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Abstract 

My dissertation examines how spatial order, defined as the physical environment and 

institutions that govern the use and production of physical space, shapes state-society relations. I 

hypothesize that an open spatial order characterized by accessible public spaces facilitates collective 

action, while a cellular spatial order characterized by closed communities and restricted-use spaces 

facilitates surveillance and control by a single authority. Maintaining a cellular spatial order by creating 

restrictive boundaries and strategically siting social activities is an important method of social control for 

authoritarian rule. To test this proposition, I examine patterns of citizen activism and the development 

of non-government organizations (NGOs) in the changed spatial landscapes that result from major 

natural disasters.  

The dissertation focuses on the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake in China, one of the deadliest 

natural disasters in the 21st century. I find that after the earthquake, the most intense and autonomous 

grassroots mobilization took place in and around large, accessible, and densely populated emergency 

shelters, in stadiums, universities, and town squares where tens of thousands of evacuees lived 

alongside numerous emergency personnel and volunteers. With a constant flow of people and an open 

spatial order, citizens were able to create lasting organizations without much direction or interference 

from the authoritarian state. Conversely, in less affected or more isolated localities that did not have 

such mega-shelters, government bureaucrats were much more successful at organizing and constraining 

volunteers and NGOs, and citizen initiatives were comparatively rare. As the earthquake reconstruction 

progressed and the state reinforced and expanded the pre-disaster spatial order, characterized by 

enclosed, exclusive, and highly securitized gated communities, it constrained the further development of 

emerging grassroots NGOs. By restricting NGOs’ access to potential clients and by strategically placing 

NGOs in designated spaces, local governments recruited NGOs to work within specific urban cells, 
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thereby eroding their autonomy and networks. The final chapter of the dissertation looks beyond China 

at Hurricane Katrina in the United States and two earthquakes in Japan. Based on this comparative 

analysis, I suggest that disruptions to the existing spatial order create new spaces for activism in any 

political system. China’s unusual capacity to control citizen activism stems in large part from its ability to 

shape and reshape the spatial order in which activists operate.  
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Chapter One: The Agora and the Honeycomb 
Introduction 

On May 12 of 2008, a major earthquake struck the county of Wenchuan in Sichuan province in 

southwestern China. The earthquake affected millions of people; in total, there were 69,227 confirmed 

deaths, 17,923 missing people, and 374,643 injured.1 Economic loss from the disaster totaled 845.1 

billion yuan (123.7 billion USD).2 This was the deadliest and costliest natural disaster in China since the 

Tangshan earthquake of 1976, and one of the most severe disasters of the 21st century. The impact of 

the earthquake was not limited to death and destruction; it wrought widespread environmental changes 

in the affected region. The earthquake flattened hills, filled valleys, permanently destroyed large 

swathes of farmland; many towns and villages had to be relocated, leaving behind ruins to be reforested 

or turned into memorials.3 

For the first few days after the earthquake, the disaster region was marked by spatial anarchy. 

According to official estimates, 10 million residents spent the night of May 12 outdoors.4 People left 

their homes behind and gathered in public parks, schools, stadiums, even along major roads. Boundaries 

between private and public spaces blurred, and tents and tarps created new, haphazard cities and 

towns. An unprecedented wave of social activism took place amid this spatial anarchy. It was not only 

undertaken by homeless local residents populating the streets; volunteers from across the country 

 
1 Xinhua News Agency, “截至 9月 22日 12 时四川汶川地震已确认 69227人遇难 [On 12pm, 

September 22nd, 69227 people had been killed due to Sichuan Wenchuan Earthquake],” September 22, 2008, 
http://www.gov.cn/jrzg/2008-09/22/content_1102192.htm. 
 

2 Yahui Zhao, “中国坚信：一切可以从头再来 [China firmly believes that everything can start over 
again],” People’s Daily, September 4, 2008. 
 

3 The most prominent example of a relocated town is the county seat of Beichuan, which was rebuilt more 
than 30 kilometers away from the site of the original county seat; the old county seat was made into a memorial 
site, since the changed landscape made it very difficult to rebuild a town there. Many villages were relocated from 
especially treacherous mountainous areas as well. 
 

4 Wenchuan Earthquake History Committee, 汶川特大地震抗震救灾志卷六 [History of Relief and 
Reconstruction for the Wenchuan Earthquake Vol. 6] (Beijing: Fangzhi Press, 2015), 163. 
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flowed into the earthquake region, taking over every public space and freely mingling with each other as 

well as locals in need of aid. This activism was widespread, with activities especially concentrated in 

accessible and densely populated urban centers. However, the fluid, chaotic spatial order in the 

earthquake region quickly returned into a much more regimented landscape. Within two months, 

bustling parks and sports stadiums were mostly replaced by well-ordered temporary housing 

compounds: these were uniform prefabricated housing units meticulously arranged in neat rows and 

surrounded by fences; local police established offices in these compounds, and government employees 

guarded the gates. In some areas, activism persisted throughout this period, but volunteers and non-

governmental organizations (NGOs) began to experience limitations and interference from local 

authorities inside well-ordered, closely watched communities. At the end of the three-year 

reconstruction period, the landscape has been transformed yet again: the region became more 

developed, more urbanized, and equipped with better infrastructure; new gated residential 

communities and the corresponding urban government institutions replaced older neighborhoods and 

rural villages. The impassioned post-disaster volunteerism has been channeled into well-organized 

NGOs, often located inside newly constructed gated communities, and grassroots NGOs have moved 

closer to the state both administratively and spatially. It seems that every kind of activism was met by a 

specific spatial order. This development highlights an important yet unexplored aspect of both natural 

disaster management and broader state-society relations: the connection between physical spaces and 

the social and political activities contained within them. 

Research question 

Inspired by puzzles presented by a major natural disaster in authoritarian China, my dissertation 

seeks to understand the effects of urban space on sociopolitical behavior and to investigate spatial order 

as a method of social control by the state. I define spatial order as the combination of the physical 

environment and institutions, both formal and informal, that govern the production and use of said 
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physical environment. More specifically, my dissertation seeks to understand what kind of space 

facilitates horizontal linkages and collective action in society, and conversely, what kind of space 

facilitates the surveillance and control of the population by a single point of authority. The question of 

how physical spaces can be used to reinforce state control and constrain the public sphere is a relatively 

understudied aspect of authoritarianism.  

I seek to understand the impact of space through the lens of natural disasters and post-disaster 

reconstruction and recovery, which allows me to contrast an ordinary, routine spatial order with a 

spatial order characterized by rapid changes, situational decision making, and spontaneity in times of 

emergency. The post-disaster reconstruction process also offers a rare window to investigate a uniquely 

sweeping transformation of the physical environment, the role state power plays in that process, and 

resulting social outcomes. While the question of using the physical environment as a method of social 

control applies to urban and rural space alike, modern cities present unique challenges and 

opportunities for spatial control. On the one hand, the size, density, and fluidity of cities increase the 

cost of management; on the other hand, as a centralized planner and provider of essential public goods 

and services, the state can exert significant control over the shape of the urban landscape. Cities also 

typically see more activism and social movements than the countryside. The Wenchuan earthquake 

affected large swathes of rural land, yet most of the grassroots mobilization occurred in urban areas. 

The post-earthquake reconstruction effort was also overwhelmingly focused on urban areas; it included 

a significant urbanization drive that turned many villages situated near urban areas into new urban 

communities. This project will focus on cities and the urbanization process to observe a greater degree 

of spatial transformation. 

Theory: Space and Social Life 

Lefebvre famously uses a triad of concepts to theorize the production and the reproduction of 

space: spatial practice, representations of space, and representational space. Spatial practice is the 



4 
 

association between daily routine and the physical environment: where and how people live, work, play, 

as well as the network of roads and transport that connect them; representations of space are the 

conceived space found in scientific studies, city plans, architectural designs; representational space is 

the lived experience of space, associated with memories, symbols, and art.5 Spatial practice produces 

and reproduces social relations, representations of space produce buildings, roads, parks—the urban 

reality, while representational space produces memory and symbols. Representational space is the 

closest to the end users of space, yet it is often marginalized by the formal language and logic of 

representations of space in the modern world.6 Applying Lefebvre’s framework, it is apparent that the 

production of space can be easily dominated by political power, which in turn influences spatial practice. 

In most modern societies, the state has firm control over representations of space through urban 

planning departments and building codes. These regulations and plans become the physical reality of 

cities, shaping their daily routines and social relations. Beyond drawing urban plans and issuing building 

permits, the state can also directly affect spatial practice: public transport, road management, parking 

bans and permits, and public conduct ordinances all affect people’s daily routines in the urban 

environment. The state further shapes representational space through its influence over public 

discourse and media as well as its sponsorship of the arts. The state can and does apply its power over 

the physical environment intentionally and deliberately: many important works on modern cities 

recognize how “political power therefore often seeks to reorganize urban infrastructure with an eye to 

the control of restive populations.”7 

 
5 Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space (Hoboken, New Jersey: Wiley-Blackwell, 1992), 38-39. 

 
6 Ibid, 50-51. 

 
7 David Harvey, Rebel Cities: from the Right to the City to the Urban Revolution (London: Verso, 2013), 117.  
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Drawing inspiration from Lefebvre, I propose a theory that explains how state power exerts 

control over social relations and activities through its ability to shape space. The central explanatory 

variable I explore is spatial order, which I define as the overlay of the physical environment and rules, 

norms, and common practices associated with the environment. This is similar to Lefebvre’s spatial 

practice concept, but I include symbolic importance, whether produced via user experience or state 

propaganda, as a part of the common practices associated with space. The spatial order is not wholly 

determined by the state, though the state undoubtedly has the most power over the spatial order in any 

political system. The outcome of interest is the characteristics of civic activism and NGO activities. The 

control of non-state activities and organizations is particularly important in authoritarian countries, as 

these activities are more likely to be perceived as a political threat and therefore to be restricted.  

Just as mountains and rivers once obstructed travel and trade, so barriers in the spatial order, 

whether physical, administrative, or psychological, constrain contact among specific populations. 

Similarly, locations of infrastructure and public facilities determine where people work, play, and 

participate in public life, and by extension, they also determine which groups are likely to make contacts 

and form relationships. As a result, any power seeking to manipulate social relations and activities 

spatially does so through the management of access and location. By limiting access to places and 

communities using the physical environment and regulations, contact among groups can be encouraged 

or discouraged. Strategically situating public facilities and limiting the use of public spaces produce 

similar effects. I refer to all actions by the state that unilaterally regulate and manipulate the locations of 

and access to important sites as spatial control.  In the next two sections, I discuss in detail how spatial 

order can enable or constrain civic activities and provide specific examples of spatial controls.  

Squares, protests, and public spaces 

Space is a crucial element of collective activities: large-scale protests require accessible and 

capacious sites where crowds can gather and attract attention; philanthropy requires contact with and 
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access to populations in need as well as facilities for activities; even something as informal as a block 

party requires a neighborhood park or a street made available for such use. More broadly speaking, the 

public sphere as defined by Habermas, places of discussion among private citizens that are open to all 

regardless of status and where matters of common concern can be openly debated,8 necessarily has a 

physical component: coffee houses, salons, and other sites where such meetings and discussions can 

occur.  

The kinds of spaces that can facilitate robust civic activities have specific physical and 

administrative characteristics that render them amenable to crowd coordination. Such a space might be 

called an agora, the idealized vision of a free, inclusive gathering place at the center of the city after the 

ancient Greek fashion. Whether it is a square, park, or empty lot matters less than that it has three key 

qualities: size, accessibility, and perceived publicness. A large space holds a sizable crowd, provides a 

site for a range of different activities, and attracts attention more readily because of its scale. An 

accessible space allows different social groups to come together and be more visible to each other. This 

space increases contact among individuals and social groups and reduces the cost of communication and 

coordination, thus facilitating collective action. Finally, an agora is a space perceived to be public, even if 

not legally so, and any individual feels a sense of ownership and right to use the space. This can be seen 

in chants of “our park” when New York City police evicted Occupy protesters from Zuccotti Park near 

Wall Street.9  The agora does not have one owner or manager, no single person to dictate legitimate 

versus illegitimate activities, and no power to surveil and to sanction the use of the space. There is a 

perceived absence of established hierarchy and authority, encouraging dialogue and collaboration 

 
8 Jurgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, trans. Thomas Burger (Cambridge, 

UK: Polity Press), 35-37.  
 

9 Patrick Gillham, Bob Edwards, and John A. Noakes, "Strategic incapacitation and the policing of Occupy 
Wall Street protests in New York City, 2011," Policing and Society 23, no. 1 (2013): 81-102. 
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among groups or individuals of equal power. An agora is without boundaries and restrictions except for 

those collectively established by users who share the space.  

Of course, no public space is truly accessible to all and completely without boundaries. The real 

Greek agoras did not welcome women and slaves. In the modern world, public spaces tend to have 

more specialized functions and are heavily regulated by formal laws as well as norms and habits. Parks 

are for leisure activities, markets for strictly commercial activities, and only government buildings and 

town halls house regular public hearings, debates, and other political activities. Large-scale gatherings in 

public spaces often require a permit from local authorities. Police surveillance of major public spaces is 

commonplace. Government properties have become restrictive, such as when the US Postal Service 

banned gathering signatures for petitions in front of post offices.10 However, legal and administrative 

restrictions around public spaces are fundamentally at odds with their physical features. A large, open, 

and prominent site favors crowds and diverse use, and the lack of walls and physical barriers render it 

more difficult to put the space under lock and key. The perceived public ownership of these sites, 

especially prominent, storied public spaces like city commons, squares, and monuments, also creates 

more resistance to restrictions. In the case of the agora, the construction creates its own logic that can 

defy attempts to impose contradictory practices.  

As a result, social movements are enabled by public spaces and often strategically placed in the 

battle for symbolic power. Major protests and social movements have become associated with their 

sites, such as the People’s Park protest in Berkeley, the Tiananmen Square student movement in Beijing, 

the Maidan Movement in Kiev, and the global Occupy movement which began with Occupy Wall Street 

in New York City. In his discussion of the Tiananmen Square movement in China, Zhao credits the unique 

 
10 Margaret Kohn, Brave New Neighborhoods: The Privatization of Public Space (London: Psychology Press, 

2004), 4-5.  
 
 



8 
 

physical environment formed by the 63 universities in Haidian district, Beijing, with incubating the 

movement.11 At the time in China, universities were dense and diverse communities where students 

from across the country studied, played, and lived together; those communities were also well 

protected from direct interference by the police. Dorm rooms and public spaces within allowed students 

to gather and discuss; the proximity of all the universities also allowed students to coordinate a large 

number of participants using couriers on bicycles,12 all of which facilitated the successful takeover of 

Tiananmen Square. Why occupy a square? Asks the title of Gunning and Baron’s 2014 book on the 

Egyptian revolution. They argue that the occupation and the battle to control Tahrir Square was the 

central symbol of the revolution in Egypt, and the square was a sign of what a “liberated” public space 

could be.13 The revolution itself, however, was not enabled by the square, but by mobilization and 

coordination that happened in the ashwaiyyat, or informal housing areas riddled with narrow alleyways, 

where demonstrators could grow in numbers without drawing the notice of security forces until they 

could overwhelm the police presence outside the ashwaiyyat.14 There is a common theme of mobilizing, 

coordinating and swelling the numbers in dense public spaces hidden from state power, before taking 

over a central monument as a demonstration of the power and the legitimacy of the masses.  

Like many contemporary social movements, the Egyptian Revolution was also facilitated by the 

rise of modern communication technology, most importantly, social media platforms. Over a quarter of 

protesters first learned about the protest on Facebook, and a quarter of them also produced and 

 
11Dingxin Zhao, “Ecologies of social movements: Student mobilization during the 1989 pro-democracy 

movement in Beijing,” American Journal of Sociology 103 no. 6 (1998): 1493-1529. 
 
12 Ibid, 1514-1518. 

 
13 Jeroen Gunning and Ilan Zvi Baron, Why Occupy a Square? People, Protests and Movements in the 

Egyptian Revolution (London: Oxford University Press, 2014), 250-252. 
 
14 Ibid, 155-157. 
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disseminated information about the event on the internet.15 Virtual places on the Internet can fulfill 

many roles that traditionally belonged to face-to-face networks and the physical locations of these 

networks, yet the primary end goal of online coordination is still the assembly of crowds in a physical 

public space. A physical gathering is seen by participants as a superior form of collective action, as 

demonstrated by Spanish Occupy protesters’ cry of “we are not on Facebook, we are on the streets.”16 

Crowds on the streets also create a direct and tangible disruption to the existing order. The centrality 

and symbolism of important locations like Tiananmen Square, Tahrir Square, or Wall Street can further 

empower activities taking place within these spaces.   

Because the occupation of a key space is crucial for protests and social movements, forces 

seeking to control such activities, often the state and its coercive apparatus, do so by denying access to 

said space. This can be readily observed in the policing of major protests. Especially after protesters 

succeeded in disrupting the WTO negotiations during the Battle of Seattle in 1999, law enforcement 

agencies in different political systems learned the importance of controlling the physical landscape, and 

similar international meetings and key symbolic sites have become more and more fortress-like.17 Faced 

with massive anti-Iraq war protests in 2003, New York City not only refused to grant a permit to 

marching past the UN building but also closed down roads and blocked protesters’ path with horse 

charges.18 The Occupy movement met physical barricades all around Wall Street, such as in front of the 

 
15 Zeynep Tufekci and Christopher Wilson, "Social media and the decision to participate in political 

protest: Observations from Tahrir Square," Journal of Communication 62, no. 2 (2012): 374. 
 
16 Paolo Gerbaudo, Tweets and the Streets: Social Media and Contemporary Activism (London: Pluto Press, 

2012), 96-97. 
 

17 Luis Fernandez, Policing dissent: Social control and the anti-globalization movement (New Brunswick, 
NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2008), 92-95. 

 
18 Don Mitchell and Lynn A. Staeheli, "Permitting protest: Parsing the fine geography of dissent in 

America," International Journal of Urban and Regional Research 29, no.4 (2005): 796-813. 
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bronze bull statue and around the Chase Manhattan Plaza; activists and the media were forced into 

designated free speech zones and free press zones.19 Restricted access to key sites and creation of no-

protest and free speech zones have become common protest policing practices observed at many 

events.20 In less liberal political systems, even the helpful kind of citizen activism can be hindered by 

restricted access. After a major forest fire in Russia, the government blockaded affected areas and 

turned away volunteers eager to help.21 In the case of my empirical case, the Wenchuan earthquake, 

there were many examples of volunteers working with earthquake victims being evicted by local 

government officials. These tactics sought to restrict access to public spaces to prevent, dampen, and 

control collective action, whether in the form of protests or disaster relief activities.  

The honeycomb city 

 Just as an agora favors public gatherings and activities, there are spaces that constrain social 

contact and reduce the cost of surveillance and control. In his seminal work, Discipline and Punish, 

Foucault states that "discipline proceeds from the distribution of individuals in space.”22 A highly 

specified and rationalized spatial order produces obedience. In his analysis of Bentham's panopticon 

design, Foucault emphasizes how such a physical structure establishes “lateral invisibility” among 

inmates and “axial visibility” between inmates and the guard; the invisibility ensures order, and the 

 
19 Gillham, Edwards, and Noakes, “Strategic Incapacitation.”  
 
20 Patrick Gillham, "Securitizing America: strategic incapacitation and the policing of protest since the 11 

September 2001 terrorist attacks," Sociology Compass 5, no. 7 (2011): 636-652; Mike Zajko and Daniel Béland, 
"Space and Protest Policing at International Summits," Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 26, no. 4 
(2008): 719-735. 

 
21 James Richter and Walter F. Hatch, "Organizing Civil Society in Russia and China: A Comparative 

Approach," International Journal of Politics, Culture, and Society 26, no. 4 (2013): 323-347. 
 

22 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: Random House, 1995), 141.  
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visibility defines power relations. Foucault tells us that the arrangement of spaces can reshape 

perception and behavior:23 

Hence the major effect of the Panopticon: to induce in the inmate a state of 
conscious and permanent visibility that assures the automatic functioning of 
power. So to arrange things that the surveillance is permanent in its effects, even 
if it is discontinuous in its action; that the perfection of power should tend to 
render its actual exercise unnecessary; that this architectural apparatus should 
be a machine for creating and sustaining a power relation independent of the 
person who exercises it[…] 

The Panopticon is an extreme hypothetical case; contemporary cities do not have such clearly 

bounded cells and an omnipresent watchtower. Cities are often divided into cell-like components; 

segregation based on race, income, and religion is a prevalent phenomenon. Ghettos and ethnic 

enclaves are the most noticeable partitions within a city. These are neighborhoods with large 

populations of one particular racial or ethnic group: the Chinatowns, the Jewish quarters, and the inner-

city black ghettos. These partitions are not physically bounded spaces, yet their boundaries are clear to 

those who inhabit the space. According to Enos, Americans living in segregated cities are especially 

aware of the interaction between social groups and spatial locations, and most urban residents rarely 

cross the psychological space between two different segregated groups.24 Spatial sorting alters 

perception and behavior. The large body of studies on intergroup contact theory convincingly 

demonstrates that a lack of intergroup contact increases prejudices.25 Independent of contact, the mere 

existence of a spatial sorting of groups alters people’s perception of the “other.”26 Ethnic enclaves have 

 
23 Ibid, 201. 

 
24 Ryan Enos, The Space Between Us: Social Geography and Politics (Cambridge MA: Cambridge University 

Press, 2017), 85-87. 
 

25 Thomas Pettigrew and Linda R. Tropp, "A Meta-Analytic Test of Intergroup Contact Theory," Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology 90, no. 5 (2006): 751-783. 

 
26 Ryan Enos and Christopher Celaya, "The Effect of Segregation on Intergroup Relations," Journal of 

Experimental Political Science 5, no. 1 (2018): 26-38. 
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been shown to increase ethnic tension and conflict.27 Another increasingly common type of partitioning 

in a modern city is the gated community, an enclosed and privately governed residential, business, or 

leisure space. Voluntarily formed and exclusive, gated communities are not just a group of homes or 

offices surrounded by a wall, they are comprised of “community infrastructure, services, and 

microurban governance.”28 Their boundaries are not mere psychological constructs, but physical 

structures. It has been argued that gated communities increase social and economic segregation, 

encroach upon public space, reduce contact among social groups, and create a barrier between 

members and outsiders.29  

Cellular space is fundamentally exclusive rather than public. Individual cells are not accessible to 

all people but are largely restricted by membership. While walls and gates are never insurmountable 

barriers, they increase the cost of access and change the perception of the space. Longstanding walls 

and locked gates signal private or specialized spaces; they evoke a sense of legitimate versus illegitimate 

entry and use, regardless of their effectiveness as physical barriers. People do not feel the same sense of 

ownership and entitlement toward a walled-off space that they do not own as toward a public park or a 

city square. Even when spatial cells have no physical boundaries, there are recognizable social and 

 
 
27 Garth Massey, Randy Hodson, and Duško Sekulić, "Ethnic Enclaves and Intolerance: The Case of 

Yugoslavia," Social Forces 78, no. 2 (1999); Kimuli Kasara, "Separate and Sspicious: Local Social and Political 
Context and Ethnic Tolerance in Kenya," The Journal of Politics 75, no. 4; Ash Amin, "Ethnicity and the Multicultural 
City: Living with Diversity," Environment and Planning A 34, no. 6 (2002): 962-967. 

 
28 Chris Webster, Georg Glasze, and Klaus Frantz, "The Global Spread of Gated Communities," 

Environment and Planning B: Planning and Design 29 (2002): 315. 
 
29 Edward J. Blakely and Mary Gail Snyder, Fortress America: Gated Communities in the United States 

(Washington DC: Brookings Institution Press, 1997); Renaud LeGoix, "Gated communities: Sprawl and social 
segregation in Southern California," Housing Studies 20, no. 2 (2005); Setha Low, 2006. “How Private Interests Take 
Over Public Space: Zoning, Taxes, and Incorporation of Gated Communities.” In The Politics of Public Space, eds. 
Setha Low and Neil Smith. (New York: Routledge, 2006).  
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psychological barriers that tend to be respected. For members of a cell, there is a distinctive sense of 

insiders and outsiders. Cells are unwelcoming of unprescribed activities, especially if carried out by 

outsiders; the “no soliciting” sign seen at the entrance of many apartment buildings is a reminder of this 

tendency. Each individual cell can contain common spaces within and facilitate shared activities of co-

members of the cell, but these remain activities exclusive to the group rather than exchanges in a public 

sphere. Interactions and coordination across cell walls are less likely to occur. These cells render 

widespread contact and mobilization more difficult and costlier.  

In most cases, spatial cells are produced by complex and organic social and political processes 

rather than a single set of coherent, overarching plans or laws. Cells do not necessarily make up the 

panopticon; they can create a landscape of fortresses vigorously defended against outsiders, including 

the state. For example, as discussed previously, ashwaiyyat in Egyptian cities facilitated the initial 

mobilization for the 2011 revolution because these areas filled with unplanned and informal structures 

could not be easily navigated by outsiders, thus the police could do little to disrupt the mobilization 

within.30 As Scott argues, “the relative illegibility to outsiders of some urban neighborhoods…has 

provided a vital margin of political safety from control by outside elites”.31  

However, a unique type of cellular city is sometimes planned and produced deliberately by the 

state, and these carefully designed cells, with proper management, better ensure their control by the 

designer. The ancient world offers some extreme examples of regimented space, where cities resembled 

Foucauldian prisons. The ancient capital of 7th and 8th century China, Chang’an, was one such city. 

Housing around one million people, it was 8.6 kilometers wide east to west and 9.7 kilometers long 

 
30 Gunning and Baron, Why Occupy a Square?, 155-157. 

 
31 James Scott, Seeing Like A State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed 

(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 54. 
  



14 
 

north to south, a rectangular site surrounded by four walls. Fourteen east-west roads and eleven north-

south roads divided the city into a grid populated by two imperial palaces, the imperial government, two 

markets, one public park, and 108 lifang, or wards. These wards were rectangular, separated by roads 

60 to 150 meters wide, or the equivalent of 16 to 40 standard American interstate highway lanes. Every 

one of the 108 wards was surrounded by walls and had two or four gates, much like a miniature city. 

The city appeared just like a honeycomb with its orderly, insulated, and repetitive cells. Ward gates 

remained closed from dusk to dawn. Imperial guards constantly patrolled roads in the city; anyone 

caught by patrols outside a ward in the after-hours was subject to strict punishment. People of different 

occupations and classes naturally segregated themselves into different wards. High-level officials lived in 

the northeast of the city, near the government compound and imperial palaces, and also near the 

convenience of the eastern city market. Their presence and prices pushed poorer merchants into the 

western market.32 Chang’an in the eighth century was a city of a million, yet its regimented spatial 

arrangement and austere management made the city seem more like a militarily arranged collection of 

a hundred-odd villages. Not only was the city partitioned into many enclosed units, but the 

segmentation occurred in a meticulously planned and engineered way. People were divided into small, 

manageable units, enclosed by walls; coordination of collective activities of any kind beyond ward walls 

would be costly. What amounted to public spaces in the city, market squares, one public park, and 

roads, were only accessible during daylight hours and carefully surveilled by the state’s coercive 

apparatus. Chang’an was an extreme case of regimented urban planning, but orthogonal and modular 

 
32 Zhenglin Ma, 中国城市历史地理 [History and Geography of Chinese Cities] (Jinan: Shandong Education 

Press, 1998), 192-207; Nancy Shatzman Steinhardt, Chinese Imperial City Planning (Honolulu: University of Hawaii 
Press, 1999): 94-101.  
 
