do so. Thus local governments in poor regions are always in debt, and have to
engage in predatory behavior in order to make ends meet.

12 For a similar kind of split perception operating at the rural grassroots in Burma/Myanmar,
with an analogous invocation by peasants of central state authority against ‘malign’ local
government, see the case study by Thawnghmung [2003].

13 It is obviously true that it was the neoliberal policies of the central government that laid the
structural foundation of excessive tax collection and illegal land appropriation by local
governments. Peasants, however, do not recognize this ‘far-off’ neoliberalism as the
foundation of the misdeeds committed by the local predatory state. Instead, they tend to
identify corruption and abuse of power by local officials as the main – or indeed only –
problem.

14 Le Mons Walker [2006] accurately categorizes this process as one of ‘gangster capitalism’.
15 This pattern of protest and resistance has been noted by many observers, most recently by

Hobsbawm [1997: 202], who observes that ‘people at the grassroots level confined their
struggles to fighting those oppressors with whom they had immediate contact.’

16 This kind of appeal made by a dispossessed peasantry to a higher authority which, it is inferred,
has itself been betrayed by illicit actions conducted at a local level, is also found elsewhere. In
the case of pre-1917 Russia, for example, it involved peasants invoking the person of the Czar,
while in Latin America there is a long tradition of dispossessed indigenous groups appealing to
the monarch far away in the colonizing nation (Spain, Portugal).
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