 



15 
 

cities were not uncommon in the ancient world, as can be seen in several ancient Greek cities like 

Olynthus and in Roman military camps and colonies.33  

For a contemporary example of this regimented and cellular city, one might look at cities in pre-

market reform China with their danwei, or work unit compounds. In Mao’s China, a work unit was the 

“most basic collective unit of the Chinese political and social order.”34 It could be a factory, a university, 

or a government agency. The work unit not only provided the milieu of one’s lifelong employment, but 

also housing, social welfare, and other services. In the CCP’s early days, fiscal austerity forced non-

productive military and administrative units to take up productive activities as well, and these units used 

their revenue to improve meals for their members and provide other supplies.35 Thus units in the army 

or offices in the administration became much more than just workplaces, but close-knit communities 

whose members shared many aspects of life. This eventually morphed into urban work units after the 

PRC’s formation. By 1957, only eight years after the creation of the PRC, over 90% of China's urban 

population belonged to a work unit.36 Work unit compounds, which were walled areas with 

homogenous low-rise buildings that incorporated the workplace, residential housing, schools, hospitals, 

and other public facilities, became typical of post-1949 Chinese urban development. The ideal form 

aimed to create a standardized landscape of many mini-cities, each one capable of supporting all the 

 
33 Michael E. Smith, "Form and meaning in the earliest cities: a new approach to ancient urban 

planning," Journal of Planning History 6, no. 1 (2007): 16-19. 
 
34 Xiaobo Lv, "Minor Public Economy: the Revolutionary Origins of the Danwei," in Danwei: The Changing 

Chinese Working Place in a Comparative Perspective, eds. Xiaobo Lv and Elizabeth Perry (New York: ME Sharpe Inc, 
1997), 21. 
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daily activities of its residents and closed off to outsiders.37 A work unit was a “minor public” distinct 

from the greater public.38 Thus Chinese cities became honeycomb-like structures, divided into many 

exclusive, self-sufficient cells surrounded by physical barriers. Within each cell, residents had common 

interests and enjoyed standardized welfare and services. They also faced direct surveillance and control 

by representatives of the state. Each cell interacted directly and frequently with all facets of state power 

in the form of state-organized residents’ committees, party cells, and officials with bureaucratic ranks, 

yet there were few opportunities to connect with residents of different cells. Though China has 

implemented market reforms for over four decades, features of this honeycomb city remain in 

contemporary urban planning and governance, and they have become even more pronounced in recent 

years with the rise of commercial gated communities. 

A cellular city is easily defended against disruptive activities and takeover. A finely partitioned 

space is likely to be modular, much like Greek Olynthus and Chang’an, and it is easy to track and to 

decipher. Aided by physical and administrative boundaries separating cells from each other, the task of 

surveilling each cell and all the movement within is rendered easier. “The elective affinity between a 

strong state and a uniformly laid out city is obvious,”39as Scott argues, for such a city is legible and 

simplifies essential state functions of taxation, conscription, and rebellion prevention.40 This honeycomb 

spatial order not only simplifies the repression of contentious activities, but also influences the 

trajectories of quiet, ordinary, and routine citizen activities and organizations. Though cells are far from 

 
37 Piper Rae Gaubatz, “Urban transformation in post-Mao China: impacts of the reform era on China's 

urban form,” In Urban Spaces in Contemporary China: The Potential for Autonomy and Community in Post-Mao 
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impenetrable, this spatial order reduces the likelihood of contact and engagement among different 

urban cells and increases the cost of mobilizing and coordinating across cell walls. This leads to cell or 

group based associational behavior, rather than an inclusive and diverse public sphere. The honeycomb 

also reduces the cost of creating channels of surveillance, negotiation, and control. If the state, or even a 

market entity such as the real estate developer of a gated community, has a strong presence within the 

cell, the associational behavior is likely to be in close concert with that power. Therefore, when locked 

into cells, associational life becomes semi-private and vertically integrated with the state or other 

powerful entities above, rather than along horizontal lines of the classic public sphere with its openness, 

inclusivity, and equality.  

The honeycomb city is created with two main spatial controls. The first is to reduce the 

accessibility of key sites and communities. For citizens to come together, coordinate collective activities, 

and attract the attention and interest of others, they need physical sites of meeting and operation. 

People need to be accessible to each other, with ample opportunities for contact and coordination 

across geographical and social barriers. While modern communication technology greatly reduces the 

cost of communication and coordination, the gathering of a crowd in a physical place still holds 

enormous importance for building trust and creating collective memories and symbols. The state can 

reduce accessibility in several ways. The first is to mandate or encourage the construction of physical 

barriers around communities. The second way is to create restrictive administrative and legal 

boundaries: this can be police patrols in and around certain areas to separate communities, denial of 

services to outsiders, or other barriers to entry for non-locals. Both measures increase the cost of 

effective social mobilization across those physical and administrative barriers. Thirdly, the state can 

reduce the accessibility of public spaces such as squares, parks, shopping malls, etc. by regulating their 

use and securitizing against unwanted activities. By making communities inaccessible to outsiders and 

public spaces unavailable for all but the approved activities, the state can render the spatial order 
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prohibitive to large-scale social mobilization across geographic and social boundaries. The second spatial 

control is placing public activities in strategic locations. Examples include creating special zones for 

protests or other contentious activities, embedding government services and programs in individual 

communities, and placing civic organizations in communities, or in designated and surveilled locations. 

This is a subtler method of control than outright denying access to communities and to public spaces. 

Public activities can find welcoming sites, but these sites are situated in a manner that reduces their 

openness as well as facilitates surveillance and control.  

Strategies of manipulating locations and restricting access reinforce each other. If the area 

demarcated for protests is in a peripheral location, it is less accessible to a large number of people; if 

government services and civic activities are embedded in individual communities and serve those 

communities exclusively, they strengthen the sense of an insider/outsider divide. Similarly, when 

protests and negotiations with the state are prohibited in public spaces like parks and squares, they are 

then forced into private or membership spaces, thus public affairs are turned into semi-private 

negotiations and lose the ability to mobilize the support and participation of a large audience.   

Empirical strategy 

Natural disasters 

To understand how the state can shape civic activities and NGO development using spatial 

controls, I focus on the rapid transformation of space which occurs in the aftermath of a major natural 

disaster. Natural disasters afford unusual opportunities to study the effects of space. Earthquakes, 

floods, hurricanes, and other disasters reshape the land; they bring about a breakdown of the previous 

spatial order, more rapid and dramatic than any human force except for the most devastating of wars. 

The recovery and reconstruction process after a natural disaster initiates another rapid and large-scale 

reconfiguration of the spatial order. 
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As a result of this sudden breakdown and rapid reconfiguration of the spatial order, as well as a 

host of other sudden disruptions to routine social, economic and political activities, severe natural 

disasters often mark the beginning of major changes in state-society relations. Japan, a nation prone to 

disastrous earthquakes and tsunamis, witnessed multiple such occasions. The 1995 Kobe earthquake 

ignited a new wave of volunteerism and created the ethos of a more independent civil society.41 The 

2011 Tohoku earthquake, especially the Fukushima nuclear disaster that followed after the earthquake 

and tsunami, transformed Japanese civil society into a much harsher critic of the state and also a more 

forceful advocate.42 In direct contrast, the 1923 Great Kanto earthquake strengthened conservative and 

authoritarian forces within the state as well as the military. Japan had been a nascent democracy in the 

early 20th century. The 1923 earthquake was preceded by increasing liberalization and a growing middle-

class presence, leading to frequent clashes between pro-democracy advocates who demanded more 

voice in government and conservative elites.43 Conservative thinkers and politicians seized the disaster 

as an opportunity to cultivate a rhetoric of emergency and deepen their attacks on the left;44 a narrative 

of the earthquake demonstrating the moral decay of Japanese society also arose, and politicians saw 

ideological indoctrination as a crucial part of earthquake recovery, a goal they pursued by introducing 
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new education materials for schools across the entire nation.45 The military, which had been unpopular 

just before the 1923 earthquake, also enjoyed much increased popular trust and approval and was 

upheld, even by liberals, as an answer to future challenges.46 Natural disasters can heighten existing 

tensions and conflicts and change their dynamics. In the case of the 1923 Great Kanto earthquake, the 

disaster situation gave the military a new legitimacy, as it was the most capable disaster responder, and 

it also provided conservative ideologies new narratives. As a result, the disaster contributed to Japan’s 

turn to authoritarianism and militarism in the Interwar years. Such dynamics can be observed in other 

major disasters across the globe. In Turkey, after the 1999 Izmit earthquake, faced with state paralysis, 

civil society organizations and the media served as first responders; however, this civil society 

effectiveness threatened state legitimacy, and state-civil society relations were subsequently marked by 

antagonism and intensified repression, especially of Islamic groups.47 The 1972 Nicaragua earthquake 

and the gross mishandling of disaster relief, on the other hand, directly contributed to the downfall of 

the Somoza regime.48 Quantitative studies demonstrate that natural disasters in general increase the 

risk for violent civil conflicts.49 Natural disasters’ diverse political and social outcomes underline the 

importance of understanding factors that determine their aftermath. Most of the existing literature on 
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natural disasters and their social and political impact do not focus on the spatial transformation 

associated with disasters as a key factor instigating social change. I hope to fill this gap in disaster 

research with my analysis. 

Of course, natural disasters are not the only, or even the usual, occasion of rapid spatial 

transformations. Economic development and urban constructions led by powerful governments and 

corporations regularly transform the physical environment across the globe; their impacts have been 

widely studied. One of the earliest and most prominent projects of urban transformation was the 

expansion of Paris under Louis Napoleon and his Prefect of the Seine Georges-Eugène Haussmann. 

Scholars have attributed the Paris Commune movement of 1871 to urban transformations under 

Haussmann in the two decades before. Harvey calls Haussmann’s urban renovation a “Keynesian-like 

system of debt-financed infrastructural urban improvements” that aimed to solve surplus capital and 

employment problems.50 The wholesale spatial transformation of Paris, in combination with new 

financial institutions and real-estate speculation, increased spatial segregation, displacing workers to 

periphery areas and creating “a vast zone of generic rather than occupationally specific working-class 

concentrations that were to play a crucial role in the agitation that led up to the Commune.”51 Gould 

argues that Haussmann’s urban transformation did not only lend strength to existing class consciousness 

and labor military, rather it created new community identities which fueled a very distinct movement 

from the class-based movement of 1848; he emphasizes that the wide boulevards which cut off foot 

traffic and ended in monuments “drew stark boundaries around neighborhoods, accentuating the 

contrast between everyday life in an urban community and the monumental pretensions of the imperial 
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state”. 52 Gould argues that the Paris Commune movement was founded on a mapping of people into 

collective actors unrelated to previous social classes; instead of being based on deep-seated social 

tensions, the revolution was driven by urban neighborhoods rising up against representatives of the 

state. After the Imperial State passed a liberalizing law granting authorization to electoral assemblies 

and non-political public meetings in 1868, these meetings began to spread across Paris, especially in 

periphery areas. Meetings became increasingly agitated; frequent clashes between participants and 

local police continued to strengthen emerging neighborhood identities and their sentiments against the 

state, culminating in the violent outburst during the Siege of Paris, with the most vehement protest 

coming from districts where “the everyday life of working people was structured predominantly by the 

social ties of neighborhood rather than craft”.53 While Harvey and Gould disagree on the specific causal 

mechanisms and corollary factors that led from Haussmann’s renovation of Paris to the Paris Commune 

movement, both find that the massive urban transformation contributed in significant ways to the social 

and political upheaval of 1871.  

While urban transformations through modernization, economic growth, and government 

planning are more commonplace and have similarly strong impact on social and political outcomes, I 

focus on natural disasters because they offer the most extreme cases of rapid spatial transformations 

that begin from external shocks rather than existing social, economic, and political tensions. Natural 

disasters offer a view of the rapid, wholesale destruction of the existing spatial order that is not present 

in ordinary urban projects. Certainly, urban development involves an element of “creative destruction” 

as Harvey argues, but this destruction usually takes longer and reflects social processes and power 
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relations.54 The level of disaster damage is similarly affected by existing infrastructural development, 

building quality, disaster prevention practices, among other non-natural factors, but compared to 

ordinary instances of urban renovation, disasters are exogenous and rapid-onset shocks, and decision 

making immediately after this shock is much more constrained by nature. As a result, natural disasters 

offer a relatively uncluttered view of how the breakdown of the spatial order can affect social and 

political relations. Natural disasters are also followed by another slower transformation of the physical 

landscape through recovery and reconstruction, which is a much more social and political process where 

decision-making becomes increasingly less constrained by nature. The long-term recovery and 

reconstruction process after a major natural disaster is in fact very similar to more ordinary instances of 

urban development. By studying natural disasters, I aim to compare two spatial transformations: the 

rapid, exogenous destruction and disruption, and the social and political process of reconstruction.   

The 2008 Wenchuan earthquake and the empirical puzzle 

My empirical work focuses on the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake in Sichuan province, China, a 

devastating disaster that led to the deaths of tens of thousands and the destruction of entire towns and 

villages. The disaster was followed by breathtakingly rapid reconstruction and urbanization: the province 

of Sichuan experienced an enormous capital injection; a quarter of China’s 760 billion USD economic 

stimulus package after the 2008 global financial crisis was dedicated to reconstruction in the 

earthquake-ravaged region,55 and more infrastructure investment was paid for by state-mandated 

transfers from other provinces to Sichuan.56  Brand new towns and urban neighborhoods were created 
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on top of complete ruins or agricultural fields in less than three years. The sheer scale of the physical 

transformation in the affected region creates a rare opportunity to investigate the effects of space. In 

the PRC, space and mobility have long been strictly controlled; post-disaster situations provide dramatic 

contrasts and challenges to the ordinary spatial order. This case can also shed light on the role of spatial 

strategies as an important part of resilient authoritarian control.  

The initial response to the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake was marked by unprecedented social 

activism. The communist state strove to be responsive and transparent and was more tolerant of non-

state activities than before. Premier Wen Jiabao arrived in Sichuan mere hours after the disaster, 

pledging to do whatever it took to save lives and provide for those affected by the earthquake.57 Both 

domestic and international journalists were granted access to the earthquake region, and reporting was 

freer and more transparent than in the past.58 In addition, a wave of fervent popular activism swept 

across China. While the state had always recruited donations and volunteers for natural disaster relief in 

the past, citizens were motivated as never before in 2008. According to the Ministry of Civil Affair’s final 

tally at the beginning of 2009, donated funds and supplies totaled 76.0 billion yuan (10.3 billion USD).59 

Of this total, 9.73 billion yuan (1.42 billion) was raised by the Communist Party through a “special party 

membership fee”, which included both money collected specifically for the 2008 earthquake relief and 
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transfers from party fund reserves.60 This impressive amount was nonetheless dwarfed by the funds 

coming from individuals, private businesses, and other non-state organizations. Donation for the 

Wenchuan earthquake was more than double the total amount of all philanthropic donations collected 

in 2007.61 The number of volunteers also reached a new height. Sichuan’s provincial Communist Youth 

League (CYL) alone registered 1.18 million would-be volunteers; it eventually deployed 180,000 of them 

to the worst-hit quake areas.62 Many more uncounted volunteers contributed to the disaster relief effort 

in Sichuan province and across the country. The enthusiasm may not be so surprising given the 

magnitude of the devastation; more surprisingly, the communist state tolerated the widespread popular 

mobilization, allowed private citizens and groups to organize and participate in disaster relief, and 

seemed to express general approval of this awakening of the public spirit. Despite China’s authoritarian 

political order, the wave of activism that followed in the immediate wake of the Wenchuan earthquake 

looked similar to earthquake-inspired civil society growth in democratic Japan. 

This development has already garnered much academic attention. The existing literature 

generally attributes state tolerance and robust non-state disaster relief activities by both domestic and 

international actors to three main factors: the state’s desire to appear responsive and benevolent in 

politically symbolic situations like natural disasters, further compounded by international attention 

ahead of the Beijing Olympics,63 the capacity of existing NGOs and their connections to each other as 
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well as to government entities,64 and the feeling of compassion and solidarity inspired by a major 

disaster.65  

Xu offers the innovative concept of “crisis consensus” which encompasses many of the 

previously discussed arguments. He theorizes that explosive popular disaster relief activities were made 

possible by “the challenges to the state’s administrative capacity; the need for civil society’s services; 

the moral politics involved in disaster response; and a consensus about goals and priorities.”66 Xu 

demonstrates how crisis consensus shifted due to specific circumstances and internal variations: officials 

who had been welcoming and permissive initially began interfering and then outright evicting volunteers 

as the need for social services decreased, yet corporations and their programs continued to enjoy local 

government accommodation because their investment was still being courted.67 Xu’s argument also 

explains why crisis consensus was not reached for other natural disasters, such as the snowstorm in 

southern China just a few months before the Wenchuan earthquake. Xu argues that civic associations 

did not perceive there to be a need of their services during the snowstorm; they saw the “grand 

narratives” of the snowstorm as being distant from the grassroots, so they overestimated the 

constraints and missed the opportunity for a consensus.68  
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Some lingering puzzles 

While existing research provides a convincing account of factors that made the Wenchuan 

earthquake a unique opportunity for civil society actors, there remain unexplained puzzles. The existing 

literature focuses mostly on the distinctiveness of the 2008 earthquake as a whole. There has been little 

analysis of local variations in popular activities after the earthquake; similarly, the development of NGOs 

in the context of earthquake reconstruction is an underexplored question.  

More than 95% of the death and destruction was concentrated in five contiguous prefecture-

level jurisdictions in Sichuan province along the Longmenshan mountains. I will refer to these five 

prefectures collectively as the earthquake region. Disaster relief activities were most intense in this 

region: there were significant central government and military presence throughout, most of the public 

funds and donations flowed into this region, along with innumerable volunteers. However, even within 

this region, where daily life had been completely overturned by the earthquake, self-initiated and self-

organized popular disaster relief activities were uncommon. Only local governments and the Red Cross 

fundraised publicly, and the CYL along with prominent mass organizations, government agencies, and 

other party-state bodies organized the bulk of volunteers. There were notable centers of non-state 

disaster relief activities: the central urban districts of the provincial capital Chengdu, the county-level 

cities of Dujiangyan and Mianzhu, the urban core of Mianyang prefecture, and several others like 

Beichuan which also experienced robust popular activities but to a lesser degree. Few characteristics 

seem to unite these centers of self-organized disaster relief activities: they could be densely or sparsely 

populated, wealthy or poor, devastated by the earthquake or minimally affected.  

By the end of the three-year earthquake reconstruction period, however, new NGOs had 

become established both in areas that experienced little grassroots activities immediately after the 

earthquake and in major centers of popular mobilization. In areas without effective grassroots 

mobilization and organization, new NGOs were imported or directly created by the state and funded by 
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various government bodies. These new NGOs began as community-based welfare and social service 

programs, offering psychological counseling, senior care, childcare, support for disabled, etc.; their 

uniform modus operandi has continued without much change to the present day. Self-organized 

grassroots organizations that had emerged from the emergency response process were more diverse in 

activities and funding sources in their initial years. However, as these organizations developed over 

time, they received more government funding, took on more government contracts, and they 

increasingly collaborated with government agencies rather than with other grassroots organizations. 

There is a long-term convergent trend as NGOs of diverse origins have become increasingly similar. In 

2013, an important policy paper from the central government, “Decisions of the Communist Party 

Central Committee on deepening the reform,” laid out a new set of policy goals to promote NGO growth 

and involve NGOs in welfare and social service provision.69 Chengdu, in particular, embraced this new 

policy direction enthusiastically, lowering the barriers to entry for new NGOs and injecting funds into 

government procurement programs and grants for NGO; other cities in Sichuan eventually followed the 

lead of the provincial capital. Many new NGOs emerged in response to these supportive policies. 

Unsurprisingly, those new NGOs run community-based service programs, supported by mostly 

government funds, and there is little diversity among them. The earthquake produced distinct patterns 

of popular mobilization, with robust, self-organized grassroots activism emerging in several localities. 

NGO development eventually converged across the region, creating a highly homogenous group of 

organizations that is welfare-oriented, community-based, and closely tied to local governments.  

This divergent-then-convergent pattern of civic activism and NGO development has so far gone 

unexplored. My dissertation seeks to explain this pattern using a spatial theory. I argue that the 
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Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party],” passed by the Third Plenum of the 18th Chinese Communist 
Party Congress, November 12, 2013, accessed August 24, 2018, http://www.gov.cn/jrzg/2013-
11/15/content_2528179.htm. 
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earthquake produced several distinct spatial orders due to a combination of pre-disaster spatial 

characteristics and natural conditions immediately after the earthquake. Some sites became open, 

accessible, and public; agoras emerged from the emergency response process, allowing crowds to 

gather and popular activities to become self-organized. However, the emergency response process does 

not always produce open, public sites, as some areas became even more restricted due to both natural 

conditions and spontaneous local decision making. These distinct post-disaster spatial orders led to the 

variation in popular mobilization. The post-earthquake reconstruction was dominated by the state, and 

many local governments used the opportunity to build new roads, public facilities, and even private 

residential housing. The honeycomb urban spatial order typical of Chinese cities was not only restored in 

two to three years, it was reinforced and even expanded across the region most affected by the 

earthquake, as reconstruction accelerated urban development and replaced less regimented rural 

villages and suburban townships with gated urban communities. Local governments adopted similar 

strategies of spatial control to manage these new communities. Placed inside a uniform honeycomb 

spatial order, with public spaces growing sparse, NGOs found themselves creating similar contacts and 

relationships, thus their development slowly converged.  

An analysis of space 

One of the most prominent features of the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake—or most major natural 

disasters—is how it completely reshaped the physical landscape. Tales of flattened hills, filled valleys, 

rerouted rivers, and completely buried villages filled media reports of the earthquake. People fled their 

crumbling homes and office buildings to congregate in parks and along streets, and they could no longer 

be contained within the ordinary spatial structures of cities, towns, and villages. In many extreme cases, 

entire villages or towns trekked for miles in search of a safe area. The free use of public spaces became a 

crucial component of providing basic shelter and sustenance to people affected by the earthquake; the 

state could no longer prevent people from using previously guarded spaces without appearing cruel and 
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uncaring.  The earthquake caused an instantaneous collapse of existing boundaries in many places. 

People became much more mobile, either to escape danger or to help others, and most spatial 

restrictions fell away; the state lost much of the power to determine the accessibility of populations and 

locations. With the collapse of the cellular city, existing channels of surveillance, control, and contention 

all broke down in a single afternoon. 

More specifically, the breakdown of the spatial order can be attributed to the following four 

factors. The first was the destruction of physical buildings and barriers. Communities were no longer 

enclosed by walls, and people abandoned their habitual spaces. The second was the loosening of 

administrative and legal boundaries. As people affected by the disaster evacuated to unfamiliar 

territories, the moral politics of the disaster situation made it difficult to deny them entry or refuse them 

services. Natural disasters have always been politically significant in China; political legitimacy rests on 

the “right to subsistence,” and there is a long tradition of expecting disaster relief services from the 

state; as a result, the Chinese state has historically dedicated significant state capacity and resources to 

managing disasters.70 Xu argues that the 2008 earthquake was seen by both the state and the people as 

a test of the state’s moral authority, the pressure compounded by international scrutiny brought about 

by Tibetan unrests less than two months before the earthquake as well as the upcoming Beijing 

Olympics, thus the state placed enormous emphasis on saving lives and providing satisfactory disaster 

relief.71 The relocation of many government offices and personnel further undermined administrative 

boundaries. The third factor is the erosion of control over public spaces. Given the breakdown of 

boundaries, the free flow of people, and the creation of many public emergency shelters after the 

 
70  Yanqi Tong, “Morality, benevolence, and responsibility: regime legitimacy in China from past to the 

present,” Journal of Chinese Political Science 16, no. 2 (2011); Dingxin Zhao, “The mandate of heaven and 
performance legitimation in historical and contemporary China,” American Behavioral Scientist 53, no. 3 (2009). 

 
71 Bin Xu, The Politics of Compassion, 7, 51.  
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disaster, it was impossible for the state to maintain a pre-disaster level of surveillance in all public 

spaces and restrict access to these sites. Finally, feelings of solidarity and volunteerism inspired by the 

disaster made the citizenry more willing to bear the cost of travel; many were willing to travel long 

distances and venture into unfamiliar communities to participate in disaster relief. The resulting mobile 

population compounded the effects of destroyed buildings and eroding boundaries. These four factors 

fundamentally disrupted the state’s ability to regulate access to physical sites and locations of activities. 

In areas where spatial control was most disrupted, new public spaces that were dense, open, and 

accessible emerged from the emergency response process. These sites allowed people and resources to 

come together; volunteers eager to help earthquake victims were put in direct contact with other 

likeminded activists as well as those in need of help, creating opportunities for collective action and self-

organization. Public spaces also became a symbol of the post-disaster volunteer movement and 

continued to attract people. 

The three-year reconstruction process after the earthquake was also marked by a drastic 

transformation of the physical landscape in disaster-stricken areas. It was not a simple matter of 

repairing damaged buildings and roads; entire neighborhoods, and in some cases, entire towns, were 

completely re-designed and built anew. Many local governments saw earthquake reconstruction as an 

opportunity for expanding urbanization and revamping the countryside. This reconstruction was not an 

organic process undertaken by individual homeowners and businesses, but a result of an often 

impractical “urban utopianism” that sought to turn farming villages into urban communities.72 

Earthquake reconstruction allowed the state to reinforce and update spatial controls: many rural 

villages or suburban areas became enclosed, regimented urban residential areas, and grassroots 

 
72 Christian Sorace, Shaken Authority: China's Communist Party and the 2008 Sichuan Earthquake (Ithaca, 

New York: Cornell University Press), 82-84. 
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administrations received resource and policy guidance to actively cultivate, organize, and support 

community organizations. This reinforced and expanded honeycomb spatial order pushed emerging 

activism to become more community and welfare-oriented and encouraged close collaboration between 

NGOs and local governments. A homogenous new spatial order across the earthquake region led to a 

convergent pattern of NGO development.  

To test this proposition, my dissertation examines local variation in the patterns of civic activism 

and NGO development across the earthquake region. My research is based on a diverse range of 

qualitative evidence. I conducted formal interviews with activists from forty NGOs in these four 

prefectures: twenty-three of these NGOs were created directly by the disaster relief process after the 

Wenchuan earthquake, seven are prominent organizations established before 2008 that actively 

participated in disaster relief, and the rest are NGOs created after 2008 unrelated to disaster relief, 

though key organizers in these NGOs may have participated in disaster relief after the 2008 earthquake. 

I conducted participant observation in two of these grassroots earthquake organizations in the summer 

of 2017. According to a report from the magazine China Philanthropist, over 300 new or previously 

established NGOs worked in Sichuan province after the earthquake, but that number decreased sharply 

to less than fifty by 2009, and even fewer organizations survived to become lasting NGOs. My sample 

covers all the NGOs except for three created directly by the disaster relief process in the study area that 

still survived as of 2015. I conducted more formal interviews with three activists deeply involved with 

the disaster relief process in 2008 but unaffiliated with any NGO of interest, and six local government 

officials whose official capacity include working with NGOs. In addition to formal interviews, I engaged in 

many informal conversations and social gatherings, and I attended NGO conferences and events to 

deepen my understanding. I consulted the Sichuan Party School’s 2008 Wenchuan Earthquake Archive 

and historical annals of the disaster produced by prefecture and county-level governments, both of 

which provide detailed information on local level earthquake damage, disaster relief, and reconstruction 
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activities. I also consulted newspapers and media reports on the Wenchuan earthquake to compile 

geocoded databases of emergency shelter locations and sites of non-state disaster relief activities. 

Finally, I visited all the important sites, from stadiums, schools, and open lots used as emergency 

shelters immediately after the earthquake, to newly constructed gated residential communities and 

community centers to better understand these locations and the surrounding physical environment. 

Using these materials, I conduct comparative case studies of selected county-level localities to assess 

the impact of space on social mobilization, activism, and subsequent NGO development.   

Chapter Two looks at the emergency response period in the first two to three months 

immediately after the earthquake, when most people affected by the earthquake were living in 

temporary emergency shelters. This period was marked by spatial anarchy. Leveraging varied 

emergency spatial arrangements produced by natural conditions and spontaneous local decision 

making, I demonstrate how local spatial features led to different levels of non-state disaster relief 

activities. In Chapter Three, I investigate long-term NGO development in the region, showing how the 

state restored and reinforced spatial order, and how different NGOs developed within the new urban 

honeycomb. Finally, in Chapter Four, I consider the spatial dynamics of emergencies outside of China 

and compare spatial controls in different societies. 
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Chapter Two: Spatial practices of emergency response 

Introduction: local variations in popular mobilization 

In this chapter, I present an analysis of how spatial controls were destroyed and recreated after 

the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake in China, and the effects of this process on non-state disaster relief 

activities. Here I look at activities in the most affected region in the first two to three months after the 

disaster, before those affected by it moved back to their own homes or into medium-term temporary 

housing. I focus on self-organized, non-state and non-market disaster-related activities seen after the 

earthquake, from small businesses and religious temples sheltering the homeless, to organized groups 

of volunteers delivering aid to those in need, to the participation of established domestic and 

international NGOs. These first two to three months seemed like a moment for people to come together 

and find new ways to organize to provide for themselves. Indeed, at several sites, largely spontaneous, 

individualistic actions became organized; people banded together, pooled their resources, and they 

maintained their coordinated activities throughout this period all without instructions from the state, 

thus creating new networks and capacity. But such examples were rare. In most places, impassioned 

citizens remained unorganized or were organized by the state. They volunteered for a spell and then 

returned to their daily routine without any new, lasting capacity or desire for activism. The lack of 

widespread, sustained, self-organized popular activities attests to the success of restoring authoritarian 

controls even in a moment of extreme stress and immense need.  

Popular participation in disaster relief was first inspired by feelings of empathy and solidarity: 

people were more willing to bear the cost of donations, travel, and lost time to help the cause. 

However, once volunteers arrived in the earthquake region, they needed places to interact with 

earthquake victims, places to meet and to coordinate with fellow activists, and even places to gather 

and to stay. These places were created, albeit momentarily, by the collapse of physical boundaries and 

spatial controls. People were no longer enclosed within private communities, previously restricted 
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spaces became accessible to all, and people gained new venues for interaction and coordination. This 

spatial freedom, combined with a high degree of willingness to participate, enabled popular mobilization 

and organization. However, in most localities, the state was able to quickly repair the destroyed physical 

landscape and reinstate authoritative walls and gates. As a result, most people in the earthquake region 

did not have long to interact and organize in accessible, free, and public spaces. Only in rare cases, 

where natural conditions made quickly reinstating spatial controls impossible, did sustained, 

independent, and self-organized popular activities emerge from the emergency response process.   

Background: the spatial and social landscape of the earthquake region pre-2008 

To begin my analysis, I will first discuss the scope of my empirical evidence and introduce the 

conditions of the earthquake region. My empirical analysis focuses on Sichuan province. Earthquake 

damage was not entirely contained within Sichuan, but the province accounted for the overwhelming 

majority of the death and destruction resulting from the disaster; total deaths and disappearances in 

Sichuan numbered 86,922,73 which was more than 95% of the total 87,150 casualties.74 The Wenchuan 

earthquake touched the entire country emotionally and symbolically, but the direct effects of loss of life, 

destroyed property, millions rendered homeless, and state capacity erosion were most acutely felt in 

Sichuan province. Local governments in Sichuan faced uniquely daunting tasks. Similarly, volunteerism 

was far more widespread and dynamic in Sichuan than anywhere else. In addition to the uniquely strong 

effects of the earthquake in Sichuan, focusing on one province eliminates the confounding factor of 

variation in provincial and regional development and policymaking. There have always been significant 

regional differences in economic and social conditions in China. The scale and characteristics of civic 

 
73 Sichuan Provincial Government Disaster Damage Survey Group, 5.12汶川特大地震四川省灾害损失统

计评估资料汇编 [Collection of materials on disaster damage statistics in Sichuan after the Wenchuan earthquake] 
(Sichuan: 川新出内[2009]29), 051. 

 
74 Xinhua News Agency, “截至 9月 22日 12 时四川汶川地震已确认 69227人遇难 [69227 people 

confirmed dead in the Sichuan earthquake by noon, September 22],” Central Government of the People’s Republic 
of China website, September 22, 2008, http://www.gov.cn/jrzg/2008-09/22/content_1102192.htm. 
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engagement and associational behavior can be fundamentally dissimilar across regions. Focusing on 

internal variations in Sichuan can better capture the effects of the key variable of public space 

investigated here. 

Overview of the earthquake region 

Sichuan contains twenty-two prefectural-level units. Most of the earthquake damage was 

accounted for by five contiguous prefectures: Chengdu, Deyang, Mianyang, Guangyuan, and Aba. 

Chengdu is the largest and wealthiest prefecture in the earthquake region; it is the capital and economic 

center of Sichuan province, and one of the engines of growth in southwestern China. By 2007, the city 

had a registered population of 11 million75, comparable to the population of the other four prefectures 

combined. Chengdu is also a policy innovator often emulated by other localities in the province. The 

other prefectures are significantly less developed than Chengdu, though to varying degrees. Aba 

prefecture is the least developed in the earthquake region. It is geographically set apart from the others; 

it lies directly west of all other prefectures on the Tibetan plateau. It is also a mostly rural autonomous 

prefecture for Tibetan and Qiang ethnic minorities. The following table displays some basic information 

about economic and social development in these five prefectures in 2007. 

 

 

 

 

 
75 Sichuan Statistical Bureau, 四川统计年鉴 2008 [Sichuan Statistical Yearbook 2008] (Beijing: China 

Statistical Press, 2008), table 4-3. 
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Table 1. Summary statistics of the earthquake region76 

Prefecture 2007 

population 

(million) 

2007 GDP 

per capita 

(CNY) 

2007 

urbanization 

rate 

Total earthquake 

deaths & 

disappearances 

Total direct 

economic loss 

(billion CNY) 

Chengdu 11.123 26,525 53.5% 4,733 98.557 

Deyang 3.853 17,789 22.3% 17,598 144.336 

Mianyang 5.379 13,640 24.8% 31,237 172.811 

Guangyuan 3.074 7,641 20.4% 4,953 80.025 

Aba 0.874 11,725 21.2% 28,227 90.270 

 

These five prefectures are further divided into fifty-four county-level administrative units. Of 

these fifty-four units, fifteen are city districts, eight are county-level cities, and the rest are counties. The 

specific types of administrative units affect the bureaucratic rankings of local government officials and 

decision-making structures. Districts and county-level cities are considered half a rank order higher than 

counties; their governments tend to be larger, and officials are also half a step higher in rank than their 

county counterparts. Districts tend to be more densely populated, more urbanized, more economically 

developed, and more centrally located in the prefecture. However, district government officials, 

especially those in central urban districts where prefecture governments are located, are often more 

constrained and politically weaker compared to their counterparts in outlying counties. The prefecture 

government makes many decisions regarding what happens in core urban districts, and district 

governments execute more direct orders from superiors. This becomes even more apparent in times of 

emergency, as will be reflected in my discussion of urban Mianyang later in this chapter. In contrast, 

though the Sichuan provincial government is located in Chengdu, the party committee of Chengdu 

 
76 Sichuan Disaster Damage Survey Group, 灾害损失统计评估资料汇编, 017, 051-054;  

Sichuan Statistical Bureau, 四川统计年鉴 2008, table 3-6, 4-3. 
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remains the key decision-maker for Chengdu. Counties and county-level cities tend to have more 

autonomous local government officials as a result of both legal powers and being physically more 

distant from prefecture governments.  

The earthquake wreaked the most havoc in rural areas, while urban districts generally escaped 

the disaster with light damage. The Longmenshan fault system responsible for the earthquake cuts a 

northeast-southwest line across the region, and all areas along this line experienced severe earthquake 

damage. This explains why Qingchuan county, located more than 300 kilometers from the epicenter, 

was still reduced to rubble, and 4,819 lives were lost. Fortunately, the urban cores of all five prefectures 

with the most people, economic activities, and government resources were among the less affected 

localities; these urban districts were the most immediate and important relief providers for their less 

fortunate neighbors. While Aba prefecture did not have a densely populated and economically 

developed urban core like the other prefectures, the area where the Aba prefecture government was 

located escaped the earthquake with light damage and remained capable of sending aid. The following 

map summarizes county-level fatalities across the earthquake region. 
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Map 1. Province of Sichuan: Areas most Affected by the Earthquake 

 

Local administrations and gated communities 

Of crucial importance to my research is the further administrative subdivision below the county 

level. While most NGOs are registered at the county or district level, and they are ultimately responsible 

to the county government, they frequently interact with lower-level administrative or party personnel. 

These sub-county divisions can shape the pattern of NGO activities. Counties are divided into towns and 

townships. This is the lowest level of formal administration in China, with full local government 

structures and elected legislative bodies.77 Fully urbanized districts do not contain towns within them, 

 
77中华人民共和国地方各级人民代表大会和地方各级人民政府组织法 [Organization Law of People’s 

Congress and Local Governments] (2015).  
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but in Sichuan in 2008, many districts were in the middle of urbanizing, thus they still contained rural 

patches which were divided into towns or townships. These are further divided into villages, which are 

theoretically informal, self-organized communities with democratically elected leadership, but both 

townships and Communist Party branches exert heavy influence on the theoretically self-organized 

administration. My research focuses on governance and civic activities in urban environments, as most 

of my empirical evidence comes from urban locations and organizations.   

Urban districts are, by law, the lowest level of government, but districts are further divided into 

street offices (街道 jiedao), which are not governments but simply government outposts and service 

buildings, much like police precincts. In practice, street offices are responsible for a vast range of core 

government services and activities, and they manage sizable budgets, though they do not have 

independent revenues and are allocated funding from the district government. For example, the South 

Railway Station street office of Wuhou district in urban Chengdu, an area of just over 100,000 residents 

including transients, received 90.0 million yuan (13.2 million USD) from the district for 2017; its 

budgetary items included everything from community services to public security and defense.78 Street 

office areas are yet again divided into communities (社区 shequ). South Railway Station contains six 

communities, each with a population ranging from over 10,000 to just under 30,000.79 Each community 

is governed by one or several residents’ committees (居民委员会 jumin weiyuanhui); in Sichuan, most 

communities only have one residents’ committee. Communities are the urban equivalent of villages; 

 
78Wuhou District South Railway Station Street Office, “武侯区人民政府火车南站街道办事处 2017 年部

门预算情况说明 [Wuhou District South Railway Station Street Office 2017 budgetary statement],” Chengdu 
Wuhou District Government Website, March 16, 2017, accessed May 13, 2019, 
http://www.cdwh.gov.cn/wuhou/c110559/2017-03/16/content_6461470070e147b4a47822c7ead2a408.shtml. 
 

79 Based on numbers reported by the open governance web platform 成都市基层公开综合服务监管平
台 [Chengdu local open comprehensive services and accountability platform], accessed October 30, 2017, 
http://jcpt.chengdu.gov.cn/wuhouqu/huochenanzhanjiedao. 
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they should theoretically be informal and self-governed by elected committees, but in practice, 

residents’ committees are closely monitored and controlled by street offices as well as local party 

branches. Community leaders are selected by the party; while there are elections to select residents’ 

committee members, these elections are carefully choreographed and cannot contravene the decisions 

of street offices.80 The state actively encourages civic engagement and participation in the community, 

but for the purpose of residents sharing the burden of providing public services.81  

This finely partitioned and hierarchical urban governance structure is also being integrated with 

the spread of gated residential communities, or literally “small areas” (小区 xiaoqu). These are private 

communities often hundreds, even thousands of acres in size. For safety and privacy concerns, they are 

closed off to public traffic, protected by walls, checkpoints, and sometimes even guards at the gates. In 

Sichuan cities, gated communities tend to be small, and an administrative community usually consists of 

one or several gated residential communities in addition to businesses and public facilities such as 

schools and hospitals in the vicinity. Walls of gated communities and administrative boundaries set by 

the state often overlap. Within those gated communities, there exist complete urban ecosystems, with 

convenience stores, barbershops, childcare centers, and other services run by mostly property-owning 

residents. Inhabitants can have all the daily convenience while maintaining the privacy and exclusivity of 

their communities. Gated communities are now ubiquitous in China. Though never a national mandate, 

governments at all levels as well as keys stakeholders like developers and state-owned enterprises that 

control much of the urban land prefer and encourage large, privately-managed, and gated residential 

 
80 Benjamin Read, Roots of the State: Neighborhood Organization and Social Networks in Beijing and 

Taipei (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 2012), 6.  
 
81 Thomas Heberer, "Evolvement of Citizenship in Urban China or Authoritarian Communitarianism? 

Neighborhood Development, Community Participation, and Autonomy," Journal of Contemporary China 18, no. 61 
(2009). 
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development over small housing units.82 Some municipalities simply mandate that all residential 

communities need to be gated.83 In my travel across Sichuan, the only ungated residential buildings I 

have seen are mixed-use high-rises in downtown areas. Gated communities contain only “faux ‘public' 

spaces," Miao notes, shared by few and underused, such community facilities cannot sustain robust 

social life; gated communities even turn public streets around their walls into deserted, lifeless spaces.84 

They are also increasingly segregated by income, which makes the city psychologically divided as well as 

physically divided.85 Within the private space of a gated community, the state allows significantly more 

freedom, even protests are tolerated as long as such contentious activities stay within the physical 

bounds of the community.86  

A 2000 policy paper approved by the State Council calls for accelerated reform and 

development of urban communities; more specifically, it calls for the creation of community service 

stations (社区服务站 shequ fuwuzhan).87 These are meant to be innovative tools of urban governance. 

At these service stations, residents can obtain government services and welfare, enjoy leisure programs, 

seek legal aid, and otherwise engage with representatives of the state.  Different municipalities have 

 
82 Luigi Tomba, The Government Next Door: Neighborhood Politics in Urban China (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 

University Press, 2014), 34-35. 
 
83 Pu Miao, “Deserted Streets in a Jammed Town: the Gated Community in Chinese Cities and Its 

Solution,” Journal of Urban Design 8, no. 1 (2003). 
 
84 Pu Miao, “Brave New City: Three Problems in Chinese Urban Public Space Since the 1980s,” Journal of 

Urban Design 16, no. 2 (2011). 
 
85 Robin Visser, Cities Surround the Countryside: Urban Aesthetics in Postsocialist China (Durham: Duke 

University Press, 2010), 47-48. 
 

86 Luigi Tomba, The Government Next Door, 121-122. 
 
87Ministry of Civil Affairs, “民政部关于在全国推进城市社区建设的意见 [Suggestions from the Ministry 

of Civil Affairs for the national promotion of urban community development],” 中办发[2000]23号. 
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experimented with various ways of setting up these service stations; they are controlled by street-level 

offices in Shenzhen,88 but run by residents’ committees in Beijing.89 Shenzhen actively encourages 

incorporating community services stations into gated communities: a policy document states that large, 

independent gated residential communities should set up these service stations even when not meeting 

the population requirement otherwise needed for fielding such a facility, and existing property 

management companies in gated communities can be contracted for some of the services the stations 

provide.90 In my fieldwork, I have observed that most community service stations are placed within 

gated communities or in a street-facing unit of gated communities. These community service stations 

fulfill a public function; they are sites of collective leisure and political activities and forums of state-

society interactions. They are known and highly visible centers of state presence. However, as they are 

becoming embedded gated communities, often placed behind walls or else along less traveled side 

roads, they are also becoming less public.  

This has been an ongoing process in Sichuan; not all policies were in place by 2008, and indeed 

the rapid urbanization and the expansion of welfare after the earthquake hastened the development 

and adoption of these policies. Importantly, as will be explored in more depth later, emerging NGOs are 

often placed into these service centers in gated communities, thus becoming a part of the cells of the 

urban honeycomb. 

 
88Shenzhen City Government, “深圳市社区工作站管理试行办法 [Trial regulations for the management 

of community service stations in Shenzhen],” 深办(2006)45号. 
 

89Beijing Xicheng District Government, “关于在全区范围内推进社区居委会管理体制改革试点工作指

导意见 [Suggestions for encouraging community associations reform in the district],” 西政办[2003]4号. 
 

90Shenzhen City Government, “关于印发《深圳市社区工作站管理试行办法》的通知 [Announcement 
of the printing of ‘Shenzhen Community Service Station Management Protocols’],” 深办[2006]45号. 
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The existing associational space 

Another important characteristic to note about the earthquake region is the scarcity of true 

NGOs before 2008. There are three legal statuses for NGOs in China: social organizations (SO) which are 

membership associations, private non-profit organizations (NPO) which are non-membership, non-profit 

organizations, and foundations. These categories do not include some of the largest and the most 

prominent organizations such as the Red Cross, or the All-China Federation of Trade Unions and All-

China Women’s Federation. These are mass organizations, which are entirely state-funded and state-

run. Staff members of mass organizations are hired via the civil service exam and receive civil servant-

equivalent wages and benefits, as stipulated by an addendum to the Civil Service Law.91 Important 

organizational leaders often have parallel government positions. For example, the chairman of a city 

branch of the All-China Federation of Trade Unions is almost always a vice-mayor of that city. Local 

chapters of mass organizations are important arms of the government; some of them are the state 

representatives that shape the development of NGOs.  

Sichuan had 16,791 SOs and 11,703 NPOs in 2007 registered at the county, prefecture, or 

provincial level, with most organizations being at the county level. Though there were more SOs in 2007, 

the legal status of SO was notoriously difficult to obtain at the time, as it required at least 50 signed 

members, 100,000 yuan of initial funding, office space, and a willing government agency sponsor. Most 

existing SOs at that point were trade and business associations, often created and led by local 

government agencies and staffed by officials. The state has been well aware of trade associations’ lack 

of independence. In 2015, the Ministry of Civil Affairs called for the decoupling of all trade and business 

 
91State Administration of Civil Service, “工会、共青团、妇联等人民团体和群众团体机关参照《中华人

民共和国公务员法》管理的意见 [Suggestions on managing unions, Communist Youth league and other mass 
organizations according to Civil Service Law],” State Civil Service Administration Website, October 23, 2008, 
accessed June 10, 2018, http://www.scs.gov.cn/gwygl/czgl/201409/t20140902_1949.html. 
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associations from their government agency sponsors.92 In a press interview related to this new policy, 

the ministry spokesperson said: 

“Because some of the trade and business associations were created after the 

reform of government agencies and the dissolution of trade departments, [they] 

have close relationships with the government. Most leaders of trade and business 

associations are recommended by their government sponsors. Some trade and 

business associations are accustomed to rely on their government sponsors to 

operate, and some government agencies are accustomed to command trade and 

business associations as branch organizations.”93 

It has been suggested that in cities like Wenzhou, where small and medium-sized businesses are 

particularly dense and active, business associations have been more independently created and run.94 

Sichuan, however, was not known for vibrant business associations. The NPO status was easier to obtain 

in theory, but the requirement of a government sponsor and local officials’ reluctance to serve as 

sponsors for new organizations remained major hurdles. Most of the registered NPOs in 2007 were 

private schools and education programs, private healthcare clinics, and senior homes; the number of 

education and healthcare NGOs was 9,137, or 78% of the total.95 While these enterprises may have been 

 
92Xinhua News Agency, “行业协会商会与行政机关脱钩总体方案 [Overall plan to disconnect trade and 

business associations with government administrations],” People’s Government of China website, July 8, 2015, 
accessed August 10, 2017, http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/2015-07/08/content_2894118.htm. 
 

93 Xiaoxi Huang, “解读《行业协会商会与行政机关脱钩总体方案》[Understanding ‘The Plan to 
Decouple Trade Associations and Business Associations with Administrative Agencies],” The People’s Government 
of Sichuan Province website, August 5, 2015, accessed April 23, 2019, 
http://www.sc.gov.cn/10462/10778/12802/12867/2015/8/5/10347300.shtml. 
 

94 Jianjun Zhang, "Business associations in China: two regional experiences," Journal of Contemporary 
Asia 37, no. 2 (2007). 
 

95 Sichuan Department of Civil Affairs Planning and Finance Office, 四川民政统计年鉴 2008 [Sichuan Civil 
Affairs Statistical Yearbook 2008] (Chengdu: Sichuan Department of Civil Affairs, 2008), 206-207. 
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non-profit by the books, they offered services at market-rate prices and were no different from small 

businesses in goals, revenue generation, and management. My discussion of NGOs is not about these 

legally registered NPOs, rather I focus on mission-driven organizations that advocate for a specific 

population or goal and rely on non-market funding sources.  

Before 2008, there was a small cluster of prominent NGOs in Chengdu dedicated to 

environmental protection and poverty alleviation. Most of these were branches or localizations of major 

international NGOs; examples include Heifer International, Roots and Shoots, and the YMCA. There were 

also a few homegrown environmental NGOs with strong state connections like Green River and Chengdu 

Urban River Association. These organizations were not necessarily legally recognized; for example, 

Heifer International was still an unregistered organization in 2008 despite its decade long activism in 

Sichuan working on rural issues. Being unregistered meant that the NGO cannot open an organizational 

bank account, cannot make or receive payments as an institution, and cannot enjoy tax deductions as a 

non-profit organization. However, whether legally registered or not, these organizations were known to 

the local government, and many activists in these NGOs enjoyed close professional and personal 

relationships with government officials even if goals sometimes clashed. Outside of urban Chengdu, 

NGO presence was extremely limited in the earthquake region. Most public officials in the area did not 

understand what an NGO is and what it hopes to accomplish, much less how to work with such an 

organization; this observation was brought up many times during interviews. The associational blank 

slate in most localities offers an uncomplicated comparison of local NGO development after the 

earthquake.  

Post-earthquake Mobilization in the earthquake region 

After the earthquake, citizens were moved to immediate action, with reports of local residents 

jumping into search and rescue, transporting the injured, and providing relief the very same evening of 

the earthquake. In the three-month emergency response period following the disaster, locals continued 
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to participate in disaster relief, while millions from outside of the region ventured into Sichuan province 

to support the effort. Millions of citizens eager to help were organized, dispatched, and directly 

supervised by various local government agencies and mass organizations like the CYL and the Red Cross. 

At the same time, many NGOs, companies, or even small groups of citizens took the initiative to go 

where help was needed and relied on private resources for organization and logistics. However, this 

wave of non-state disaster relief was not evenly distributed across the region; rather, volunteers and 

NGOs seemed to be concentrated in several centers of activities, and these centers were not always 

where the earthquake impact was the greatest, nor where there had been an active pre-disaster civil 

society scene, as one would expect.  

To demonstrate the pattern of popular mobilization across the earthquake region, I compiled all 

reports of non-state disaster relief activities in the first three months after the earthquake from two 

collections of news reports. The first collection is several most relevant national and local daily 

newspapers, including People’s Daily, Sichuan Daily, and prefecture-level papers from Chengdu, 

Mianyang, Guangyuan, and Aba.96 Using a keyword search, I found a total of 470 articles from these 

newspapers that mention “volunteers,” “NGOs,” or “charities” during the period. The second collection 

is earthquake media reports collected by Sina News Service online, which contains nearly 20,000 articles 

on issues related to the disaster published between May 12, 2008, and September 4, 2009. Using a 

keyword search of all headlines, I drew 230 relevant articles from the appropriate three-month period 

from this collection. From these articles, I created a geocoded database of all reported incidents of self-

initiated or self-organized non-state disaster relief activities: I exclude volunteers directly recruited, 

organized, or supervised by officials in local governments, the CYL, and the Red Cross; I include all others 

who either chose for themselves the location of their activities or initiated new disaster relief services 

 
96 The prefecture of Deyang does publish a daily paper, but papers from before 2011 were not archived 

digitally and physical papers cannot be found. 
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not planned by the state. I include volunteers from state-owned enterprises (SOEs), universities and 

student organizations, and those organized by staff at public hospitals. While SOEs, universities, and 

hospitals are all public institutions in China under the close supervision of the party-state, the decision-

making process in these organizations is relatively independent of the local government and comparable 

to that in private companies and institutions. This summary based on news reports is likely an 

undercount of non-state disaster relief activities at the time, as it was of course impossible for 

journalists to report on every volunteer, but it provides the best available overview of the geographic 

spread of non-state disaster relief activities. There was an enormous amount of reporting on the 

Wenchuan earthquake, and many stories reveal that journalists ventured into even the worst-hit and 

isolated areas. Locations with disaster relief activities tended to attract journalists; volunteers were 

likely to be mentioned if they had been present.  

 Table 2 and Map 2 below present locations of reported non-state disaster relief activities across 

the region. 
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Table 2. Reported Non-state Disaster Relief Activities 

Prefecture County/District 2007 
Population 

 

Number of 
locations with non-
state disaster relief 

activities 

Number of 
earthquake deaths 
and disappearances 

Chengdu Urban core (five districts) 3,049,000 8 97 

Shuangliu 939,000 1 8 

Pi 495,000 1 31 

Xindu 659,000 2 42 

Pengzhou 795,000 7 1,117 

Chongzhou 665,000 1 80 

Dujiangyan 609,000 11 3,294 

Deyang Urban core (Jingyang) 650,000 3 54 

Shifang 431,000 4 6122 

Mianzhu 513,000 8 11,368 

Guanghan 594,000 1 16 

Luojiang 244,000 1 16 

Mianyang Urban core (Fucheng) 657,000 11 72 

An 510,000 7 3,295 

Beichuan 160,000 4 20,577 

Pingwu 187,000 3 6,565 

Jiangyou 879,000 2 437 

Guangyuan Urban core (Lizhou) 483,000 3 49 

Qingchuan 248,000 2 4,819 

Jian’ge 675,000 1 19 

Aba Wenchuan 105,000 1 23,787 

Mao 109,000 3 4,044 
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Map 2. Locations of Reported Non-state Disaster Relief Activities 
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My survey shows that the wave of post-earthquake popular mobilization was concentrated in 

several areas: most visibly urban Chengdu, the county-level cities of Dujiangyan and Mianzhu, and 

Fucheng district, which is the urban core of Mianyang. While it may seem logical for heavily impacted 

localities such as Mianzhu and Dujiangyan to see many volunteers and NGOs participating in disaster 

relief, one wonders why similarly devastated areas like Wenchuan and Shifang did not see just as many 

volunteers and NGOs. Similarly, while urban Chengdu seems like a natural basecamp for NGOs as the 

provincial capital and home of many well-established NGOs, including international organizations, 

robust activities in urban Mianyang without any NGO history seems more puzzling. In this chapter, I 

apply the spatial theory to explain the local variations in levels of non-state disaster relief activities. 

This chapter is divided into two sections. The first section analyzes how and why public spaces 

were created and eliminated through the case of Dujiangyan, a heavily damaged locality on the outskirts 

of Chengdu, and the case of Wenchuan, an isolated county in the treacherous mountain terrain farther 

away from urban areas. Because of Dujiangyan’s large population, the resources local people had, and 

its easy accessibility, populations in and around Dujiangyan were highly mobile and apt to congregate 

after the earthquake. Sites of collapsed buildings, wide boulevards, parks, universities, and more all 

became important gathering places for a short while. In contrast to Dujiangyan, the county of Wenchuan 

demonstrates how an inaccessible physical landscape can constrain movement and reinforce state 

power even when an established spatial order is destroyed. These two counties provide an overview of 

contrasting types of potential public spaces and showcase how these spaces evolved in the emergency 

response period. In the next empirical chapter, I will look at post-earthquake NGO development in these 

two counties for a most different cases comparison.  

The second section of this chapter demonstrates the effect of spatial arrangements on 

subsequent popular mobilization and organization through a most similar cases comparison between 

urban Mianyang and urban Deyang. These are medium-sized prefectures that experienced limited 
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disaster damage in their city centers but saw devastated rural areas and an exodus of evacuees fleeing 

their destroyed homes in rural villages for city centers. In Mianyang, given adverse natural conditions, 

the prefecture government decided to use a few large and prominent spaces located in the city center 

intensively in order to provide for all evacuees; in contrast, Deyang tried and succeeded in settling 

people in a more dispersed manner, made possible by favorable post-earthquake conditions. This 

important divergence in the use of public space led to different levels of non-state disaster relief 

activities in their central urban districts.  

Space in the emergency response period 

Immediately after the earthquake, with many buildings in ruins and still more seriously damaged 

and unsafe, people could no longer stay indoors; they rushed out and congregated in parks, around 

schools and stadiums, and along major roads. Tens of thousands of people descended upon Sichuan 

Agricultural University in Dujiangyan, Jiuzhou Stadium in Fucheng, and other similar facilities seeking 

shelter. Where it was still possible to visit stores and salvage supplies from homes and businesses, 

people constructed their own emergency shelters out of whatever materials they had, often in any open 

space available, be it a business parking lot or the sidewalk of a wide boulevard.97 They also went into 

private homes and offices to search for survivors. Cities in the earthquake region had emergency plans 

which spoke vaguely about using public spaces as emergency shelters,98 but these plans did not specify 

evacuation routes and evacuation centers, nor were residents educated about such plans. As people 

tried to cope with the disaster without any pre-planning and limited government coordination, existing 

 
97 Wenchuan Earthquake Records Committee, 汶川特大地震抗震救灾志卷六 [Records of Rescue and 

Relief Activities after the Wenchuan Earthquake Vol. 6] (Beijing: Fangzhi Chubanshe, 2015), 169-190. 
 
98Sichuan Provincial Government, “四川省突发公共事件总体应急预案 [Sichuan public emergencies 

response plan],” The Central People’s Government of the People’s Republic of China website, March 22, 2006, 
accessed April 15, 2019, http://www.gov.cn/yjgl/2006-03/22/content_233837.htm; Mianyang City Government, 
“印发绵阳市人民政府突发公共事件总体应急预案的通知 [Announcement on distributing Mianyang Public 
Emergencies Response Plan],” 绵府发[2005]16. 
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boundaries and norms that defined the access and the use of spaces disappeared. Spontaneous, 

unexpected gatherings took over every available open lot, and the crumbling walls and gated spaces 

were no longer treated as barriers. Spatial controls collapsed not only because physical boundaries 

disappeared, but also because the free use of space after the earthquake was a matter of survival: 

people were taking shelter from aftershocks, digging for survivors, seeking help and rendering aid to 

each other. Basic survival needs superseded the authority of walls and gates, and the state could not 

legitimately maintain these barriers unless it could satisfy people’s basic needs. The collapse of spatial 

boundaries was a widespread phenomenon across the region, which helps explain the high level of 

popular participation in disaster relief activities, especially immediately after the earthquake.  

Dujiangyan: creating and destroying public spaces in the disaster relief hub 

The city of Dujiangyan offers an exaggerated example of both the collapse of spatial controls 

and the rapid recreation of boundaries after the earthquake. Dujiangyan is a medium-sized county-level 

city within the prefecture of Chengdu, located roughly 60 kilometers west of downtown Chengdu, with a 

population of 609,000 in 2007. Dujiangyan was heavily damaged by the earthquake, and it was one of 

the ten "most severely damaged" (极重灾区) counties as categorized by the central government, but it 

did not suffer the utter destruction some other localities faced. There were 3,091 dead and another 141 

missing from the earthquake, and over ten thousand people were injured. The entire county lost power, 

water, natural gas, and telecommunication for a few hours. Many buildings, including schools and 

hospitals, collapsed outright or were no longer usable. There were 132 major collapsed sites in 



54 
 

Dujiangyan with people buried underneath the rubble.99 A total of 118,000 households saw their homes 

destroyed or severely damaged by the earthquake.100  

Dujiangyan’s specific location and environmental conditions made it unusually open and 

accessible immediately after the earthquake. It was densely populated and had good infrastructure. 

Though the earthquake caused widespread destruction, most roads remained usable, and people from 

most towns and villages were not cut off from each other. This allowed residents to move freely in 

Dujiangyan, which made large gatherings in public spaces possible. Dujiangyan is also only one hour 

away from urban Chengdu by car, and even in 2008 there were many connecting roads, thus urban 

Chengdu residents could easily reach Dujiangyan. An example of this free movement is when taxis 

drivers from urban Chengdu all turned towards Dujiangyan in the night of May 12 after a radio call went 

out asking people to help transport injured individuals.101 Finally, Dujiangyan did have open spaces that 

could have served as major gathering places.  

One gathering place that received an astounding number of people fleeing the earthquake, as 

well as volunteers looking to help others, was the Dujiangyan campus of Sichuan Agricultural University 

(SAU). First established in 2001, SAU at Dujiangyan had more than 100 hectares of land in 2008 and over 

5,000 students, faculty and staff. The sizable campus is located in the north of the county seat, close to 

the Dujiangyan irrigation system and the surrounding tourist areas. It is surrounded by multiple dense, 

low-rise gated residential communities. The entire campus is enclosed by walls or university-owned 

commercial buildings facing the street; there are also multiple guarded gates. However, SAU campus is 

not an entirely closed space. When I visited the campus in 2017, I noticed unimpeded foot traffic and 

 
99 Dujiangyan City Local Gazetteer Office, 都江堰抗震救灾志 [Records of Earthquake Rescue and Relief 

Activities in Dujiangyan] (Beijing: China Railway Press, 2013), 259.  
 
100 Ibid, 113. 

 
101 Mentioned by multiple interviewees from Chengdu.  
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local seniors enjoying the university footpaths and gardens; only cars stopped at the gate to show 

credentials or explain their business. After the earthquake, physical enclosures became completely 

meaningless and were even actively torn down. SAU was fortunate that it did not see any collapsed 

building, nor did it experience any casualty on campus. As the university had ample open space, 

including a large sports field that anyone nearby could see over the walls, residents escaping their 

ruined homes and businesses naturally headed towards the university. When government disaster relief 

supplies and private donations arrived in Dujiangyan in the early hours of May 13, many of those 

deliveries were directed to the SAU campus by Dujiangyan residents because of the large number of 

people already gathered there. Volunteers and NGOs from all over the country also arrived at the 

university. Though the number of evacuees surged, the university welcomed everyone rushing in. The 

sports field on campus was surrounded by one more layer of fencing before the earthquake; to make 

sure people and vehicles could access the field better, SAU tore down the fence, leaving behind an iron 

gate.102 Students were organized by their teachers to help run emergency shelters; they set up tents and 

tarp coverings, cared for the injured, and took on the job of organizing and distributing food and water. 

SAU became the earliest, largest, and most concentrated emergency shelter in Dujiangyan; at the height 

of disaster relief activities, the university hosted around 35,000 non-university personnel.103  

Li Ming was one of the volunteers at SAU. A professor of psychology at a university in central 

China, Li led a team of psychologists to Sichuan, arriving in Dujiangyan on May 17. After distributing 

relief supplies they had brought, they began to look for opportunities to use their expertise to help 

those affected by the earthquake. They followed evacuees to SAU and set up operations there. 

 
102 Junxian Zhang, “为政府分忧 为社会出力——四川农业大学都江堰分校打开校门接纳 3万受灾群众 

[Sharing the government’s burden, giving to society—Sichuan Agriculture University Dujiangyan Campus opens its 
door to welcome 30,000 disaster stricken people ],” 中国教育报 [China Education Daily], June 10, 2008.  
 

103 Dujiangyan City Local Gazetteer Office, 都江堰抗震救灾志, 372. 
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According to Li's team, there was an overabundance of volunteers with training in psychology looking to 

offer counseling services, but no one to organize these volunteers. They barely saw any government 

officials and received no instructions, so many volunteers did not know what to do. Li, a highly regarded 

psychologist and a strong-willed and tenacious organizer, began to connect volunteers. The new 

organization he started was called the "National Alliance for Psychological Support" and included over a 

hundred counselors at its height. Li's colleagues explained that this “alliance” was in truth only a loose 

network of volunteers, but it was indeed a self-organized enterprise that continued to operate in SAU 

until all evacuees moved out of this university emergency shelter.104 When evacuees at SAU moved into 

temporary housing, Li and his team again followed them. By now his services had grown so important to 

the evacuees, his activities so well-known, that the county government allowed his team into the newly 

constructed private community of prefabricated temporary housing, and even offered him reserved 

office space. Li and other volunteers’ activities were made possible by the collapse of spatial controls 

around SAU. The general public’s claim to enter and to use the space, whether for safety and shelter or 

to help those in need, seemed more legitimate than restrictions around a university campus. University 

leaders also recognized the legitimacy of those demands and made the campus a completely free, 

accessible place, to the degree of tearing down physical barriers. Spaces like SAU gave activists a base of 

operations and helped activists to become familiar, accepted, and recognized by evacuees, which was a 

crucial step towards toleration by the local state.  

SAU campus was also a stable public space. It remained open, accessible, and free for more than 

two weeks until the end of May, when all evacuees moved to other shelters. Throughout this period, 

members of the general public had a legitimate cause to visit and use this space, and many volunteers 

like Li even stayed on campus alongside the evacuees. The physical features of the campus—its large 

 
104 Interview, June 16, 2015, Chengdu. 
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field, open space, and accessibility—made it possible for crowds to gather and to stay, thus turning the 

university campus into a new and different kind of public space. After the earthquake, though local 

governments in badly hit localities like Dujiangyan suffered serious damage, the loss of state capacity 

was quickly compensated by an influx of government and emergency personnel from beyond the county 

border. Dujiangyan, in particular, received most of the reinforcement on May 12 due to its proximity to 

urban Chengdu. The SAU shelter was not completely ignored by the state; several Dujiangyan county 

officials were stationed there, and provincial leaders and vice-premier Li Keqiang all came to visit the 

shelter, but the level of state resources placed at SAU was relatively small. It may have been possible for 

the state to restrict access to SAU and install a more orderly, state-controlled emergency shelter. 

However, Dujiangyan’s county government seemed to prioritize other problems, trusting the university 

administration to manage the situation. In stark contrast, there were many sites with the potential to 

become public spaces that were closed down by the state.   

Collapsed buildings made the most natural gathering places for relief efforts after the 

earthquake. As soon as the ground stopped shaking, residents immediately gathered around collapsed 

buildings and jumped into search and rescue mode. The first responders at most collapsed buildings 

were those who had just escaped from them and those passing by. Teachers dug for buried school 

children, doctors and nurses evacuated their patients from crumbling hospitals, and residents looked for 

their neighbors and friends in ruined homes. News about collapsed buildings and buried people spread 

by word of mouth; passers-by were approached by those who had just escaped, and heavy vehicles 

were stopped in the streets. Dujiangyan was and still is a densely populated county-level city; as 

casualties were not so crippling and most roads remained usable, hundreds of people quickly gathered 

at every collapsed building, digging for survivors. SAU was located near Xinjian Elementary School. When 

words of the school’s collapse arrived at the SAU campus, many university students and staff rushed to 
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Xinjian, where they joined other locals in search and rescue.105 At Juyuan Secondary School, a group of 

electricians from the local utility office who happened to be passing by were the first responders on the 

scene. They quickly called for twenty more coworkers to the site with tools. A crane truck operator was 

stopped in the middle of the road by a teacher from Juyuan Secondary school and came to help, locals 

and parents who had already streamed into the school quickly cleared a path for the crane truck to pass. 

A similar story unfolded at the secondary school in Xiang’e township, where the entire town square was 

destroyed. Parents of school children and nearby residents were the first to arrive at Xiang’e Secondary 

school. A local businesswoman brought two loaders from her construction material factory; another 

carpenter brought an excavator.106 It was most natural for people to congregate at these collapsed 

buildings looking to save their family, friends, and neighbors. One might imagine that if those sites 

remained accessible, people would have stayed on, first for search and rescue, and then for 

commemoration. One might see candlelight vigils like those in city squares in Chengdu or headstones 

like the one activists set up next to Beichuan Secondary School.107 However, the state quickly took 

control of these sites and restricted access for the general public.  

In the first few hours after the earthquake, Dujiangyan government was stretched thin, but 

officials decided to prioritize the most prominent collapsed buildings. At Xinjian Elementary School, not 

only did the police and firefighters appear within twenty minutes, they were followed by many officials 

from the Dujiangyan Union, leaders of the county school board, and officials from the local township, as 

ordered by the county. The township of Xiang’e had fewer than sixty public employees, and some of 

 
105 Zhang, Junxian, “为政府分忧.”  

 
106 Dujiangyan City Local Gazetteer Office, 都江堰抗震救灾志, 392. 

 
107 Sifa Gao, “当年那些人丨我因为 512坐上返川的火车，从此命运的轨道也改变了 [People from that 

year. I took a train back to Sichuan because of 512, and the track of my destiny has changed],” Sina Article, May 12, 
2017, http://www.sohu.com/a/140135533_226327. 
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them were injured or still buried under the collapsed government building. However, two teams were 

dispatched immediately to collapsed schools, joined a few hours later by county officials who made their 

way into Xiang’e. At first, officials conducted search and rescue alongside members of the public, and in 

some instances, they even deferred leadership to individuals who operated heavy equipment.108  

By late afternoon, emergency workers and military from outside of Dujiangyan began to arrive. 

Chengdu deployed the entire firefighting force in its urban core, more than 1,400 strong, to search and 

rescue missions across the prefecture. One hour after the earthquake, Xinjian Elementary School and 

Juyuan Secondary School each received 100 firefighters from Chengdu in addition to the local forces 

already present.109  Pi County, which is the closest county directly east of Dujiangyan, quickly mobilized 

its forces after receiving a desperate plea for help from Dujiangyan officials on their way to downtown 

Chengdu.  A group of nearly a thousand consisting of police, local militia, bureaucrats and healthcare 

workers arrived in Dujiangyan a few hours after the earthquake. Other emergency workers from all 

around Sichuan province began to stream into Dujiangyan by early evening.110  

Once the military and military police had arrived on the scene, the state had sufficient force to 

take complete control of important sites and demobilize the populace. Soldiers took over all search and 

rescue activities. Even local officials and police left the immediate vicinity; their task shifted from digging 

for survivors to keeping residents a safe distance away and peaceful. Dujiangyan saw many conflicts 

between state forces and the public during the immediate search and rescue effort, especially at 

collapsed schools and hospitals, where hundreds of parents and family members had grown distraught 

and angry as the rescue effort dragged on into the night. The pouring rain at night helped neither the 

 
108 Dujiangyan City Local Gazetteer Office, 都江堰抗震救灾志, 392. 

 
109 Ibid, 257. 

 
110 Ibid, 263. 
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rescue effort nor the onlookers’ mood. At Xinjian Elementary School, local police and the military 

formed human walls to keep grieving parents outside of the perimeter.111 Distraught onlookers charged 

police barricade multiple times,112 but the overwhelming state presence kept residents firmly at bay 

without serious incidents. A similar situation played out at Juyuan Secondary school, with a significant 

portion of the police and military maintaining the perimeter. By the morning of May 14th, the rescue 

effort concluded at Juyuan Secondary school when detectors found no more signs of life, and clean-up 

excavation began. Desperate parents lost control and tried to charge into the site; they were stopped by 

the police, and after some negotiations, the police let them through to view the rubble themselves, 

while the site remained under the close watch of the police.113 

Such conflicts did not stop with the conclusion of the immediate search and rescue operation. 

Most of the casualties in Dujiangyan came from three collapsed schools, the Traditional Medicine 

Hospital, and the residential area at Huaxia Square. So many deaths concentrated in a few places and 

the loss of many children made the public angry and agitated, and many questioned building standards 

and quality. People gathered around the ruins, stopped traffic in the street, and besieged government 

offices.114 The state was acutely aware of the rising discontent and the potential for serious protest. To 

stem this tide, local officials reinforced control of public spaces; contention was directed to designated 

places or contained within private homes. On May 17, the Dujiangyan Letter and Visits office established 

a 24-hour reception desk at the City Disaster Relief Operation Center; on the very next day, the city 

 
111 China Foto Press, “心急如焚的学生家长 [Distraught parents],” Sina News Center, May 14, 2008, 

accessed August 11, 2018, http://news.sina.com.cn/c/p/2008-05-14/210015539499.shtml.  
 

112 Dujiangyan City Local Gazetteer Office, 都江堰抗震救灾志, 299. 
 

113 Sanwei He, “被地震扫过的学校 [School devastated by the earthquake],” 南方周刊人物 [Nanfang 
Weekly People], no. 120, May 21, 2008. 

 
114 Dujiangyan City Local Gazetteer Office, 都江堰抗震救灾志, 484. 
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government bolstered the existing office with a special workgroup to negotiate with the most agitated 

group, namely parents who had lost children.115 In addition to drawing on existing institutions to deal 

with emerging protests, Dujiangyan also created a team of nearly 200 people utterly devoted to the 

cause, supported by officials from the prefecture government of Chengdu. Other than fielding a special 

24-hour reception desk, officials visited families in their homes, collecting their demands and discussing 

available assistance for families; bereaved parents were prioritized when allocating transitional and new 

housing; they received assistance with finding new employment, subsidies for expanded pension plans, 

and other services.116 The government of Dujiangyan and Chengdu mobilized significant resources to 

confine contention to private homes, spaces with extremely restricted access incapable of holding a 

large number of people for an extended period. Without a common physical space for people to meet, 

interact, and support each other, collective action was unfeasible despite widespread discontent.  

Dujiangyan also re-established control of public spaces by building temporary housing in record 

speed and moving people into private gated communities. Chengdu Construction Corporation started 

installing prefabricated units in the “Happiness Homes” community on May 17, a mere five days after 

the earthquake; people started moving into this community on May 23. By June 3, over 9,300 units had 

been completed, and the rest were being built rapidly. People moved into temporary communities as 

arranged by their villages or urban communities. Existing village leadership and residents’ committees 

were re-established to oversee the management of the communities. When existing governing 

organizations could not be reinstated due to the breakup of villages or communities, townships officials 

appointed management committees, incorporating as many existing village and community officials as 

 
115 Dujiangyan City Local Gazetteer Office, 都江堰抗震救灾志, 340.  

 
116 Ibid, 296. 
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possible.117 The temporary housing communities were sealed communities, constantly patrolled by 

volunteers and the police force, with guards at the gates in all hours, and every visitor had to register his 

or her entry and exit.118 These were not public spaces accessible to any volunteer or NGO wishing to 

help. By moving earthquake evacuees away from parks, roadsides, universities and into gated, closed-off 

communities as soon as possible, Dujiangyan quickly and successfully recreated the divided physical 

landscape. 

Because Dujiangyan was the worst-hit part of the provincial capital Chengdu and served as the 

hub of the overall disaster relief operation, it received substantial resources from Chengdu, Sichuan, and 

the central government. With an expanded government force, Dujiangyan was able to physically close 

off sites of collapsed buildings, confine contention and negotiations to private homes, and rebuild gated 

communities rapidly. All these actions recreated the cellular landscape disrupted by the disaster; in only 

a few days, people lost the parks, squares, and roadsides where they could easily meet one another, 

interact and coordinate their activities. The most notable exception in Dujiangyan was SAU. Universities 

in China are walled spaces, run by a communist party secretary and other government-appointed 

leaders, and the [arty and the Youth League both play a strong role in organizing the student body and 

overseeing university activities. Perhaps because of the surveillance and control mechanisms already in 

place in a university, SAU was trusted to run its own disaster relief operation. Dujiangyan officials helped 

to administer the emergency shelter and organized food, water, and other supplies, and high-level 

officials visited the campus multiple times, but state presence was not particularly strong on campus. 

 
117 Ibid, 473. 

 
118Dujiangyan City Government, “都江堰市人民政府办公室关于在集中安置点开展管理工作星级评定

的通知 [Announcement on the evaluation of temporary housing communities from the Dujiangyan government],” 
都委办(2008)201号; Chengdu Bureau of Civil Affairs & Chengdu Real Estate Management Bureau, “关于做好地震
灾区我市活动板房安置点物业服务工作的通知 [Announcement on servicing earthquake evacuees and mobile 
home communities],” 成房发[2008]109号,  August 11, 2008, accessed March 15, 2019, 
http://www.chinalawedu.com/falvfagui/fg22598/265381.shtml. 
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SAU maintained its open-door policy, and many volunteers stayed at the university until all evacuees 

had departed. As a result, volunteerism took root there and was self-organized and sustainable.  

Wenchuan: closed communities 

Emergency response in Wenchuan, Aba prefecture demonstrates the direct opposite of that in 

Dujiangyan. Wenchuan was inaccessible, with spread out and immobile populations. The extreme 

isolation and dearth of public spaces led to the county government, reinforced by additional 

government personnel from beyond the county, completely dominating the emergency response, with 

the public closely following the state’s lead. The county government also actively moved people away 

from Wenchuan for practical reasons, which made popular mobilization and organization all but 

impossible.   

Wenchuan is a Tibetan and Qiang ethnic minority autonomous county in Aba prefecture, which 

is itself an autonomous region for those two minority groups. It sits at the edge of the Tibetan Plateau; 

the county seat is roughly 160 kilometers from the provincial capital Chengdu, connected by a single 

road in 2008. Wenchuan’s registered population in 2007 was 105,000,119 though the county had a 

significant number of migrants. Wenchuan, especially the county seat Weizhou town, is located in 

treacherous terrain. The county seat is built in a narrow river valley, the rapids of Min River roll through 

the middle of the town. There is a little more than a mile of flat land on either side of the river before 

steep hills shoot up from the ground. The urban planning of the town before 2008 paid no heed to 

potential natural disasters; buildings were densely packed into the narrow valley, leaving only two 

pieces of sizable open spaces: one was the lot in front of Wenchuan Hotel, the other was the Aba 

Normal Vocational School campus.  

 
119 Sichuan Statistical Bureau, 四川统计年鉴,table 4-7. 
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After the earthquake struck, as people rushed into the streets, the county leadership quickly 

realized that there were few safe spaces in town to shelter many as aftershocks continued to rock the 

valley. The situation further deteriorated when locals noticed the Min River’s water level dropping, most 

likely due to a blockage upstream,120 placing the entire county seat under the threat of a flash flood. 

Facing these serious threats, the county government decided to evacuate all residents in Weizhou 

township to a safer hilltop area east of the town. The hilltop was the site of an ancient fortification 

named Jiangwei Fortress after the general who had built it. Because Jiangwei Fortress offered a sizable, 

open, geologically stable high ground, it was thought to be safe from aftershocks, falling rocks, and the 

river. By late afternoon, the fifty-odd emergency personnel in town managed to lead nearly thirty-

thousand townsfolk to Jiangwei Fortress. This was not a comfortable place to take shelter. The main 

field is not much larger than a football field, with many smaller lots up and down the steep hill; the 

ground is uneven and covered with prickly dry grassland vegetation. It would be an incredibly crowded 

place if some 30,000 people were sheltered together, and it would be hard to move around. The only 

available safe spaces in town were reserved for the more urgent tasks: the two open lots became the 

field hospital and the county government’s disaster relief headquarter, with no room for additional 

activities. 121 Townsfolk spent the night of May 12 halfway up the steep and barren mountainside, 

leaving the next day when fears of flooding and aftershocks subsided. After the first night, Aba Normal 

Vocational School and Qipan village served as the main emergency shelters, housing roughly 5,000 and 

 
120 Aba Prefecture Local Gazetteer Office, 汶川特大地震阿坝州抗震救灾志(中) [Records of Rescue and 

Relief after the Wenchuan Earthquake in Aba Prefecture, Vol. 2] (Beijing: Fangzhi Chubanshe, 2013), 457. 
 
121 Ibid, 456-457 
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7,000 people respectively for ten days.122 Just like food and water, space was a crucial and scarce 

resource in Wenchuan after the earthquake monopolized by the local state.  

However, emergency shelters in Wenchuan were not the same open, public gathering places to 

be found in other localities. Wenchuan lost all contact with the world after the earthquake. Not only 

were roads and communication channels blocked, but Weizhou was also cut off from the rest of the 

county. Officials anxious to see the conditions in other parts of the county could not even walk to the 

next town. Having neither resources nor contact with the outside world pushed the local government to 

take extraordinary measures, and the evacuation of the entire town made strengthening state control 

easier. Because nearly everyone had left on the afternoon of May 12, shops and gas stations in town sat 

empty. Government workers forced their way into locked stores, taking all the food, bottled water, fuel, 

and other supplies, leaving behind notes saying the county government had commandeered the shop 

and would pay for all products taken at a later date.123 This action meant that the county government 

had become the sole provider. In other localities, residents conducted search and rescue operations, 

built tents, and donated supplies to emergency shelters, sharing whatever food, water, and other 

supplies they had. Small businesses were especially important disaster relief resources. These self-

organized activities were impossible in Wenchuan, as county officials ordered everyone to one specific 

place and monopolized all resources in town. More than 72 hours after the earthquake, late in the 

evening on May 15th, ambulances, supply convoys, and military police finally drove into the county seat 

 
122 Wenchuan County Local Gazetteer Office, "5.12"汶川特大地震汶川县抗震救灾志 [Records of Rescue 

and Relief activities after the “5.12” Wenchuan earthquake in Wenchuan County] (Beijing: Wenshi Chubanshe, 
2013), 118-127. 

 
123 Wenqin Zhu,做官：13位中国官员对应危机之道 [To be an Official: Emergency response from 13 

Chinese officialsl] (Guilin: Guangxi Normal University Press, 2010), 31. 
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of Wenchuan.124 However, the road linking Wenchuan and Dujiangyan could not be re-opened for three 

full months. The roundabout route from Chengdu to Wenchuan was 700 kilometers long and traversed 

high-altitude mountain passes, riddled with landslides.125 This was not a road most eager volunteers 

could or would brave. Thus, no philanthropist came to drop off donations, nor did volunteers surround 

emergency shelters looking for ways to help. Wenchuan was completely inaccessible to non-state forces 

outside of the county for most of the emergency response process. At the same time, there was no use 

for locals to come together and coordinate as the extreme shortage forced the county government to 

monopolize all spaces and resources in the county.  

Wenchuan continued to move people away from the destruction and into less affected, orderly 

communities. Between May 15th and 20th, Wenchuan quickly and systematically evacuated non-native 

populations; nearly 20,000 tourists, migrant workers, and post-secondary students left the county by 

buses supplied by the government,126 bracing the 700-kilometer western route to Chengdu through 

aftershocks and treacherous road conditions.127 The Aba Normal Vocational School decided a week after 

the earthquake to relocate all students and resume classes outside of Wenchuan; most students were 

transferred to Chengdu, a small portion went to Gansu.128 By the middle of June, students from all seven 

secondary schools and fourteen out of nineteen elementary schools in Wenchuan were relocated to 

 
124 Aba Prefecture Local Gazetteer Office, 阿坝州抗震救灾志(中), 535. 

 
125 Zhijian Zuo and Peng Wu, “奔突 700公里唯一生命线：西线挺进汶川! [Marching 700 kilometer on 

the only lifeline: into Wenchuan from the West],” 21世纪商业评论 [21st Century Business Herald], May 19, 2008.  
 

126 Aba Prefecture Local Gazetteer Office, 阿坝州抗震救灾志(中), 457. 
 

127 Wenchuan Earthquake Records Committee, 汶川特大地震抗震救灾志卷六, 141. 
 

128 Ibid, 129. 
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faraway cities to resume classes, some going as far as Guangdong.129 A total of 14,000 students and 

teachers left Wenchuan; some would not return for more than a year. Throughout this period, 

emergency shelter sites were also frequently moved to escape natural threats.130 The rapid dispersal of 

people significantly cut down both the need for additional service providers within Wenchuan as well as 

viable sites of mobilization for non-state actors. When asked about whether he saw any volunteer or 

NGO activity in Wenchuan, a local government employee laughed and stated, “No, where would they 

come from? It was impossible for anyone to get in, never mind doing what the government was 

doing.”131 The idea of locals self-organizing never struck him. The few NGOs and volunteers that did 

eventually arrive in Wenchuan mostly did so after temporary housing had been built and in 

collaboration with state forces.   

Wenchuan was an extreme case in the earthquake region; its treacherous terrain and extensive 

earthquake damage rendered it an island isolated from the rest of the world after the earthquake, and 

limited transport capacity meant that the state easily restricted access to the area, rendering the entire 

county a private cell unsupportive of public mobilization and organization. Even within the county, 

towns and villages were cut off from each other, and the local population was similarly immobile. The 

extreme shortage of both emergency supplies and safe spaces pushed to county government and 

additional government forces to monopolize all resources. Wenchuan also relocated tens of thousands 

of people and settled them in communities far from home, to receiving communities minimally affected 

by the earthquake. As a result, Wenchuan saw limited popular activities within its borders.  

 
129 Aba Prefecture Local Gazetteer Office, 阿坝州抗震救灾志(中), 662. 

 
130 Wenqin Zhu,做官, 34. 

 
131 Interview, April 19, 2016, Wenchuan. 
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With the cases of Dujiangyan and Wenchuan, I aim to demonstrate how public spaces came to 

be or failed to emerge in the emergency response period after the earthquake. The earthquake helped 

to “free” public spaces from the inaccessibility and social control of routine spatial practices. People 

were forced from their private homes and business and had to seek shelter in public facilities, they also 

became more willing to bear the cost of traveling and participating in public activities, and finally, 

boundaries and restrictions around certain spaces were no longer respected as legitimate. The physical 

environment and built forms matter. A space has to be physically large and accessible, unencumbered 

by barrier structures, to be used as a public space. These two cases also show that the state easily 

snuffed out many potential public spaces by re-instating spatial controls: the state restricted access to 

physical locations, relocated large groups of people, and rebuilt cellular communities for those affected 

by the earthquake. While all of these strategies were probably deployed primarily for practical concerns 

of providing basic amenities and protection, they nonetheless also impacted associational behavior and 

outcomes by eliminating public spaces.  

Most similar case comparison: Mianyang and Deyang 

To illustrate how the prolonged absence of spatial controls contributed to the emergence of 

self-organized popular activities after the earthquake, I present a most similar cases comparison 

between urban Mianyang and Deyang. These two prefectures are medium-sized and located near the 

provincial capital Chengdu. In 2007, Deyang had a population of 3.85 million and Mianyang, a population 

of 5.38 million. Deyang, though a smaller prefecture, had a higher GDP per capita of 14,724 yuan (2,155 

USD) to Mianyang’s 11,354 yuan (1,662 USD). Both prefectures were severely hit by the earthquake. 

Two county-level cities in Deyang and three counties in Mianyang were categorized as “most severely 

damaged” areas, while all other county-level units in these two prefectures were categorized as 
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“severely damaged.”132 Both prefectures suffered extensive casualty and destruction in rural areas in the 

mountainous west, and as a result, there was an exodus of rural population from their ruined homes to 

urban areas. These two prefectures had comparable socioeconomic conditions before the disaster and 

faced similar difficulties, but their post-disaster geography and natural conditions led to divergent 

emergency response strategies and outcomes, especially in their respective central urban districts. 

Mianyang prefecture faced persisting secondary disasters for nearly two months, which forced the 

decision to maintain a few large-scale emergency shelters at the heart of the city, and this made the 

restoration of the pre-earthquake spatial order much more difficult; these emergency shelters became 

free public spaces that allowed tens of thousands of people to come together and create new 

connections and organizations. In contrast, Deyang was able to shelter people in a more distributed 

manner; as a result, the urban district of Jingyang maintained its divided, private communities along 

with their boundaries, thus preventing large-scale popular mobilization and organization.  

Mianyang: mega-shelters and popular mobilization  

The prefecture of Mianyang was devastated by the earthquake, with 21,895 people dead and 

9,209 missing. The worst-hit county in Mianyang, Beichuan, saw its entire county seat reduced to rubble 

and buried by a landslide. All other county-level units in Mianyang suffered serious damage. Even the 

least-affected urban center, Fucheng district, saw the loss of 72 lives and just over 4% of the urban 

residential buildings destroyed.133 Given the utter destruction of Beichuan, the relocation and 

emergency resettlement of survivors was a top priority for Mianyang prefecture. Beichuan residents 

 
132 State Council, “国务院关于印发汶川地震灾后恢复重建总体规划的通知 [Announcement on 

distributing the Wenchuan earthquake reconstruction plan from the state council].” 国发[2008]31号, September 
19, 2008, accessed August 11, 2018, http://www.gov.cn/zwgk/2008-09/23/content_1103686.htm. 
 

133 Fucheng Earthquake Records Committee, 汶川特大地震涪城抗震救灾志 [Records of Rescue and 
Relief after the Wenchuan Earthquake in Fucheng] (Beijing: Fangzhi Chubanshe, 2013), 50.  
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began moving towards Fucheng on the morning of May 13; the prefecture sent buses to help them 

relocate, though most had to walk.  Many of them would take shelter in Fucheng for the next month or 

so, alongside more evacuees from other seriously affected counties, creating mega-shelters that housed 

tens of thousands of people for two to seven weeks.134 Not only did residents immediately leave 

structured private spaces to seek shelter in public places, they also left their hometowns behind; this 

mobile population was one of the preconditions for the explosion of popular activities in Mianyang.  

On the morning of May 14, Fucheng’s district government received an order from the prefecture 

to create a large emergency shelter at Nanhe Sports Center. The district government soon found most of 

its force devoted to this one emergency shelter. Street offices had to be entrusted with setting up small 

emergency shelters and providing relief for Fucheng locals, while the district government busied itself 

with setting up one thousand tents, installing 2,700 beds, constructing additional water boilers and 

plumbing, and other such tasks to create a large emergency shelter at Nanhe Sports Center. In the 

twelve days after May 14, 10,461 evacuees found refuge at Nanhe. The large number of evacuees 

monopolized the attention of Fucheng district employees. Three-hundred seventy-eight district party 

members and cadre were stationed at Nanhe to provide services to evacuees, organize volunteers, and 

maintain order; the district also reassigned its entire police force to set up eight stations around Nanhe 

providing continuous police presence and service.135  

Residents and volunteers from other cities soon began to appear at Nanhe. According to the 

district government’s account, it recruited over 5,600 volunteers and received donated supplies worth 

approximately one million USD (6.85 million yuan) during that brief span of twelve days. Even more 

 
134 Fucheng Earthquake Records Committee, 汶川特大地震涪城抗震救灾志, 146. 

 
135 Fucheng Earthquake Records Committee, 汶川特大地震涪城抗震救灾志, 149-153. 
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people with friends and family members from the worst-hit localities appeared at Nanhe, wondering 

whether their loved ones had escaped the destruction at home to take shelter at the stadium. A stream 

of reporters also descended upon the once inconspicuous sports center, and President Hu Jintao visited 

Nanhe on May 16.136 The sheer volume of people congregating at Nanhe and their overwhelmingly 

legitimate demands made it difficult to restrict access to the stadium. Attention from media and high-

level leadership may have also pressured local officials at Nanhe to avoid forceful confrontation. Thus, 

despite heavy police presence, Nanhe stadium remained accessible to the general public, and volunteers 

continued to operate there until all evacuees had departed.  

Wei, a psychology professor at a Mianyang university, was one of the volunteers at Nanhe 

Sports Center. As university buildings were damaged by the earthquake and classes were put on 

indefinite hold, students wanted to do something more meaningful than sit around and wait for life to 

resume. Wei led a small team of his students to Nanhe, hoping to offer psychological counseling services 

to evacuees. According to one of Wei's students, while officials at Nanhe did not object to their 

presence, their expertise was not understood or recognized, and they were tasked with manning 

reception desks and other manual labor instead. However, evacuees at Nanhe quickly learned about 

these student volunteers' training in psychology and actively sought out counseling. If Fucheng district 

officials noticed this small subversion of order, they paid little heed, and student volunteers continued 

to interact with evacuees and even other volunteers on their own terms. When President Hu Jintao 

visited the people at Nanhe sports center, he took a few minutes to speak to Wei’s student group and 

praised the team’s work. Such high-profile attention gave these psychology students further credibility 

and fame, which made sustained activism much easier.137 Because Wei’s team could enter Nanhe and 

 
136 Peng Ju, “胡锦涛在灾区看望群众 [Hu Jintao visits the people in the disaster region],” Central 

Government website, 16 May, 2008, http://www.npc.gov.cn/npc/zt/2008-05/16/content_1428979.htm.  
 

137 Interview, April 11, 2016, Mianyang. 
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interact freely with people sheltered there, and because they had enough time to become familiar with 

evacuees, they were able to organize new initiatives from these interactions. Attracting the attention of 

high-level authorities also bolstered their legitimacy vis-a-vis local officials. None of this would have 

been possible had their access to a space like Nanhe Sports Center been denied or restricted. With this 

initial success, Wei’s students went on to work in many different emergency shelters, including at 

Jiuzhou Stadium where they met many like-minded Mianyang activists.  

The emergency shelter at Jiuzhou Stadium housed the largest public gathering in the earthquake 

region. Jiuzhou Stadium is a sports multiplex at the western edge of Fucheng district, right next to the 

main county road that connects Fucheng with An and Beichuan to the northwest. In the evening of May 

12, nearby residents were already gathering in the stadium lot and by the river, thinking the site a good 

place to wait out potential aftershocks. The structure of Jiuzhou Stadium was mostly undamaged; 

electricity, water, and plumbing systems were easily repaired. On the morning of May 13, as tens of 

thousands of people who escaped the ruins of Beichuan finally arrived in Fucheng in the pouring rain, 

the party secretary of Mianyang decided to let the evacuees take shelter in Jiuzhou Stadium. Over 

18,000 evacuees streamed into the stadium in the span of a few hours on this first day.138 Premier Wen 

Jiabao visited Jiuzhou Stadium on the afternoon of May 13, and this exposure may have encouraged 

more individuals to converge from stricken counties all around Mianyang. The stadium space was 

completely taken over, and tents also filled lots around the stadium. Though emergency shelters were 

continuously being set up around Mianyang, Jiuzhou Stadium remained flooded with evacuees. At its 

busiest, one week after the earthquake, Jiuzhou housed between 38,000 to 50,000 evacuees, based on 

 
138 Jie Heng, “科学决策：智慧与前瞻的主线 [Scientific Decision Making: Wisdom and Foresight],” 廉政

瞭望 [Honesty Outlook], May 30, 2011, 19-22.  
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different estimates.139 It was the largest emergency shelter in all of Sichuan.140 Unlike Nanhe Sports 

Center, where evacuees only stayed for twelve days, Jiuzhou Stadium did not empty until June 29, more 

than a month and a half after the earthquake. Even in the relatively calm last week of June, Jiuzhou 

Stadium housed over 3,000 evacuees.141  

Jiuzhou Stadium is a physically open and accessible space. The stadium is only twenty minutes 

away from downtown areas by vehicle. It sits on a 13.6-hectare lot, with a narrow river lining the 

northern and eastern border of the lot and a major city road to the north of the river. A wide street 

turns into the stadium area from the city road, crosses the river, and rings around the stadium. The 

entire area is large, open, and flat, with carefully manicured green spaces, with no fencing or walls 

around the complex. Not only was Jiuzhou an open space, but crowds began to gather only a few hours 

after the earthquake; many local volunteers also arrived not much later than the first wave of evacuees 

and officials before any rules and order could be established. The flow of population continued to grow. 

Evacuees in dire need, reporters, people looking for friends and family, as well as people offering 

essential goods and services were constantly coming and going. Given the situation, it was all but 

impossible to establish boundaries and restrict access to the stadium. Jiuzhou Stadium was not without 

state presence; the prefecture government of Mianyang dedicated significant resources to its 

 
139 Jianyu Zhou, “绵阳九洲体育馆应急安置震灾群众的成功经验 [The Successful Emergency Settlement 
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International Conference Paper Collection (2010)], ed. Liqun Wei (Beijing: Chinese Academy of Governance Press, 
2010), 301.  
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management. It first sent about 400 city employees on May 13. The stadium was divided into zones, 

with every city department responsible for one zone. City bureaucrats registered refugees, coordinated 

information for those looking for friends and family, answered questions, and managed the myriad of 

tasks at the stadium. More workers were continuously added to manage the chaos. During the busiest 

period, nearly 1,000 city employees worked at Jiuzhou Stadium around the clock.142 Despite this effort, 

government presence was often easy to miss.  

Lang, a well-off businesswoman, was among the locals gathered at Jiuzhou Stadium hoping to 

volunteer. She found utter chaos there: supplies from the Red Cross and newly arrived donations were 

piled up at every entrance of the stadium building, and locals like her wanting to help milled about not 

knowing what to do. Lang sought out officials and was able to communicate directly with one of the 

deputies of Mianyang’s disaster relief command center. She asked for permission to organize volunteers 

and help with receiving and distributing incoming donations. She cited her local status and suggested 

that without proper management, things could easily go wrong with so many refugees waiting for food 

and water. The official first wanted the Mianyang CYL to organize volunteers, but when they could not 

find CYL officials amid the chaos, Lang was told to do as she saw fit. She quickly made a sign to mark a 

new “volunteer group station” and rounded up other volunteers she had met; together they received, 

catalogued, and then distributed all the water, food and other supplies they found at two stadium 

entrances. Even the Red Cross entrusted Lang’s volunteers with their supplies. Seeing how efficient 

these self-organized volunteers were and unable to take on more tasks themselves, government officials 

did not interfere with any of these activities.143 When Lang wished to return home for a few days to 

 
142 Jianyu Zhou and Fu Zhang, “情系灾民心送温暖创建临时家园: 绵阳九州体育馆大规模临时安置受灾

群众 [Creating temporary homes: Large-scale emergency settlement in Jiuzhou Stadium in Mianyang],” in 512汶
川特大地震暨巨灾应对案例集 [Collection of Cases from the Emergency Response to 512 Wenchuan Earthquake], 
ed. Jing Cai (Chengdu: 川新出内(2010)96号, 2010), 71.  
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check on her family, government officials asked her to stay, as she had become an indispensable part of 

the operations at Jiuzhou and it would be difficult for find spare officials to replace her effectively. Other 

than managing supplies, Lang and other volunteers helped evacuees start an evening dance group. 

According to Lang, a few days later, though people were being fed and clothed, the melancholy and 

listlessness around them only seemed to grow worse. One evening, she and a few volunteers set up 

candles and loudspeakers in a lot just across the street from the main structure of Jiuzhou Stadium and 

invited people to join them for folk dancing. This quickly grew into a nightly gathering of hundreds of 

people. Officials at Jiuzhou did not object to these spontaneous dance meetings. Lang’s activities 

demonstrated that at the time, members of the general public faced remarkably few restrictions on the 

use of spaces around them. Free public spaces not only gave people the practical means of networking 

and organizing, but they also created the symbolic and emotional base for sustained engagement. 

Jiuzhou Stadium would come to be known as “the ark” in media reports, and Mianyang activists still use 

that name fondly when discussing their experiences many years later. After Jiuzhou Stadium was cleared 

of evacuees, Lang continued to work with earthquake evacuees and would go on to become an 

important member of Mianyang’s emerging NGO scene.  

Another volunteer, Wang, described the situation at Jiuzhou Stadium to be sheer “anarchy.”144 

Wang had previously started a volunteer team in university which organized community services such as 

visits to senior homes, though his activism petered out after graduation. On May 13, after mobile phone 

service stabilized, he called about two dozen of his old university friends, and they went to Jiuzhou 

Stadium together. Once there, they also took on the task of receiving and distributing supplies. Unlike 

Lang, they did not even ask for permission. While they avoided official attention at first, the team did 

come into conflict with government officials working at Jiuzhou. However, despite the conflict, they 

 
144 Interview, April 18, 2016, Mianyang. 



76 
 

continued with their self-appointed tasks; Wang mentioned that it was hardly practical or even possible 

for officials to keep them out of the stadium. Emergency response experience at Jiuzhou gave this 

defunct volunteer group a boost of energy to become active and organized once more, resuming regular 

community services and taking on new charity projects. Wang’s team became very involved with 

earthquake reconstruction activities and an important member of Mianyang’s new NGO scene.  

Chang Su was a member of a mass organization in 2008 and was assigned by the prefecture 

government to manage one section of the stadium. Though her experience at Jiuzhou began as a 

government employee, she quickly took on much more than her work assignment: while still at Jiuzhou 

she began organizing a charity sale of artworks and books to fundraise for evacuees at Jiuzhou Stadium, 

and her fundraising activities continued throughout 2008.145 Her experience encouraged her and her 

collaborators to pursue a formal organization to sustain their charitable activities. 

There were many more self-organized groups working at Jiuzhou and Nanhe; these activists I 

have discussed here are notable because they were local, created sustained activism, and together 

shaped the emerging NGO scene in Mianyang. These two facilities were crowded, visible, and accessible; 

the chaos of the situation also reduced state power relative to the thousands of volunteers. Given the 

magnitude of the disaster, the intense media attention, and the presence of provincial and central 

leaders mandating evacuees receive good care, Mianyang government could hardly restrict access to 

these facilities. Evacuees had to be sheltered, emergency personnel and disaster relief supplies had to 

be admitted, and people looking for friends and family had to be received, all of which demanded the 

site should be accessible. Just as SAU had to tear down a fence to accommodate the emergency shelter, 

so Jiuzhou and Nanhe also had to open wide all gates. As a result, these facilities provided the physical 
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venue as well as the mission and the symbol for popular mobilization. People came together and 

created real new grassroots organizations in these free spaces.  

The government of Mianyang did try to reduce the number of people concentrated in large 

shelters. All evacuees left Nanhe Sports Center within two weeks. Emergency shelters were set up in 

Beichuan county starting on May 21, and many people sheltered in Jiuzhou were moved back to their 

home county.146 However, adverse natural conditions made it extremely difficult to create dispersed 

shelters and quickly restore pre-earthquake spatial order in urban Mianyang. The earthquake created a 

large lake just four kilometers north of Beichuan county, and if the dammed water were to burst 

through the blockage, it would threaten all low-lying areas in Mianyang. In anticipation of a major 

potential flood, people were evacuated to high grounds. When Beichuan residents moved back to their 

hometown, they continued to live in large, dense shelters situated in the few safe areas in Beichuan. The 

largest tent community housed roughly 20,000 people. Volunteers working in Beichuan shelters also 

became self-organized and sustained their activities. Between May 30 and June 11, an additional 

200,000 people in urban Mianyang were evacuated; approximately 30,000 people were camped in one 

hill-top park alone.147  The earthquake not only destroyed the existing spatial order in Mianyang, but it 

also made large, dense, and accessible mega-shelters a necessity. These shelters facilitated popular 

mobilization and spurred the growth of new citizen initiatives and organizations. 

Deyang: distributed settlement 

In contrast to Mianyang, Deyang’s distributed emergency settlement strategies, enabled by 

more favorable natural conditions, were much more successful at quickly restoring spatial order in the 

 
146 Beichuan County Government, 汶川特大地震北川抗震救灾志 [Records of Rescue and Relief after the 

Wenchuan Earthquake in Beichuan County] (Beijing: Fangzhi Chubanshe, 2016), 301.  
 

147 Lidan He, “目击唐家山堰塞湖下游 20万人大转移 [Witnessing the evacuation of 200,000 
downstream from the Tangjiashan lake],” 新民周刊 [Xinmin Weekly], June 4, 2008, accessed August 11, 2018, 
http://news.sina.com.cn/c/2008-06-04/110415679693.shtml.  
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city. As a result, Deyang did not see a high level of sustained, self-organized popular activities, especially 

in the central urban district Jingyang. Deyang is located directly south of Mianyang prefecture and north 

of the provincial capital Chengdu. The prefecture saw a total of 17,137 people dead and 461 missing 

from the earthquake. The worst-hit parts of Deyang were two county-level cities, Mianzhu and Shifang, 

in the mountainous northwestern half of the prefecture, and these two counties together accounted for 

nearly all the casualties.  

Jingyang, the urban core of Deyang, saw comparable damage to Fucheng in Mianyang, with 54 

total deaths.148 Just as in Mianyang, evacuees from rural, mountainous townships and villages traveled 

towards urban areas where they might receive aid; however, most of them did not go as far as the core 

urban district of Deyang. Shifang and Mianzhu were populous county-level cities, with larger urban areas 

than counties like Beichuan and An, so their urban centers survived the disaster better. The two local 

governments also had more workers and more resources, so the loss of personnel and properties was 

not nearly as devastating as that in Beichuan. Most people escaping from the worst-hit mountain 

villages made their way to the urban areas of Shifang and Mianzhu first, where they found shelter and 

received aid, so only a small number of people went on to Jingyang. The number of people in emergency 

shelters in Jingyang peaked at 35,000 on May 17; by May 25, there were just over 14,000 evacuees living 

in 17 emergency shelters in Jingyang.149 This was less than the number of people sheltered in Jiuzhou 

Stadium in Mianyang. The government of Deyang was particularly concerned about concentrated 

emergency shelters and pursued multiple strategies to avoid them. A report by the disaster relief 

secretariat (市指挥部秘书组) submitted to top city leadership on May 25 specifically discusses the 

 
148 Sichuan Provincial Government Disaster Damage Survey Group, 灾害损失统计评估资料汇编,052.  

 
149 Deyang Local Gazetteer Office, 汶川特大地震德阳抗震救灾志 [Records of Rescue and Relief after the 

Wenchuan Earthquake in Beichuan County] (Beijing: Wenshi Chubanshe, 2011), 323. 
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concern of too many evacuees concentrated in a few places, though the largest shelter mentioned in 

that report housed just over 1,000 evacuees at the peak, a small number compared to the major 

stadium shelters; the document suggests creating more dispersed emergency shelters to the extent 

possible and accelerating the construction of medium-term temporary housing.150 In contrast, on May 

25, Mianyang officials surveying the city’s housing stock found more unsafe buildings and had to move 

many residents from their homes; more than 100,000 residents in Fucheng alone needed additional 

temporary shelter.151 Due to specific local conditions after the earthquake, the core urban district of 

Deyang remained calm, with the pre-disaster spatial layout firmly in place. Without the breaking down 

of spatial barriers, Jingyang did not see the same sweeping volunteerism and popular mobilization 

experienced elsewhere. The district registered 5,500 volunteers in total, less than the number of 

registered volunteers at Nanhe Sports Center alone. One new NGO officially registered in 2013 was the 

direct result of the disaster relief in Jingyang: it was a mental health center set up by the Chinese 

Academy of Science at a hospital, taken over by a street office after the conclusion of its original 

projects.152 This NGO began as a hospital program, was continued by local government branches, and 

only turned into a non-state entity when the prefecture wanted to encourage NGO growth following 

central directives. 

It was not only the urban core of Deyang that avoided crowded public spaces; the county-level 

city of Shifang was also very successful at avoiding mega-shelters and saw little popular mobilization as a 

 
150 Document collected by the Sichuan Provincial Party School Wenchuan Earthquake archive. “抗震救灾

情况调查 (三) [Research about disaster relief situation (3)],” May 25, 2008. 
 

151Document collected by the Sichuan Provincial Party School Wenchuan Earthquake archive. 绵阳市抗震

救灾指挥部信息组, “关于新增临时安置人数和死亡人数的说明 [Clarification about newly added casualty 
counts and numbers of people in need of temporary settlement]," May 25, 2008.. 

 
152 Interview, June 11, 2016, Deyang. 
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result. As Shifang was heavily damaged, for the first few nights after the earthquake, factories, schools, 

monasteries, and other public buildings all became temporary shelters, and soon main roads in Shifang’s 

city center were also lined with tents and tarps to provide shelter for those streaming into the area. 

Soon after, the government of Shifang began sending evacuees to unaffected townships and villages 

within Shifang to have them board with locals in private homes until temporary housing could be 

constructed.153 Roughly 6,000 people were settled this way.154 Village leaders and party members were 

the first to be recruited to board evacuees, though most villagers were willing to help their less 

fortunate neighbors even without party incentives. This unique strategy was both effective and efficient, 

as it allowed the city government to fully utilize the popular desire to participate in disaster relief 

without facing the debilitating task of managing large numbers of evacuees, volunteers, officials and 

donated supplies all concentrated at one site. At the same time, evacuees boarding with strangers in 

private homes were no longer accessible to the general public. Those taking shelter in Shifang’s city 

center also returned home quickly, partly driven by agricultural production. The earthquake struck 

during wheat and rapeseed harvest, and it was also the planting season for rice, and many farmers were 

anxious to return home to rescue their farms. As a result, only two weeks after the earthquake, 

emergency shelters in urban Shifang were mostly populated by women, children, and seniors.155 

Mianzhu, the other heavily damaged locality in Deyang, faced a much more onerous task of 

settling earthquake evacuees, as the city saw more deaths and property damage. Mianzhu housed 

 
153 Jianyu Zhou, “立足实际, 集思广益, 妥善安置群众—什邡市的灾后过渡安置 [Rooted in practicality, 

collective wisdom, appropriate settlement—transitional settlement after the disaster in Shifang city],” In 512汶川
特大地震暨巨灾应对案例集 [Collection of cases on emergency response to 512 Wenchuan earthquake], ed. Jing 
Cai (Chengdu: 川新出内(2010)96号, 2010), 75.  
 

154 Shifang Earthquake Records Committee, 汶川特大地震什邡抗震救灾志 [Records of Rescue and Relief 
after the Wenchuan Earthquake in Shifang City] (Beijing: Fangzhi Chubanshe, 2014), 222.  
 

155 “抗震救灾情况调查 (三),” May 26, 2008. 
 
 



81 
 

approximately 360,000 people in public spaces and tents; the largest shelter was, not unlike in 

Mianyang, at the Mianzhu Stadium, housing around 30,000 people at the peak.156 At the height of the 

post-disaster chaos, Mianzhu’s situation was not much better than that of Beichuan and urban 

Mianyang. Mianzhu had significantly denser, more open public spaces than other parts of Deyang and as 

a result saw more popular activities. The county registered roughly 10,000 volunteers, and locals report 

seeing a large number of volunteer teams and NGOs from faraway places, many of which were 

university groups.157 The one NGO that directly resulted from disaster relief activities in Mianzhu 

comprised of citizens who first came together answering the local government’s call for volunteers. Lu 

Gan, a local restaurant owner, went directly to city hall after hearing the call. He was helping with 

various menial tasks at the city hall and was eventually put in charge of registering and organizing 

volunteers. Though locals were eager to participate in disaster relief, Mianzhu officials were slow to 

assign volunteers any tasks, so eventually, Lu and other volunteers took it upon themselves to simply 

“go where [we] were needed.”158 Lu had already been cooking and delivering free meals to hospitals and 

emergency shelters, so it was not difficult for him and the team to find appropriate tasks. In this case, 

popular mobilization and organization were facilitated by the state and the use of the city hall itself. The 

organization was further enabled by the accessibility of emergency shelters. However, without the 

imminent threat of a major flood from an earthquake lake, Mianzhu was much more successful at 

quickly moving evacuees out of concentrated mega-shelters. This was also supported by the rapid 

construction of temporary housing. Pre-fabricated homes arrived in Hanwang and Hongbai, two most 

 
156 Deyang Local Gazetteer Office, 汶川特大地震德阳抗震救灾志, 324. 

 
157 Interview, June 26, 2017, Mianzhu.  

 
158 Interview, July 23, 2016, Mianzhu. 
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damaged townships in Mianzhu, by May 23rd and construction began immediately.159 Mianzhu, along 

with the rest of Deyang, moved all evacuees into temporary housing by the end of July;160 the most 

affected counties in Mianyang did not complete temporary housing until the end of August.161 Despite 

significant activities in Mianzhu, as a whole Deyang saw little of the grassroots energy and capacity that 

created many new, sustainable local organizations.  

Mianyang and Deyang had comparable socioeconomic conditions before the earthquake and 

similar levels of damage during the disaster. Both saw the heavy loss of lives and property and faced the 

problem of providing emergency shelters for hundreds of thousands. The two prefectures had distinct 

responses: Mianyang created large, concentrated emergency shelters and maintained them for an 

extended period; Deyang created a more dispersed settlement, using smaller temporary shelter 

compounds, boarding evacuees with residents in less affected areas, and helping people pitch tents near 

their own homes. The contrast was especially stark between the two prefectures’ central urban districts. 

Those two approaches were shaped by natural conditions over which local officials had no control. 

Officials in Deyang successfully rearranged evacuees into smaller, more manageable groups, enabled by 

stable environmental conditions across the prefecture, the lack of imminent secondary disasters, as well 

as the existence of large urban areas outside of the central district. Villagers' willingness to return home 

 
159Document collected by the Sichuan Provincial Party School Wenchuan Earthquake archive. “抗震救灾

情况调查 (二) [Research about disaster relief situation (2),” May 23, 2008. 
 

160 Jiangqi Tan, “蒋巨峰在德阳调研安置住房建设和恢复生产情况 [Jiang Jufeng visits Deyang 
researching temporary housing construction and production recovery],” Sichuan Daily, July 4, 2008, accessed 
August 15, 2018,  http://www.gov.cn/gzdt/2008-07/04/content_1035925.htm. 
  

161 Beichuan completed temporary housing at the end of August, see Beichuan County Government, 汶川
特大地震北川抗震救灾志, 309;  
Jiangyou also completed temporary housing at the end of August, see Jiangyou Earthquake Records Committee, 汶
川特大地震江油抗震救灾志 [Records of Earthquake Rescue and Relief Activities in Jiangyou City] (Beijing: 
Fangzhou Chubanshe, 2015), 106.  
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to harvest their salvageable fields also helped the prefecture’s effort. In contrast, Mianyang’s outlying 

counties did not have urban centers capable of providing shelter and services to tens of thousands of 

evacuees; the prefecture also faced the pressure of persistent secondary disasters and had to make use 

of large, concentrated shelters. The map below shows the locations of temporary shelters and their sizes 

in Mianyang and Deyang.  

Map 3. Emergency shelters at peak populations in Mianyang and Deyang162 

 

These varied local conditions and emergency response strategies contributed to the distinct 

mobilization patterns we see. Emergency shelters for earthquake evacuees, especially large, dense 

shelters difficult to enclose, were the most important bases for civic participation and mobilization. 

 
162 Information about emergency shelters from an original database compiled from local gazetteers and 

news reports.  
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People gathered at these shelters and met like-minded others; they worked together, organized 

themselves, and shared a sense of camaraderie. Though many localities had no NGO presence before 

the earthquake, inspired citizens found new connections and capacity, and new organizations were 

conceived and created in these temporary shelters.  

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I look at patterns of popular mobilization in the first two to three months after 

the Wenchuan earthquake to analyze what factors facilitated grassroots mobilization and organization 

and what determined effective state control after a debilitating natural disaster. My investigation 

reveals that while a wave of unprecedented volunteerism did sweep across the earthquake region, non-

state activities were not concentrated in several unlikely places during this initial emergency response 

period. I argue that divergent post-disaster spatial orders in different localities, brought about by 

distinct topography and natural conditions, explain the variation in the level of non-state disaster relief 

activities across the region. The earthquake interrupted the existing spatial order: driven by 

extraordinary circumstances, people left their crumbling homes to take shelter in parks and along major 

roads; they gathered around collapsed buildings to dig for survivors and volunteered anywhere those in 

need of help gathered. The free use of public spaces gained new legitimacy; physical boundaries were 

destroyed, and walls that still stood were no longer treated as authoritative sanctions. The state was 

able to quickly restore spatial controls in most places. In the most extreme cases, soldiers formed 

human walls around collapsed school buildings. Many other strategies were employed, from quickly 

rebuilding walled private communities to temporarily settling people in private homes in less affected 

areas. However, due to threatening secondary disasters and other adverse natural conditions, in some 

localities, open, accessible public spaces in the form of mega-emergency shelters remained. These sites 

were open to the general public and allowed people to spend long hours together; they served as 

physical sites of contact and coordination as well as symbols of collective endeavors. These public 
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spaces would become the foundation of autonomous, self-organized, sustained popular mobilization. 

While the creation and the persistence of these public spaces for multiple weeks were an accident, the 

post-earthquake experience demonstrates how an open spatial order can enable widespread and 

autonomous citizen initiatives.  
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Chapter Three: Post-earthquake NGO development  

Introduction: the post-earthquake honeycomb 

Starting as early as the end of May, homeless earthquake victims began to leave tents and 

emergency shelters in public facilities to move into temporary housing. In most rural villages, individual 

households built their own temporary housing, either reinforcing damaged homes or constructing 

simple structures out of materials from their collapsed old homes and cheap materials like plywood, 

plastic boards, tarp, and asbestos tiles. Each household received 2000 RMB subsidy for temporary 

housing construction.163 These rural temporary dwellings were generally built very close to villagers’ 

own homes; thus the spatial order of the village was preserved. In these villages, the landscape returned 

to roughly the pre-earthquake shape. In urban areas, which my study focuses on, as well as in areas 

where the natural landscape was too changed to rebuild locally, the government installed blocks of 

prefabricated homes as temporary housing. The provincial government of Sichuan released a document 

to all lower-level governments on May 23, outlining basic plans for temporary housing. According to the 

document, compounds should be placed near major roads; each community should house 

approximately 1000 households, or 4000 people, and contain stores, healthcare facilities, schools, 

administrative offices, and recreational areas.164 Finished temporary housing compounds varied in size, 

with the large ones holding as many as 12,000 people.165 They were set up like gated communities, 

usually enclosed by simple fencing or walls; inside the fencing, uniform prefabricated homes with blue 

roofs and white walls were arranged in perfectly ordered rows. These temporary communities did 

 
163 This is the number provided in all local gazetteers.  

 
164 Sichuan Provincial Government Office, “四川省人民政府办公厅关于印发四川省“5.12”地震救灾过渡

安置规划导则的紧急通知 [Emergency announcement from the Sichuan Provincial Government Office on printing 
the ‘Sichuan 5.12 earthquake transitional relief sheltering plan’],” 川府办发电[2008]67号, May 23, 2008. 
 

165 Xinhua News Agency, “地震灾区春节见闻坚守、思念、坚强、温暖、心愿 [Spring festival 
experiences in the earthquake zone],” The Central People’s Government, January 27, 2009, accessed May 13, 
2019, http://www.gov.cn/2009cj/content_1215916.htm. 
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represent changes to the pre-earthquake landscape, but they were not the same open, accessible, and 

free public spaces that emergency shelters in stadiums and parks had provided in the previous period. 

Temporary housing communities were less densely packed, more neatly ordered, and much more 

regimented.  

Earthquake evacuees were assigned temporary housing based on their villages and urban 

neighborhoods, so that pre-earthquake neighbors remained together, to the extent possible. This 

helped to maintain existing social networks and to transport wholesale those relations into new physical 

environments. Prefecture governments quickly released their own guidelines for administering 

temporary communities, to be implemented by county and township level officials. These guidelines all 

mentioned that temporary housing should be administered like urban neighborhoods. At the end of 

May, when earthquake evacuees were still mostly sheltered in public buildings and tents pitched in 

open areas, the province of Sichuan released a notice asking large emergency shelters to form 

temporary “community administration committees” (社区管委会) and Communist party cells.166  The 

same practice continued in temporary housing communities.167 Pre-earthquake community leaders, 

namely village leaders, members of residents’ committees, and party members were recruited to help 

with managing temporary housing communities. Therefore, while the physical milieu of communities 

 
166Sichuan Bureau of Civil Affairs, “中共四川省委组织部四川省民政厅发出通知要求在受灾群众集中安

置点建立临时社区管委会和临时党组织 [The Sichuan Provincial Organizational Committee and the Sichuan 
Bureau of Civil Affairs announce requirements to create temporary community management committees and 
temporary party organizations in disaster evacuee collective shelters],” Department of Civil Affairs of Sichuan 
Province website, May 30, 2008, accessed July 16, 2019,  https://mzt.sc.gov.cn/Article/Detail?id=5720; 
Jinzhi Yang, Dawei Hou, and Yijun Xu, “安置点里的‘组织生活’ [Organizational life in settlement centers],” 半月谈 
[Bimonthly Talks], June 26, 2008, no. 12, 6-8. 
 

167 Xinhua News Agency, “灾区基层组织发挥巨大作用：团结人心 服务群众 [Grassroots organizations 
in the disaster area are effective: unite hearts, serve the people]," The Central People’s Government website, June 
7, 2008, accessed May 13, 2019, http://www.gov.cn/jrzg/2008-06/07/content_1009920.htm.  
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changed completely, the boundaries and the power structure of each “cell” tried to match the pre-

disaster contour as closely as possible.  

The level of state presence in these temporary housing communities far exceeded most urban 

neighborhoods. Security measures included constantly guarded entrances, frequent house visits by 

community police, requiring all visitors to register their entries and exits, and regular reporting of 

community information to higher-level authorities.168 At the time, even the most upscale residential 

communities did not have such stringent visitation rules, and few people received regular house calls 

from the police. Temporary housing communities were controlled by two main spatial features: the first 

was the physical barrier around the community and the closely guarded entrances; the second was the 

strong state presence that surveils, interacts with residents, resolves issues and interferes with people’s 

activities. These two features made temporary housing communities insulated cells under the gaze of 

the metaphorical panopticon. For the next two to three years, in urban areas across the earthquake 

region, NGOs and activists hoping to work with people affected by the earthquake generally had to do 

so in closely surveilled and managed temporary housing communities. Activists could no longer come 

and go as they wished and interact with people freely as they had done in emergency shelters, but 

prominent grassroots organizations that had emerged during the emergency period still found welcome 

in temporary housing communities. Some of them had gained the trust of local officials through working 

side by side in emergency shelters; others had become well-known through media attention or the 

 
168Dujiangyan Government Office, “都江堰市人民政府办公室关于在集中安置点开展管理工作星级评

定的通知 [Announcement on starting management evaluations in collective shelters from Dujiangyan Government 
Office ],” 都委办(2008)201号;  
Chengdu Bureau of Civil Affairs, “关于做好地震灾区我市活动板房安置点物业服务工作的通知”; 
Deyang City Government, “德阳市地震受灾区群众过渡性集中安置区稳定治安和安全工作管理办法 
[Management protocols for police and safety management in temporary collective settlement zones in 
earthquake-affected areas in Deyang],” 德委办发[2008]16号;   
Jiangyou City Government, “工作简报第二十二期: 绵阳市受灾群众集中安置点管理工作会议精神 [Work 
Report No. 22: Summary of the meeting on Mianyang concentrated settlement centers],” October 9, 2008.  
 



89 
 

recognition of higher-level officials; still, others had won the trust of evacuees themselves who wished 

for more services, thus convincing local authorities. A strand of the earthquake activism survived in 

these transitional cells.  

New NGOs were also created or imported into the earthquake zone via an internal assistance 

program. To help rebuild cities and towns devastated by the earthquake, the central government 

mandated unprecedented inter-regional transfers. Twenty localities most affected by the disaster were 

paired with provinces or province-level administrative units for reconstruction assistance. Each province 

was responsible for supplying the capital, workforce and even materials needed to rebuild a single 

county; the total transfer was required to be in excess of 1% of the donor province’s annual budget for 

three consecutive years. Social workers employed by the state and professional NGOs with strong state 

affiliations in donor provinces arrived in Sichuan with official reconstruction teams, supported by 

government funding. They were stationed in temporary housing communities, offering much needed 

social services such as senior care, childcare, livelihood programs, and psychological counseling, among 

others. They often hired local talent to indigenize their service programs, as linguistic and cultural 

differences between Sichuan and donor provinces can be large and made social work very difficult 

without local guides. By the time reconstruction was completed, many of these imported programs had 

become new NGOs. Such NGOs were created in the confines of one or a few temporary housing 

communities; they were set up to interact only with community members and government officials 

responsible for these communities. They facilitate contact among individuals and coordinate collective 

action within a single community, yet rarely do they cross the boundaries of urban cells.  

While those affected by the earthquake tried to recover their daily lives in temporary homes, 

reconstruction progressed rapidly across the region.  This process was overwhelmingly dominated by 

the state; instead of simply restoring damaged and destroyed housing and infrastructure, reconstruction 

was an ambitious urbanization and development project. In the national recovery and reconstruction 
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masterplan, the central government laid out a sweeping spatial plan for the entire region spanning over 

130,000 square kilometers. The plan divided the region into three sections: 38.9 % of the region, 

considered the safest and with the most natural endowments, should rebuild with an aim towards 

expanding urbanization and economic development, another 59.4% should rebuild with the goal of 

moderate urban development and containing population sizes, and a final 1.7% of the region was 

considered unfit for towns and cities and will be restored as natural reserves, regardless of the situation 

before the earthquake.169 As delegated by the plan, lower-level governments in turn determine whether 

each specific district, county, or township will expand or shrink in reconstruction. In Sichuan province, 

where many localities suffered extensive damage, the reconstruction effort was especially 

transformative, and the urban honeycomb spatial order was greatly expanded.  

Earthquake reconstruction was completed in most places by 2011; residents who had been 

living in temporary housing communities either returned to their repaired homes or moved into one of 

the new gated residential communities. These newly constructed residential housing replaced more 

loosely managed older urban communities and rural villages; though they were not as securitized as 

temporary housing communities, they remained self-contained and tightly managed urban cells. Several 

NGOs that had been working in temporary housing communities seamlessly transplanted their service 

programs into new gated communities, following their constituent. Local governments actively recruited 

NGOs to provide services insides these new gated residential communities and actively supported the 

integration of NGOs with community governance structures. This was not a policy innovation responding 

to a localized exogenous shock; rather, it was an accelerated process of policy transfer and adoption 

enabled by the post-earthquake assistance program.  

 
169 State Council, “国务院关于印发汶川地震 灾后恢复重建总体规划的通知 [State Council Notice 

regarding the Overall Plan for Restoration and Reconstruction in the Aftermath of the Wenchuan Earthquake 
Disaster],” 国发[2008]31号, September 19, 2008, accessed April 15, 2019, http://www.gov.cn/zwgk/2008-
09/23/content_1103686.htm. 
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In 2008, more developed coastal cities in China had already had some experience working with 

NGOs, and they were encouraging NGO growth to reform urban governance. For example, Guangdong 

and Shanghai were two growing centers of NGO activities. As the heart of China’s manufacturing 

empire, Guangdong had seen growing labor activism since the mid-1990s.170 In Shanghai, NGOs first 

began to form around services for retirees and those living with disabilities to compensate for the loss of 

services tied to the shrinking state-owned sector. For local governments in Guangdong, Shanghai and 

other advanced areas, it was not simply a matter of learning to tolerate better organized, more active 

societal forces; they proactively explored policies and practices promoting NGO growth to address local 

needs while maintaining strong governmental surveillance and control over these organizations. Local 

governments often took the initiative to create new NGOs, either through privatizing existing 

government services171 or by encouraging local activists to form new organizations through a practice 

called “purchase of service contracting.”172 The local government would subcontract a public service, 

such as running a senior home or a special education program within an urban neighborhood, to an 

NGO for a fixed annual sum. NGOs built around these contracts are dedicated to government programs 

and priorities and are also heavily reliant on state funding. Chengdu has had some experiences by 2008; 

according to a vice-mayor of Chengdu, limited experimentation with contracting senior care services to 

private organizations began as early as 2003. The city leadership saw this policy change simply as 

 
170 Ching Kwan Lee, Against the Law: Labor Protests in China’s Rustbelt and Sunbelt (Oakland: University of 

California Press, 2007), 193-194. 
 
171 Tony Saich, "Negotiating the state: The development of social organizations in China," The China 

Quarterly 161 (2000). 
 
172 Jessica Teets, “Civil Society Participation in Local Governance: Outsourcing Migrant Education in 

Shanghai,” In China’s Search for Good Governance, eds. Zhenglai Deng and Suijin Guo (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2011); Jennifer Hsu and Reza Hasmath, "The Local Corporatist State and NGO Relations in 
China," Journal of Contemporary China 23, no. 87 (2014). 
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another aspect of the ongoing market reform, rather than the liberalization of associational space; 

emerging NGOs were treated just like private businesses.173 

After the 2008 earthquake, policy experimentation was imported into less developed parts of 

the earthquake region. Assistance from places like Shanghai and Guangdong helped Sichuan localities to 

jumpstart new NGOs dedicated to community-based welfare programs, and local governments 

continued similar NGO management policies after donors had departed. With the 18th CCP congress 

meeting calling for the further “socialization” of urban governance,174 cities across the country began to 

develop new NGOs that serve as welfare providers and dedicated social workers within urban 

neighborhoods. In Sichuan, cities that had not enjoyed the influence of experienced donors finally began 

developing new NGOs on their own. Operationally, these new NGOs created after 2013 are similarly 

reliant on state funding, and their activities centered on government contracts. Spatially, they are often 

located within the walls of gated residential communities, right next to the office of the local residents’ 

committee and the party organization. They serve their immediate surroundings, rarely seeking out new 

projects in faraway places, where the need for service may be much greater.  

Grassroots organizations born in the emergency response period offer an interesting contrast to 

state-sponsored NGOs created via internal assistance and urban governance policy change. For the first 

several years, grassroots organizations created in public spaces during the emergency response period 

were more diverse in their activities, funding sources, and models of operation. Government 

procurement and grants formed a smaller part of their revenue, and they engaged in more creative and 

diversified fundraising, often seeking resources via personal networks. They were better connected to 

each other and created supportive networks that fostered exchanges and collaborations. They also took 

 
173 Interview June 16, 2016, Chengdu. 

 
174 “中共中央关于全面深化改革若干重大问题的决定,” 47-48. 
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on a wider range of activities, often dabbling in research, training, and advocacy. Local governments 

actively tried to co-opt grassroots organizations by inviting them into residential neighborhoods, 

providing monetary and material support, redirecting their energy towards welfare provision and other 

activities that support state goals, among other strategies. Managing the physical space in which NGOs 

are situated has been an important repertoire of state control. This effort could not be and was not 

completely resisted; in fact, many earthquake activists welcomed supportive local government policies 

that provided them resources, official sanction, and credibility in the eyes of the people they aimed to 

serve. In time, earthquake NGOs have become increasingly similar to state-initiated organizations. 

Working inside insulated urban cells, NGOs inevitably began to focus on the narrow needs of 

one particular community. Initially, grassroots NGOs created by the earthquake were more likely to 

cross community boundaries and form more horizontal connections due to the effect of local networks. 

Several grassroots NGOs were run by locals or residents of less affected areas only one or two hours 

away from where services were needed. These activists did not need to live in insulated temporary 

housing communities with the evacuees and could re-engage their old social circles to mobilize 

resources and manpower. These activists also boasted significant local networks: they were university 

professors and staff, local business owners, members of mass organizations, or trusted NGO 

professionals. Authorities may have been suspicious of civic activities but tended to be more tolerant 

toward trusted local community members. Secondly, the emergency response period had allowed 

activists to form connections with each other. New activists met each other at public sites like Jiuzhou 

Stadium. The coalition of established NGOs in Chengdu also reached out to emerging organizations in 

nearby areas through their disaster relief work, sharing experiences, connections, and other resources. 

Once this network had formed, it allowed local activists to connect and to mobilize beyond the confines 

of cells of temporary housing. However, as grassroots NGOs were moved into official space designed 

and managed by local governments, as they began working with local authorities and receiving 
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community-specific resources, their activities also turned more inward-facing, and collaborations with 

the government slowly pushed out horizontal connections among NGOs and activists.  

In this chapter, I demonstrate how the state’s spatial control contributed to a converging 

pattern of NGO development across the earthquake region despite different initial conditions. First, I 

present a most-different case comparison between Dujiangyan and in Wenchuan: these two counties 

benefited from resource and policy transfers from Shanghai and Guangdong respectively; adopting a 

similar set of spatial strategies led to converging NGO development despite diverging patterns of 

popular mobilization immediately after the earthquake, as discussed in the previous chapter. I also 

present the case study of NGO development in Mianyang to further illustrate how the local government 

shaped NGO development and eroded the public sphere through its control of space.   

Most different cases comparison: Dujiangyan and Wenchuan 

As discussed in the previous chapter, localities across the earthquake region experienced 

different levels of popular mobilization. In some areas, the disruption of spatial control and the creation 

of public spaces immediately after the earthquake facilitated grassroots activism and enabled new 

organizations. Dujiangyan was one locality that experienced robust popular mobilization. Being located 

on the outskirt of the provincial capital Chengdu and suffering limited road damage, Dujiangyan served 

as a hub of both official and civil society disaster relief activities. In the emergency response period, 

Dujiangyan created several dense, open emergency shelters that attracted many local and external 

activists. Though the county government of Dujiangyan quickly implemented new spatial control 

strategies to disperse crowds, direct disaster relief and contentious activities into designated areas, and 

limit access to public spaces, sites like SAU persisted long enough to allow grassroots organizations to 

emerge. The proximity of Dujiangyan to Chengdu also allowed established NGOs in Chengdu to expand 

their operations to Dujiangyan and help facilitate the creation of new, local organizations. In contrast, 

Wenchuan county experienced tighter spatial control than usual after the disaster due to unique natural 
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conditions there. Wenchuan was cut off from the rest of the world; for an extended period, roads in and 

out of the county were under repair and controlled by the state. It was impossible to gain access to 

Wenchuan without state sanction and assistance. Towns and villages within Wenchuan were also cut off 

from each other due to severely damaged roads. In the county seat, Weizhou township, the county 

government promptly took control of scarce open lots for disaster relief purposes. The emergency 

response process in Wenchuan was dominated by the state, and there was little popular mobilization, 

especially local activism. As can be observed in the map of reported non-disaster relief activities, NGOs 

and volunteers worked in many locations across Dujiangyan while Wenchuan barely saw any.  

Map 4. Locations of Non-state Disaster Relief Activities in Dujiangyan and Wenchuan 

 

However, despite distinct patterns of popular mobilization in Dujiangyan and Wenchuan 

immediately after the earthquake, new NGOs took root in both localities and developed in a similar 

fashion. Though Wenchuan did not see any local grassroots mobilization, established NGOs with 
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working relationships with the government were imported from Guangdong province via the paired 

assistance program to provide social services to those affected by the earthquake. Dujiangyan similarly 

welcomed NGOs imported from Shanghai, alongside official government social workers. In both cases, 

university student groups were among the imported NGOs, as they are trusted by both local 

governments and non-state actors that can support their endeavors, like charity foundations and INGOs. 

To shape and redirect NGO activities, both Dujiangyan and Wenchuan employed similar spatial 

strategies, such as creating closed communities and limiting NGOs’ access to the population they wished 

to work with, designating space for NGO activities, and offering funding and incentives tied with specific 

communities and locations. These strategies redirected developing NGOs to welfare provision activities 

and largely contained them within specific communities, leading to a convergent NGO development 

pattern across these two localities despite different origins of NGOs.  

Dujiangyan: unifying grassroots and state-sponsored activism 

While Dujiangyan saw robust popular mobilization, and grassroots organizations emerged from 

the emergency response process, the local state also actively created new NGOs to support the 

management of temporary housing communities after the earthquake. When evacuees moved into 

barracks-like temporary housing, they still needed many services from psychological counseling to 

leisure programs, and NGOs were the best candidates to offer such services. Other than allowing 

emerging grassroots groups to continue working with evacuees, local governments also directly installed 

new service programs in temporary housing communities, with the support of established and trusted 

NGOs. This was made possible by the paired assistance program which saw large transfers of capital, 

human resources, and policies from the rest of China into the earthquake region.  
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This paired assistance began as early as May of 2008, when donor provinces produced 

temporary housing units and shipped them to their partner counties.175 After the initial shocks had 

passed, and the immediate needs provided for, donor provinces began to take on more systematic 

reconstruction tasks. Donor provinces played the leading role in planning, designing, and rebuilding 

roads, bridges, public facilities, and residential housing; in some cases, donors built brand new cities on 

top of farmland. Guangdong and Shanghai were among the most generous donors, transferring a total 

of 8.20 billion yuan (1.20 billion USD) and 8.25 billion yuan (1.21 billion USD) respectively.176  

Table 3. Total Assistance from Provincial Donors 

Donor Recipient Total Transfer177  

(billion yuan) 

Shandong Beichuan 10.8 

Guangdong Wenchuan 8.20 

Zhejiang Qingchuan 8.50 

Jiangsu Mianzhu 11.0 

Beijing Shifang 7.0 

Shanghai Dujiangyan 8.25 

Continued on the next page 

 
175 Guangdong Department of Civil Affairs, “广东省民政厅 2008年 5月大事记 [Guangdong Department 

of Civil Affairs, May 2008, major events],” Department of Civil Affairs of Guangdong Province website, May 4, 2008, 
accessed July 17, 2019, http://smzt.gd.gov.cn/jggk/mzdsj/2008/content/post_1657692.html;  
Shanghai Local Gazetteer Office, 汶川特大地震上海市对口支援都江堰市灾后重建志 [Records of Shanghai’s 
Assistance to Dujiangyan’s Post-disaster reconstruction after the Wenchuan Earthquake] (Beijing: Fangzhi 
chubanshe, 2012), 193. 

 
176Shanghai Local Gazetteer Office, 上海市对口支援都江堰市灾后重建志, 6; 

Qiu Ming, “黄华华：广东援建汶川地震灾区目标基本实现 [Huang Huahua: Guangdong has accomplished its 
goals in aid to Wenchuan],” The Central People’s Government of the People’s Republic of China website, May 10, 
2010, accessed July 16, 2019, http://www.gov.cn/jrzg/2010-05/10/content_1603170.htm. 
 

177 “盘点:20 个省市对口援建汶川地震重灾区成果（图）[A Look Back: the result of 20 provinces and 
cities’ targeted assistance to areas affected by the Wenchuan earthquake (photoset)],” China Network Television 
website, May 12, 2011, accessed July 16, 2019, http://news.cntv.cn/china/20110512/104460.shtml. 
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Hebei Pingwu 2.8 

Liaoning An 4.027 

Henan Jiangyou 3.0 

Fujian Pengzhou 3.33 

Shanxi Mao 2.15 

Hunan Li 2.01 

Jilin Heishui 1.297 

Anhui Songpan 2.13 

Jiangxi Xiaojin 1.3 

Hubei Hanyuan 2.115 

Chongqing Chongzhou 1.7 

Heilongjiang Jian’ge 1.55 

Tianjin Shaanxi (affected areas) 2.037 

Shenzhen Gansu (affected areas) 3.0 

 

Dujiangyan experienced a transformative and state-led reconstruction process. Of its urban real 

estate, 33,841 units of residential and commercial housing were destroyed or heavily damaged, and 

another 19,429 units were moderately damaged, accounting for 62% of all urban buildings; 

approximately 60% to 70% of urban housing had to be rebuilt. The city of Dujiangyan, with the support 

of Shanghai, took over large swathes of land to rebuild brand new urban residential neighborhoods; 

those housings were offered to residents with destroyed or damaged homes as an exchange for their 

properties. A total of 18,058 households traded for new government-built housing through this 

program.178 Many rural residents and those who lived in loosely organized township neighborhoods 

suddenly found themselves in new, regimented urban communities. The best example of this post-

 
178 Shanghai Local Gazetteer Office,上海市对口支援都江堰市灾后重建志, 448. 
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earthquake urban redevelopment in Dujiangyan is the First Street Community, a brand-new urban 

community designed and built by the city of Shanghai on top of 1.5 square kilometer of farmland. The 

community is composed of 14 gated residential communities, parks and green space, and many public 

facilities including a public library and several community centers. This new community was much more 

concentrated than what existed before in the area, and many villagers found themselves displaced and 

living among strangers despite a policy that allowed residents to select their new housing with their 

friends and neighbors in groups. New housings were not just offered to those who lost their homes in 

the earthquake; many farmers who suffered minimal housing damage were also displaced by the post-

disaster urban expansion, and they were similarly offered government-built housing as compensation 

and became urban residents. For example, gated communities sprang up around the new Dujiangyan 

Highspeed Rail Station, housing almost entirely rural farmers who were displaced by the construction of 

the highspeed rail and other major projects, rather than those who lost their homes due to the 

earthquake. Activism in Dujiangyan thus developed in this rapidly urbanizing physical environment, 

where the state was restoring and even expanding the cellular urban structure. 

While rebuilding infrastructure and housing was the central focus, donor provinces also brought 

social workers, psychologists, special needs educators, and NGOs into Sichuan to address the problems 

emerging in temporary housing communities.  As discussed earlier in the chapter, by 2008, local 

governments in more developed cities and regions have been actively developing community-based 

NGOs to foster more efficient welfare provision. It was only natural that donor provinces with 

experience working with NGOs should try to use established NGOs from their home regions and foster 

local activists with the potential to address the needs of communities in transition. Guangdong and 

Shanghai are among the wealthiest and most internationally engaged regions in China and they boast 

more innovative policymaking and better public goods and services provision than most. They are both 

well capable of transferring NGOs and urban governance policies to their partners. In a little over two 
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years, Shanghai sent over 12,000 government employees and contractors to Dujiangyan, including 

human resources and funds needed to create new organizations in Dujiangyan. In addition, the 

reconstruction team from Shanghai provided a blueprint for neighborhood-based NGO management.  

Shanghai’s Civil Affairs Bureau and Association of Social Workers brought to Dujiangyan four 

teams of social workers: one team of government employees from the district of Pudong, and three 

teams from Shanghai universities composed of new university graduates and student interns. These four 

teams’ main responsibility was to provide social services to the various temporary housing communities 

for six months, and they were fully funded by Shanghai. Though their stay was short, they enabled long-

term service provision by creating new NGOs. The Shanghai teams, especially the government team 

from Pudong, helped Dujiangyan establish its own Association of Social Workers, which was the first 

social workers association at the county level in western China.179 It registered as a social organization in 

January 2009, headed by the deputy of Dujiangyan’s Civil Affairs Office.180 The association was 

populated by government employees and newly recruited social workers at the time. This new 

association took over from Shanghai social workers after their six-month stay ended and continued to 

provide services in transitional communities until reconstruction was completed. In the beginning, 

Dujiangyan’s Association of Social Workers looked more like a branch of the Civil Affairs Office despite 

its NGO status. Since the key organizers of the association were on government payroll and assistance 

from Shanghai paid for most programs, it did not need to fundraise. The association also focused 

exclusively on managing social service programs in temporary housing communities and did not actively 

engage other contacts and activities.  

 
179Shanghai Local Gazetteer Office, 上海市对口支援都江堰市灾后重建志,  370-371. 

 
180 Interview, May 4, 2016, Dujiangyan. 
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The association quickly spun off more legally autonomous NGOs to carry out social programs. In 

September of 2009, members of the association registered a new private non-profit organization called 

SSH, which hired over thirty social workers to work in multiple temporary housing communities. This 

new NGO gave Dujiangyan social workers a sustainable institution that could potentially outlast the 

needs of disaster relief and reconstruction. SSH is operationally autonomous today but depends on local 

government procurement contracts and other government support for 80 to 90 percent of its operating 

budget. It focuses on three areas of services:  senior care, family and youth support, and community 

work.181 In 2012, the deputy secretary of the Dujiangyan Association of Social Workers registered the 

NGO CH through a similar process. It also relies on government funding and is focused on three main 

areas of social services: disaster preparedness, ethnic relations, and community development. CH is 

particularly focused on providing services to seniors and displaced rural households in new urban 

communities. With Dujiangyan’s rapid urbanization, housing construction, and infrastructure expansion 

after the earthquake, many farmers were displaced, and communities were reshuffled. An important 

role CH plays is to support the integration of old and new residents in these post-earthquake residential 

communities.182  

Today, both SSH and CH are located in the same community center in one of the gated 

residential communities newly constructed after the earthquake, sharing offices in the same building. 

The community center sits at the edge of the gated community; the building itself is behind the walls of 

the community, but it has street-facing doors. The community-level communist party branch office can 

also be found in the same building. This community center is in the same area as the temporary housing 

community where founders of SSH and CH had originally worked after the earthquake. SSH and CH were 

 
181 Ibid. 

 
182 Interview, May 31, 2016, Dujiangyan. 
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welcomed into the new community to address the problems of such a new urban community housing 

displaced rural households. These two NGOs did not move their location in their decade-long tenure. 

Though they have taken on more diverse government contracts, they continue to dedicate significant 

resources to the population and the community where they had begun their work.   

Some social workers from Shanghai took a more direct approach to create new NGOs. Key 

members of one student group from a Shanghai university stayed on after the original six-month term 

and registered their own organization HX in Dujiangyan in February of 2009. They continued their work 

in temporary housing communities with funding support from their partner NGO in Hong Kong. After 

earthquake reconstruction was completed, they moved into local communities and shifted their focus to 

long-term community-development work. HX moved its office into the heart of a large subdistrict 

designed and built by reconstruction teams from Shanghai. Just like both SSH and CH, HX’s office 

building is in a gated community, with a street-facing entrance like businesses in these communities; it is 

just around the corner from the local neighborhood residents’ committee office which also serves as the 

Communist Party branch office. As of 2015, HX was fully funded by its partner foundation in Hong Kong, 

though recently it has begun to receive program funding from the local residents’ committee office.183  

Sometimes new organizations were cultivated by incentivizing promising local activists, 

supported by a deft hand from Shanghai. Because Shanghai is a provincial-level administrative unit, 

bureaucrats in the reconstruction team inevitably outrank their Dujiangyan counterparts. While 

Dujiangyan agencies ultimately decided whether to register a new NGO and whether to support its 

activities, Shanghai bureaucrats seem to have had considerable influence. When Mei Ye, a local 

earthquake amputee, wanted to use the donations she received to start a new NGO supporting people 

 
183 Based on community newsletters posted near the residents’ committee office.  
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with disabilities, she faced skepticism and reluctance from Dujiangyan’s bureaucrats.184 She then had the 

“good fortune” of meeting high-level government officials from Shanghai’s reconstruction team, who 

helped her make her case to local bureaucrats. This allowed Ye to register her organization XQC in 

February 2010, and the Federation of Disabled People in Dujiangyan even offered her free office space 

and other support. Today, XQC can be found in the same subdistrict as HX, a few blocks away. It is also 

tucked into two street-facing units in a gated community. The street outside its door is shaded by 

beautiful trees and rather quiet and empty. XQC provides care programs and career training to people 

with disability. Ye herself was fortunate to receive treatment in Hong Kong after the earthquake, and 

she connected with many NGOs and foundations in Hong Kong during her stay. The fact she received 

such help from external actors inspired her activism, and when she started her organization, she won 

more financial support from those same NGOs and foundations. She also charges limited user fees for 

care and training programs and sells artworks and crafts created by group members. As a result, XQC is 

less dependent on local financing today, drawing only 20% of the 2015 budget from the local 

government. However, Ye has collaborated increasingly with the state in recent years; most of the 

recent news and social media reports about XQC’s activities mention the collaboration with either the 

Disabled Persons’ Federation or universities.  

These NGOs created after the earthquake in Dujiangyan became highly similar despite their 

diverse origins and whether headed by government-affiliated NGO professionals, local activists, or 

former government employees. They are located in the heart of an urban community, often in a street-

facing office within a gated community, next to the local residents’ committee offices. They focus on the 

specific needs of one or several communities, and they have closer relationships with residents’ 

committees, mass organizations, and government offices than other NGOs. They are considered an 

 
184 Interview, May 30, 2016, Dujiangyan. 
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important element of urban governance, connected to and supporting the core of urban communities, 

which are residents’ committees and neighborhood party organizations, as depicted by a propaganda 

poster outside a residents’ committee office. 

The rapid growth of such surprisingly similar NGOs was a result of direct policy transfer, backed 

by Shanghai’s rich financial and human resources as well as its deep experience organizing societal 

forces. The policy first learned from Shanghai and tested on a small scale was further refined in 2013. 

After the central government called for the “socialization” of urban governance, and after Chengdu 

released a prefecture policy guideline about this new direction, Dujiangyan developed its own plan to 

expand the incorporation of NGOs into urban governance. The plan first emphasizes that the “state 

should guide, communities lead, NGOs participate.”185 The plan also states: 

“[Communities] should use the procurement of service contracts to attract the 

necessary social organizations and social workers into the neighborhood. 

[Officials] should turn various management services into specific community 

development projects, clarify standards and requirements for projects’ goals, 

terms, and benefits. Using projects as the vessel and the connector, [the aim is 

to] bring social organizations and social workers to participate in implementing 

projects.” 

Dujiangyan’s NGO development strategy focuses on integrating societal forces capable of 

providing social services into its established urban administration. The expanded support for NGOs does 

not mean the relaxation of control over public spaces and allowing an open, inclusive public sphere to 

emerge; the goal is to create more efficient civic organizations within each cell of the city in order to 

 
185 Dujiangyan Bureau of Civil Affairs, “关于在我市大力推进“三社互动”工作的实施方案 [The plan to 

accelerate the ‘integration of social workers, communities, and NGOs’], 都民政(2013)133 号, May 13, 2013, 
accessed on April 15, 2019, http://npo.charity.gov.cn/www/orgmessage/orgmessagecontent?id=3470. 
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reduce the effort of managing and providing for these cells. NGOs are placed in government-run 

community centers and directed to community services via procurement and funding. NGOs are also 

pushed into close collaboration with grassroots administration like residents’ committees and street 

offices because they control the access to communities and vulnerable populations that NGOs wish to 

work with. At the same time, the urban community structure makes it more costly for organizations to 

contact each other and to coordinate across these boundaries.    

Escaping the urban grid 

 Though most NGOs in Dujiangyan followed this same general pattern of development, one 

prominent grassroots organization managed to find a more independent path. This NGO YT was headed 

by Li, the psychology professor who began his activism at the Sichuan Agriculture University emergency 

shelter. Like all other NGOs in Dujiangyan, YT began as a disaster relief service provider and worked 

closely with those affected by the earthquake, but it did not move into one of the newly constructed 

residential communities like other organizations. Li’s early activities and the relationships he had 

established helped him to bypass access restrictions imposed by the local government; his ability to 

leverage private resources also helped him avoid designated space. While YT continues to work with 

local governments and receive some government funding, it has escaped, to an extent, the close 

integration into the urban governance structure. 

Li had been offering psychological counseling to earthquake evacuees and also operating an 

emergency shelter school at SAU, so when the evacuees were moved to a newly completed temporary 

housing community in northern Dujiangyan, he “followed them there.”186 Though Li did not have any 

previous official affiliation, the local government welcomed his presence and even offered ten units of 

temporary housing for his operations. He also built a working relationship with social workers from 

 
186 Interview, June 16, 2015. 
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Shanghai. However, since Li was working with many aggrieved families that had lost children, local 

officials remained somewhat wary of his activities. According to another activist, Dujiangyan’s 

management of temporary housing communities was especially regimented due to several cases of 

suicide, and the local government felt pressured to maintain stability and order.187 Several times, Li was 

threatened with eviction by local administrators, but his relationships with evacuees and the essential 

services he provided helped him weather these conflicts to stay in the temporary housing community to 

the end. In the summer of 2009, when all the evacuees moved into their new permanent housing, Li 

rented a four-bedroom apartment suite to serve as the home and office of his team.188 He also 

registered a business as the legal entity for his activities; though he was offered the chance to register 

an NGO, he did not like the idea of having a government agency sponsor and thought a business 

registration would afford more freedom. Like many activists from Mianyang, in the first two to three 

years, Li devoted significant personal wealth to his cause and fundraised from friends, thus he did not 

rely on government funding. 

For Li, the initial days spent in the public square helped his organization gain significant spatial 

freedom. His presence at a site like SAU raised his public profile; he became famous and won approval 

from many major media outlets and high-level government actors, including an official from the Ministry 

of Civil Affairs.189 Activities in the emergency period strengthened Li’s connections. He had also built 

contacts and rapport with evacuees early. Because of his fame and relationships with evacuees, it was 

more difficult for local administrators to deny him access to earthquake evacuees, even though Li was 

 
187 Interview, June 25, 2015. 

 
188 Qingshu Zhou, “ ‘妈妈之家’草根转型 [‘Mamas’ Home’ Grassroots Transitioning],” 潇湘晨报 

[Xiaoxiang Morning News], May 11, 2012.    
 

189 Ibid. 
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viewed as problematic and potentially destabilizing by local officials. After evacuees moved into 

permanent housing, Li set up an independent location for his organization. Though he did not follow his 

clients into new gated residential communities, he easily maintained contact and continued serving 

them.190 Unlike many NGOs that need the sanction and support of grassroots administrators to gain 

access to and win the trust of the people they wish to serve, Li had created strong relationships with his 

constituent in a time of spatial freedom and did not need local officials as an intermediary. When 

Chengdu began allowing NGO registration without a government agency sponsor in 2011, Li finally 

registered YT in the prefecture of Chengdu. He also moved the main YT office from Dujiangyan to urban 

Chengdu. From urban Chengdu, YT continued to conduct weekly visits and provide counseling services 

to clients in Dujiangyan. Today, YT is located in the backstreet of a quiet residential community in central 

Chengdu; unlike most other NGOs, YT is not in a government-run community center or office building, 

rather the facility is a mixed residential-commercial use property leased from a private owner. There, YT 

runs a permanent, city-wide clothing drive that receives donations from across Chengdu. Its other 

activities include creating philanthropic conferences, training sessions, and events for corporations and 

government bodies. In 2015, roughly 40% of its budget of 2 million yuan (307,000 USD) came from 

government procurement and grants, which were for neighborhood social service programs.191 

However, YT found neighborhood services too limiting, so it stopped accepting city contracts despite 

local officials’ urging; as a result, government funding dropped to 20% of YT’s total revenue in 2017.192 

Instead of running government programs, YT dedicated more resources to research activities.  YT 

demonstrates how an organization created in a moment of spatial freedom can resist integration into 

 
190 Interview, March 20, 2018, Chengdu. 

 
191 Interview, June 16, 2015, Chengdu. 
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the urban governance structure by maintaining independent connections to its constituent and 

leveraging private resources to overcome spatial limitations.  

Wenchuan: NGOs without activism 

Wenchuan offers yet another interesting case because it is a locality that successfully created 

new NGOs without any real activism. As discussed in the previous chapter, though Wenchuan witnessed 

widespread destruction, natural conditions made it impossible for public spaces to form in Wenchuan; 

such conditions contributed to the state’s strong control over where people stayed, what they did in 

each space, and how they traveled. Despite the lack of activism, the reconstruction process helped to 

bring new NGOs in the county. To rebuild Wenchuan, China’s wealthiest province at the time was called 

upon by the central government to foot the bill. In less than three years, Guangdong transferred to 

Wenchuan 8.2 billion Chinese yuan (1.20 billion USD). Wenchuan’s reconstruction was even more 

dominated by the state compared to Dujiangyan, as there were significant relocations of residents and 

facilities, as well as major changes to the urban plan. In an effort to contain the size and population of 

the county seat, Weizhou township, due to a high risk of natural disasters, two vocational schools were 

moved to nearby Shuimo township, reducing the population of the county seat by 25%.193 Shuimo 

township used to be the home of several industrial factories; they were all relocated to other parts of 

the county to rebuild Shuimo township as a center of education and tourism.194 Because of the 

widespread loss of arable land across Wenchuan, many farmers were also relocated to new urban 

neighborhoods and received government-built housing as compensation for their land. It is estimated 

that 4,487 urban households, or approximately 40% of all urban households, in Wenchuan needed to 

 
193 Interview, August 11, 2016, Wenchuan. 

 
194 Wenxin Zhu, “专访汶川县副书记：重建汶川之路 [Exclusive interview with the deputy party 

secretary of Wenchuan: the road to rebuild Wenchuan],” 三联生活周刊 [Life Week], May 11, 2009. 
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rebuild their housing; Guangdong province fully funded and built 5,651 new units of new housing, 

accounting for all of the needs in Wenchuan, and also provided commensurable amount of funds for 

repairing and reinforcing damaged housing.195 Like Dujiangyan, post-disaster reconstruction in 

Wenchuan rewrote the spatial order of the county: towns were redesigned to serve different purposes, 

factories and schools moved, and the provincial government of Guangdong rebuilt all the new urban 

residential housing in the county. This state-designed and built new county provided the site for NGO 

development in Wenchuan.  

While most of the reconstruction assistance focused on infrastructure projects and housing, a 

significant portion was devoted to social work, senior care, psychological counseling, and similar 

services. DT was one such NGO contracted by the Guangdong reconstruction team to provide these 

services. Officially registered in Guangzhou in early 2008; it was started by Jing Cao, a vice-dean from a 

Guangdong university, and the NGO launched with ample government support, including millions from 

Guangzhou city in its first year.196 After the earthquake, Cao visited Wenchuan and decided that her 

organization could help. She approached officials in Guangdong’s reconstruction team to discuss 

possible activities in Wenchuan. Because of DT’s strong existing relationship with the city of Guangzhou, 

it quickly won a large government contract to provide social services in Wenchuan for three years. DT 

not only provided services but also recruited and trained local social workers. This was partly due to 

language and cultural barriers; many Wenchuan locals had trouble understanding Mandarin, and some 

minority populations spoke only the Qiang language or Tibetan and could not communicate with 

Mandarin speakers at all, so it was necessary to hire locals.197  The Guangdong reconstruction team 

 
195 Aba Prefecture Local Gazetteer Office, 阿坝州抗震救灾志(中), 908. 

 
196 Interview, August 11, 2016, Wenchuan. 

 
197 Interview, March 18, 2018, Wenchuan. 
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hoped such service programs could become permanent in Wenchuan. By the time reconstruction had 

concluded, DT was well-established and well-known in Wenchuan, fully staffed by locals, and the county 

government was committed to continuing its funding. The organization focuses on poverty alleviation 

and programs for left-behind children with one or both parents working far from home. 

Today DT is fully indigenized and supported by 600,000 yuan (92,300 USD) from various offices 

in the Wenchuan county government. DT’s revenue is almost entirely government funding; it tried to 

apply for grants from foundations and fundraise through Internet crowdfunding platforms but had 

limited success. DT’s geographic reach also shrank in recent years; while it had run programs in the 

entire county as a part of Guangdong’s reconstruction program, after Wenchuan county started footing 

the bill, organizers were told specifically by the county government to work only in the county seat and 

northern townships to avoid overlap with the other NGO in Wenchuan.198 Organizers agreed and felt it 

was reasonable and beneficial to split service areas with the other NGO. When DT was supported by 

funding from Guangdong province, it ran five service stations in different communities. After the 

reconstruction period, Wenchuan county also wanted to establish long-term service provision within 

communities; however, county funding could only support one or two fully staffed, full-time community 

social service centers, and in order to be equitable, the county rotated which community would receive 

services from year to year. DT believed such intermittent services to be ultimately detrimental to 

communities; thus in 2017, it negotiated with the county government to create more focused programs 

for children that would cover the entire northern half of the county. Interestingly, DT took on a more 

autonomous, proactive approach to their work not because of their experience building connections and 

networks, but because the local government did not have the financial resources to sustain a 

community-based, cellular structure of NGO activities.  

 
198 Interview, August 11, 2016, Wenchuan. 
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A second Guangzhou NGO, QC, also arrived in Wenchuan as a part of the reconstruction team. 

QC received financial support from corporations, Hong Kong NGOs, and Guangdong’s own powerful 

Lion’s Club. According to activists at QC, they worked closely with bureaucrats from Guangdong and as a 

result faced very few restraints in Wenchuan; officials from Guangdong dominated much of the 

reconstruction process, and it was much more useful to interact with Guangdong officials. QC’s work in 

the local community was very well-received, and the county government of Wenchuan invited the 

organization to stay as the reconstruction process came to a close. QC too has established an 

organization fully staffed by locals, though it receives administrative support from the main QC office in 

Guangzhou. The Wenchuan branch of QC received 30% of its 2015 budget from the county government. 

QC has multiple branches across China; its network allows it to connect with foundations and other 

external resources. However, QC as a whole still receives most of its revenue from the government; for 

example, in 2016, it received 77% of its 26.5 million yuan (3.89 million USD) budget from the state.199 A 

third NGO from Hong Kong University of Science and Technology rounded out the social service team 

from Guangdong and told a similar story of building a local branch in Wenchuan with government 

support. 

Wenchuan’s new NGO scene was composed entirely of organizations imported from 

Guangdong, established with strong support from Guangdong’s reconstruction team. Local officials in 

Wenchuan eventually decided to adopt wholesale, with minimal adjustment, these organizations and 

practices imported from Guangdong. It is no surprise then that these organizations are built around 

government programs and contracts and are closely tied to government needs. Yet, interestingly, 

Wenchuan county’s small size and meager resources made it difficult for NGOs to devote themselves to 

 
199 QC’s 2016 Annual Report. 
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community-based programs. The honeycomb structure is a product of active policy pursuit and 

significant resource input and becomes more difficult to reinforce without adequate resources.   

Urban Mianyang: a fading public sphere 

The case of urban Mianyang further demonstrates how the local government could contain and 

redirect grassroots activism through its control of space. Urban Mianyang was a center of strong local 

popular mobilization immediately after the earthquake; when earthquake evacuees moved into 

temporary housing, many local activists were eager to continue supporting their less fortunate 

neighbors. For the first few years after the earthquake, Mianyang activists fundraised privately, 

maintained and even expanded their network, and created new collaborations with each other; a sense 

of public space that emerged from the emergency response was maintained despite practical 

difficulties. In that initial period, grassroots organizations operated more independently, took on more 

diverse activities, and were less reliant on state funding. However, the local government slowly 

dominated and redirected grassroots activism using two spatial strategies: the first is limiting activists’ 

access to their existing and potential clients and serving as the intermediary, and the second is creating 

designated and controlled sites of NGO activities. In this section, I discuss the history of several 

prominent organizations in Mianyang to show how the local government shaped NGO development.  

NGO collaboration in Mianyang 

In Mianyang, local activists quickly got to know each other and became close collaborators 

through working side by side for many weeks in large, dense emergency shelters. The group that 

became acquainted with each other at Jiuzhou Stadium included Lang, the local businesswoman; a 

laborer called Old Tai who worked closely with Lang; the new graduate Wang and his old university 

volunteer team; Chang Su, a member of a Mianyang mass organization who had been assigned to 

Jiuzhou Stadium by the prefecture government but stayed on long past her official duties; and finally the 

psychological counseling team led by Professor Wei, which joined the fray at Jiuzhou after their activities 
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at Nanhe Sports Center. These local activists came from all walks of life, with little in common and 

certainly no contact among them before the disaster, but they were brought together by the Jiuzhou 

Stadium. The earthquake provided a purpose that united them, and Jiuzhou stadium provided the 

gathering place that served as a base of operations. After leaving Jiuzhou Stadium, this group crossed 

paths with two more local activists: Fan Shi, a local working in Tibet who had returned home to provide 

services at an emergency shelter in Beichuan, and Gan Ning, a local artist who had been helping Hong 

Kong charity foundations distribute money and supplies in the emergency response period. They also 

established contact with experienced NGO organizers from Chengdu and beyond interested in 

supporting new NGOs.  

This eclectic group of locals began the new NGO scene in Mianyang. They were inspired by the 

outpouring of compassion and volunteerism after the earthquake and wanted to pursue their newfound 

philanthropic mission. Some of the local activists, like Lang and Wei, were invited by Mianyang officials 

to work in temporary housing communities. Lang worked in Beichuan with the support of Beichuan's 

Women’s Federation branch,200 and Wei was invited to field counseling teams first in temporary housing 

communities and then in rebuilt schools starting in 2009.201 Fan Shi began his activism with operating a 

temporary school for children in the largest emergency shelter in Beichuan throughout the summer of 

2008; after those children had returned to schools set up in temporary housing communities, Fan began 

a winter coat drive and other fundraising events to benefit children in Beichuan. Wang and his team of 

volunteers raised and distributed supplies in several temporary housing communities in An county. 

These activists worked in close proximity to each other, and their activities overlapped. With 

connections formed during the emergency period, it became natural for activists to talk to each other. 

 
200 Interview, March 31, 2016, Chengdu. 

 
201 Interview, April 11, 2016, Mianyang. 
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While some of them ran programs within insulated communities, they were also more capable of 

communicating and coordinating beyond the walls of a particular temporary housing community. As one 

activist summarized, “volunteers in Mianyang have kept the will, the connections, and the organization 

to do something more.”202 

In April of 2010, a major earthquake struck the city of Yushu in northwestern China, once again 

mobilizing NGOs and activists across the country. Several Mianyang activists traveled there in person 

during the emergency response period and learned more about needs there, so when winter arrived 

activists got together and discussed the possibility of creating a large city-wide coat drive. By this point, 

Lang, Chang, and Fan had all registered formal NGOs, which are called WM, YY, and QH respectively. 

Wang’s volunteer team, ML, was also well-established with many active members despite being 

unregistered. Pooling together their resources and contacts, they organize a city-wide clothing drive to 

raise winter coats for earthquake victims in Yushu. They invited the participation of Mianyang CYL 

through their myriad of personal connections with local government officials. The CYL was at the helm 

of this event nominally, but as Wang claims, all the NGOs banded together “had the capacity to 

negotiate with the government,”203 thus the event unfolded according to activists’ vision. They were 

able to fundraise publicly as well as collect clothing and other donation in kind. The event was a great 

success.  

Gan Ning, a local artist closely involved with the newly created NGO scene, was especially keen 

to facilitate regular contact and coordination among activists. During the emergency response period, 

Gan acted as a mediator, helping charitable foundations find needy populations and distributing 

emergency supplies. Gan is a well-known and respected figure in Mianyang, with strong connections to 

 
202 Interview, June 23, 2016, Mianyang. 

 
203 Interview, April 18, 2016, Mianyang. 
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local media and government officials. He had become a valuable local expert for outsiders seeking to 

participate in disaster relief. Seeing the growth of new NGOs in Mianyang, Gan thought it was important 

to make sure everyone stayed connected, and he saw himself as the ideal mediator, just as he had been 

during the emergency period. He organized regular salon meetings at a private teahouse owned by a 

friend; all the local activists frequented these meetings, as did intellectuals and NGO organizers from 

Chengdu. The teahouse allowed the group to share information about projects, funding opportunities, 

resources, and training; it also provided a place to come up with ideas and discuss collaborations.204 

However, it is worth noting that this teahouse salon was able to serve as a public space only because the 

network had already formed. Without the crowds at Jiuzhou and other emergency shelters and the 

connections formed there, a teahouse could not have become a free space of spontaneous, equal 

discussions akin to Habermas’s English coffeehouses and French Salons. Teahouses and restaurants are 

not perceived as public. Though it is a popular practice in China to discuss business over the dinner 

table, the restaurant is used as a private space, often with individual rooms and screen partitions to 

make the dining experience private. No one walks into such an establishment expecting to have serious 

discussions about public interest topics with strangers. Holding capacities of such teahouses and 

restaurants are also limited, ill-suited for large conferences and meetings. In Gan’s case, the teahouse 

was willing to host only because the owner was a personal friend who also wanted to contribute to the 

philanthropic mission. 

Designated spaces: how the state tried to capture emerging NGOs 

In the first few years after the earthquake, Mianyang activists were cautiously encouraged by 

various local government agencies. Those who wished to register new NGOs all managed to do so in 

2009. Formal registration rules did not relax, but registration became easier because city and district 

 
204 Interview, August 9, 2017, Mianyang. 
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departments, as well as mass organizations, were willing to sponsor NGOs that had sprung from disaster 

relief activities. The city welcomed the resources activists could potentially bring to important welfare 

programs. Many Mianyang local activists were well educated, well-traveled, and middle-class, and after 

the earthquake, they were able and willing to pour significant personal resources into their burgeoning 

philanthropic projects. Initially, they financed emerging NGOs with their own money and fundraised 

from friends and families.  

Mianyang also had a greater objective need for citizen actions. The city, and Beichuan county in 

particular, faced further natural disasters after the earthquake. On September 24, 2008, torrential 

rainfall triggered a major mudslide in Beichuan, burying half of the ruins of the old county seat and 

threatening temporary housing communities; the same weather conditions also caused mudslides in 

Pingwu county in northern Mianyang and flooded temporary housing there.205 Emerging grassroots 

organizations could provide important support with local governments nearly buckling under the 

pressure of a continuing stream of natural disasters. After the September mudslide event, the Beichuan 

CYL called Lang directly, asking for the help of her volunteer team. Despite local officials’ initial 

acceptance, the relationship between state and NGOs was not without conflict. As time went on and the 

need for support from NGOs steadily decreased, officials sought more control and oversight of NGOs 

activities. The same CYL in Beichuan that had asked for Lang’s help issued a statement a year later, 

accusing Lang’s volunteer organization of operating programs without the approval of the CYL, improper 

fundraising, accepting external activists and NGOs already denied access by local authorities, among 

other things; as a result, local government dismantled volunteer stations Lang had set up in Beichuan 

 
205 Interview, August 9, 2017, Mianyang; Jingchen Wang, “半个北川县城被泥石流掩埋 地震遗址濒临消

失 [Half of Beichuan county seat buried by mudslide, earthquake ruins almost disappearing],” 天府早报 [Tianfu 
Morning News], September 28, 2008. 
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and suspended all activities by her organization for a period of time.206 When Chang’s NGO printed 

children’s reading materials for their camp programs, they were accused of illegal publishing by the city 

and asked to desist, even though their camp programs were funded in part by the city and the reading 

materials were approved classics. Such conflicts with local authorities over what constitutes legal and 

permitted activities were common for NGOs. None of these conflicts led to any NGO being completely 

shuttered. Lang had established another registered NGO by late 2009, and she has her own businesses, 

so it was possible for her to continue organizing charitable events and programs; the suspension also did 

not last long. Similarly, once Chang stopped printing books, everything returned to normal. There is no 

report of any local NGO being forced to shut down. Wang’s team of volunteers never formalized; it did 

not actively seek out new members or new leaders for the organizations, thus activities became less 

frequent and eventually faded out as key members gave up their volunteerism for other pursuits.  

Authoritarian control was not limited to repression of civic activities. Local government agencies 

and mass organizations tried to be involved in NGO activities and serve as a gatekeeper between NGOs 

and the people. Temporary housing communities remained under the close watch of local governments, 

and NGOs could only work with those in need of their help by invitation. As Lang’s experience 

demonstrates, the local government could easily deny NGOs access to communities even after a period 

of collaboration. Local agencies also actively acted as an intermediary, helping NGOs to connect with 

their potential clients. Chang claims that the Mianyang CYL offered her invaluable support in the early 

days of her organization. City CYL officials accompanied her on research trips to communities where she 

might work and introduced her to residents’ committees and village leaders; this official support helped 

 
206 Beichuan Communist Youth League, “共青团北川羌族自治县委 XXXX 调查及处理通报 [Investigation 

of Beichuan Communist Youth League],” September 14, 2009. 
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to legitimize her activities and win her the trust of residents. At the same time, CYL’s intermediary role 

ensured that the local government was aware of and involved with Chang’s activities. 

Another local organization, LF, also had the help of Mianyang CYL in finding both members and 

clients in need of services. The head of LF was Feng, a small business owner who organized local 

volunteers during the emergency response period and worked mostly in his own community. Mianyang 

CYL helped to connect Feng’s original team with several universities in Mianyang, and college students 

quickly became the bulk volunteer force under the banner of LF. The headquarter of LF is still located in 

Feng’s shop which has been converted to an NGO office, and the CYL helped to finance the renovation, 

and even made specific suggestions about décor and signage for the office space. Each participating 

university has its own LF volunteer station located on campus. Feng’s core leadership team signs 

contracts and designs programs, and these projects are then handed to individual university teams to be 

implemented. LF’s programs are designed according to government procurement needs, and more 

importantly, target clients and communities are often chosen based on local government’s suggestions. 

Access to these government-chosen target populations can still be unreliable; grassroots administrators 

ultimately control who receive services from LF.  

I joined LF volunteers on a companionship program that sends university students to rural 

villages in Mianyang for one to two weeks in summer; volunteers run camp activities and bring material 

assistance to left-behind rural children whose parents work far away. It is a well-received program that 

has been operating for several years. My team was sent to one low-income village introduced by the 

Mianyang CYL. However, despite the CYL introduction, village leaders were very nervous about hosting 

young university volunteers, fearing that volunteers might not be completely safe in the village. The 

village party secretary owned a tutoring school in the township, so he asked LF volunteers work with 

left-behind children in his township school instead. Feng did not like this sudden change but agreed 
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nonetheless. Such incidents demonstrate how local governments and grassroots administrators can 

easily restrict NGOs’ access to communities and populations in need of services. 

Local government also sought to direct NGO activities by shaping the space they use. The 

Mianyang CYL eventually learned about the biweekly NGO salon meetings through contacts with 

activists and expressed a desire to become involved. The CYL praised activists for creating such a 

network and offered to support these salon meetings with proper conference space and some funds. It 

is hard to guess at local officials’ true intent, but most activists welcomed this move. In his retelling of 

this event, however, Wang mentioned that activists had originally wanted a platform ran by and for just 

grassroots organizations, with no state involvement. Others mentioned that there was an eagerness for 

government support, especially for more funding. Gan said it had seemed like a good thing at the time 

to have an alternative site for salon meetings, as they were putting his friend’s teahouse out of business 

once every two weeks.  

In the winter of 2012, the Mianyang Social Organizations Service Center, which doubled as a 

Party and Mass Organizations Service Center, was created. It was registered as a private non-profit 

organization, and its government sponsor was the Mianyang CYL. Fully funded by the CYL, the Service 

Center’s mission was to serve existing NGOs, incubate new organizations and mediate government 

procurement contracts and other government events. Mianyang activists and the CYL chose a long-time 

activist who had started his volunteerism at Jiuzhou as the new NGO’s manager. The Service Center was 

located in the brand new Mianyang Youth and Children’s Center building, funded by both the central 

government and donations from the Scouts Association of Hong Kong and completed in 2012.207 Located 

 
207 “香港童军援建市青少年活动中心灾后重建顺利通过项目竣工验收 [Youth Activity Center rebuilt 

with the support of Hong Kong Scouts successfully completed],” The People’s Government of Sichuan Province 
website, July 26, 2012, accessed July 16, 2019, 
http://www.my.gov.cn/bmwz/960682891606491136/20151026/1501783.html. 
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next to a large public park in Youxian district, it sits at the eastern edge of urban Mianyang. on a steep 

hill overlooking the river. While the site is not completely out of the way, it is not in the downtown core. 

The Service Center offered office space to all prominent NGOs in Mianyang at the time, but most were 

unwilling to move, finding the location too inconvenient. Only Wei’s psychological counseling group WL 

moved into this new space. The Service Center acted as a communication and coordination center for all 

NGOs; it provided seed grants and training, organized large events involving multiple NGOs, and helped 

unregistered NGOs by accepting government procurement contracts and subcontracting to emerging 

organizations.  

However, the Service Center was not a continuation of the teahouse salon that inspired it. There 

were no more regularly timed, open, and inclusive social gatherings for activists; people no longer had a 

coordinated time and place to come together and share information. Tracking the Service Center’s social 

media posts, one can see that while the Service Center still coordinated and supported large projects 

involving multiple NGOs, its collaborators and networks seemed to skew towards the state. Nearly every 

social media posting mentioned the Mianyang CYL or the local district CYL. They also frequently 

mentioned various university groups. Its other most frequent collaborator was WL, its neighbor in the 

Youth Center building; the physical proximity did seem to intensify their collaborations. The manager 

said in 2016 that of the Service Center’s fifty-odd stable partner organizations, half were campus-based 

student groups in local universities,208 which all had connections to the CYL. All of these suggest that the 

CYL was exerting a large influence on what the Service Center did and with whom it worked. The Service 

Center continued to work with all the earthquake-born NGOs. As soon as the Service Center was 

formally established, activists began planning a city-wide environmental campaign to collect and 

properly recycle used batteries; the project unfolded throughout the spring of 2013, involving nearly all 
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prominent NGOs in Mianyang, as indicated by social media postings. However, the CYL also took on a 

central role. Half a dozen district CYL branches, as well as various city government agencies, were 

involved with the project, as well as many student groups under the aegis of the CYL. The midterm 

evaluation of the campaign took place at a conference hosted by the CYL which focused on improving 

collaborations between universities and urban governments.209 This event demonstrated much more 

state involvement than the 2010 citywide coat drive and redirection of civic activism. 

Mianyang activists began their volunteerism in bustling open squares that were the emergency 

shelters after the earthquake. They got to know each other, worked together, and created a stable 

network that allowed them to coordinate city-wide philanthropic projects as a united front. For about 

two years, they even had a real gathering place in the form of a teahouse. They enjoyed a site that 

allowed many activists and groups to come together in an unscripted manner. People came and went as 

they wished to share information, discuss opportunities, and plan potential collaborations. This 

gathering place was not a public space per se, for it was a by-invitation-only meeting of people who had 

already built their relationships, but it allowed for regular contact among a group of civically minded 

individuals and provided a place to have publicly minded discussions. This gathering place was also away 

from the prying eyes of the state. When the Mianyang CYL formed the new Service Center and set it in 

the Youth Center, activists were pulled out of a non-state space and placed into a state-owned and 

state-operated space. NGOs that moved into the Youth Center grew closer to each other and to the CYL 

as well as all of its associated student groups. The Service Center also did not run the same kind of 

regular, social gatherings that invited all activists to simply get together. Mianyang activists lost their 

public spaces and gained an urban cell instead.  

 
209 Based on photos posted to social media by the manager of the Service Center and other NGOs involved 

with the campaign.  



122 
 

Organizational outcomes 

Emerging NGOs in Mianyang had established their missions, funding sources, and networks in 

the emergency response period after the earthquake, in a unique situation relatively free of state 

direction. That independence persisted for many years despite the local government’s growing 

involvement in NGO activities. These organizations were able to overcome spatial limitations due to 

their early activism and fame, as well as the ability to mobilize wealth through private connections. For 

the first several years after the earthquake, compared to state-led NGOs in Dujiangyan and Wenchuan, 

grassroots organizations in Mianyang had more diverse funding sources, they were better connected to 

each other and collaborated more often, and they engaged in a wider range of different activities. 

However, this is not to say Mianyang government’s various strategies of control failed: NGOs in 

Mianyang have been moving closer to the local government and becoming more embedded in 

communities, and the strong network of grassroots organizations is slowly eroding, replaced by 

government-NGO collaborations. The long-term trend is a converging one across the earthquake region 

despite different initial conditions. 

Some organizations in Mianyang did collaborate closely with the state from the outset. Of them, 

Wei’s organization WL is the closest to the local government and the CYL currently. As discussed before, 

Wei is a psychology professor at a Mianyang university, and his initial team after the earthquake consists 

of mostly university students. Some students continued to pursue a full-time career at this NGO after 

graduation, thus moving the organization out of the university campus. Its university background made 

it natural to collaborate more with university students and the CYL by extension. It is also located in a 

free office in the state-owned and operated Youth Center. By 2016, the group had grown to a 

professional NGO with six full-time employees and up to 200 extra volunteers and interns during the 

summer. Its annual income varies between one and two million yuan (150,000-300,000 USD); for 2015, 

roughly 70% of that income came from various foundations, and another 25% came from county, 
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prefecture, and provincial level governments. Part of WL’s work is community-based; it continues to run 

various psychological counseling, volunteer, and youth programs in several urban communities in 

Fucheng district.210 Despite this close relationship with the local government, WL has leveraged its early 

fame and its experiences working with national foundations to take on far-reaching activities. It 

organizes an annual summer camp program for rural children staffed by teams of university students; 

funded by the powerful China Foundation for Poverty Alleviation, this has become an influential 

program, and university students from across the country participate. WL was able to create this kind of 

national initiative because of its great reputation and connections to major national foundations due to 

its activities immediately after the earthquake; having partners at the national level allowed the NGO to 

reach beyond the bounds of city communities. 

Lang’s NGO has embarked on a very different organizational development pattern but similarly 

reached beyond Mianyang though her fundraising ability. Lang was one of the most prominent activists 

at Jiuzhou Stadium and a focus of media attention; when she applied to register her first volunteer 

organization WM in 2009, a high-level provincial official supported her bid.211 Despite a scathingly 

critical public letter from the Beichuan CYL in 2009 and being suspended from activity, Lang maintained 

her connections with both officials and fellow activists, and her charitable projects continued as usual. 

Lang poured significant personal wealth into her activism; according to one 2012 newspaper interview, 

she claimed to have spent more than 250,000 USD thus far on her NGO. She also started several 

businesses to fundraise for her NGO. By 2014 she was also able to register at the provincial level a 

philanthropic association named WMG. According to Lang in 2016, membership fees from the 

associations combined with special fundraising projects set up with China Social Welfare Foundation 

 
210 Interview, April 11, 2016, Mianyang. 
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provided for all activities. Just as in the case of WL, Lang’s connections with provincial and national 

actors helped her to create multiple channels to raise funds. Her organizations have taken up a wide 

range of activities, including poverty alleviation, senior care, and organizing community volunteers. Lang 

also engages in many profitable social ventures. She organizes conferences on community development, 

philanthropy, and traditional culture. Both times I visited her she was in the middle of running 

conferences and invited me to participate: the first time I enjoyed a large, weekend-long event about 

traditional Chinese culture; the second time I walked in on a small networking conference for a 

pharmaceutical company, while she told me about yet another conference in Henan province and asked 

me if I might be interested. These events collect fees and sponsorships, and sometimes they are strictly 

commercial. In a move similar to Li’s YT in Dujiangyan, after registering a provincial NGO, Lang moved 

her office to Chengdu, the provincial capital. When asked about this move, she said, “It was to get out 

there (走出去), to serve more people, and to get to know more NGOs and people.” WMG has had two 

different locations in Chengdu, both in mixed office and commercial facilities. WMG is currently located 

in a small conference center and uses the facility to host both NGO-related and commercial events. 

Several Mianyang activists who have known Lang for many years argued that her activities are becoming 

more like profit-seeking businesses, yet these profits helped Lang’s NGO avoid moving into a 

government-run community center and focusing on welfare services like many others. However, though 

WMG gained a measure of independence by moving into a commercial space in the provincial capital, it 

has largely left the activist network in Mianyang; the NGO focuses on projects in Chengdu and other 

areas and barely participates in Mianyang-specific events and activities. 

Mianyang organizations born from the earthquake are more likely to expand their geographic 

reach. They are less reliant on direct funding from local government agencies or mass organizations. 

While many of them take on government contracts and run community-based programs, they are 

usually not confined to a single or a few urban communities. These NGOs have close working 
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relationships with local government agencies and mass organizations, especially the prefecture and 

district branches of the CYL. It is very difficult for an NGO to survive without good relationships with at 

least some parts of the state. However, Mianyang earthquake-born NGOs also have strong relationships 

with each other and with various external foundations. These NGOs were created in truly open and 

inclusive public spaces. After the emergency period ended, physical public spaces faded out of 

existence: emergency shelters were demolished, and homeless evacuees moved into regimented 

communities. Activists tried to preserve some semblance of “public space” through their network and 

the use of private spaces, and still the state took away the already limited space by offering a state-

owned and controlled physical site. When NGOs moved closer to the state geographically, they also 

moved closer to the state in their missions and activities. By the time I conducted interviews in 2016 and 

2017, none of the Mianyang NGOs mentioned had recently collaborated with other local NGOs; they 

worked more with the local government, and their non-government partners were organizations from 

outside of Mianyang or from universities, academies, and other public institutions. There were still social 

gatherings and conferences: I attended one NGO’s year-end gala and found most of Mianyang’s 

prominent NGO organizers as well as several government officials in attendance. However, contacts and 

meetings among local groups seemed to be growing more infrequent.   

Though the earthquake created new public spaces that facilitated new grassroots activism, the 

state was able to re-establish and reinforce the urban honeycomb spatial order which shaped the 

development of emerging NGOs. By re-establishing its ability to restrict access to sites and populations, 

and by strategically placing new NGOs in designated positions within the city, local governments 

directed NGOs to become more welfare-oriented, community-focused, and more closely connected to 

local government agencies than to other NGOs. 
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State Learning: the 2013 Lushan Earthquake 

Not only did the state respond successfully to spatial challenges brought about by the 

Wenchuan earthquake, but local governments in Sichuan also learned to better prevent spatial 

disruptions in the event of future disasters. After 2008, instead of relying on a generic emergency 

response plan, cities in Sichuan planned out detailed evacuation routes and centers, and signages 

sprung up across the urban landscape. There would be no more spontaneous and unprepared 

emergency public spaces.  

Spatial learning was also apparent in the management of NGO participation in emergency 

response after the 2013 Lushan earthquake. Five years after the Wenchuan earthquake, another 7.0 

magnitude earthquake struck Lushan county in Sichuan province, causing 196 deaths, 21 

disappearances, and 11,470 injuries.212 It was a much smaller earthquake compared to the Wenchuan 

earthquake but still left many homes and roads destroyed. By 2013, there were many more NGOs across 

Sichuan province, but especially in the earthquake region of the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake, and most 

of these NGOs were located close to Lushan and eager to send aid. NGOs were better positioned to take 

advantage of the eroding spatial control in 2013 than in 2008, but the state was also more experienced 

and adept at reconstituting a desired spatial arrangement. Provincial officials quickly established firm 

road controls going into the earthquake region; individual spontaneous volunteers were turned back 

and directed to official mass organizations or established NGOs, and NGOs also received more directions 

from the state and worked more closely with the official disaster relief effort compared to in 2008.  

Officials asked several prominent activists, namely grassroots organizers that had emerged in 

2008, to set up a base camp for NGOs to coordinate the NGO disaster relief effort. Gan Ning, the 

 
212 China Earthquake Administration, “四川省芦山’4.20’ 7.0级强烈地震已造成 196人死亡 [7.0 

magnitude earthquake in Lushan, Sichuan has caused 196 deaths],” April 24, 2013, accessed April 15, 2019, 
http://society.people.com.cn/n/2013/0424/c1008-21267183.html. 
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prominent activist from Mianyang, was a crucial figure in the creation of this “United Service Center.” 

Gan was not affiliated with any NGO; as a free agent, he acted very quickly and arrived in Lushan soon 

after the earthquake. He connected with the Ya’an prefecture CYL to discuss how NGOs might 

participate in the disaster relief process. When the provincial CYL decided to create the Service Center, 

they approached Gan to serve as a manager as well as a representative of NGOs. This space was right 

next to the operation center of the provincial disaster relief force, created out of the same tents, with 

the same furniture and physical set-up. All NGOs wishing to conduct disaster relief activities were 

directed to the Service Center first upon entering Ya’an prefecture; there they could have an office 

space, exchange information with other NGOs and government officials, and receive suggestions about 

where their supplies and workforce might be most helpful. There were regular meetings at the Service 

Center with NGOs and CYL officials so that all parties could exchange information about disaster relief 

progress. Gan’s chief responsibility as the manager was to work with CYL officials to make sure every 

NGO that came to the center was identified and known. He complained that they “did nothing all day 

except checking the list [of NGOs], [looking at] what organizations, what are they called, where are they 

from, and what have they done.”213 At the time, Gan had believed the Service Center to be a good idea 

and a positive sign that NGOs are becoming accepted and trusted by the government; in retrospect, he 

wondered whether NGOs’ role became too limited and state-directed in that particular disaster relief 

effort due to reporting and receiving instructions at the center. Despite Gan’s reservations, most NGO 

activists praised the provincial government’s acceptance of NGO participation and its effort to 

coordinate NGO activities after the Lushan earthquake. One Chengdu activist called it the first major 

policy change since 2008 and a “forerunner of state-society collaboration.”214 Others praised the relief 
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effort in 2013 for being much more orderly and effective, where NGOs and volunteers could better 

contribute to helping people.  

In the aftermath of the Lushan earthquake, government officials did not have to forcibly deny 

NGOs' participation in disaster relief. Setting up a physical space for NGOs in the government disaster 

relief operation center ensured surveillance and voluntary reporting. The Lushan earthquake was of 

course much smaller in scale than the Wenchuan earthquake from five years prior. A smaller affected 

region, relatively light damages, and limited physical destruction all led to limited disruptions; it was 

easier for the state to restore spatial controls compared to in 2008. However, the provincial 

government’s attitude and strategies towards grassroots activities showed significant growth from the 

inexperience during the Wenchuan earthquake, and these strategies specifically targeted controlling the 

access to and the use of space. As the state continues to update its emergency response policies and 

strategies, one might expect that future disasters will only bring minimal spatial disruptions, and in turn, 

fewer sites for public gathering and grassroots mobilization.            

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I presented NGO development in three localities since the 2008 earthquake. In 

Dujiangyan and Wenchuan, the state directly created new NGOs to provide important services in 

temporary housing communities after the earthquake. These organizations were entirely state funded 

throughout the reconstruction period, they were dedicated to their particular communities, and their 

activities were limited to welfare provision within those communities. After the reconstruction ended, 

these organizations moved seamlessly into newly completed gated residential communities designed 

and built by local governments. They continued to provide similar community services, financed mostly 

by the state. In both Dujiangyan and Wenchuan, the state not only re-established the pre-disaster 

spatial order, but further expanded the cellular, regimented urban landscape: both localities saw 

significant relocations, urbanization, and environmental changes which were entirely planned and 
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implemented by the state. NGOs were first created within the cells of temporary housing communities 

and continued to develop in a cellular urban space and became integrated into the administrative 

structure. As a result, despite the contrasting conditions in these two localities before and immediately 

after the earthquake, NGO development was remarkably homogenous. In Mianyang, where most new 

organizations were created from self-organized popular activities in open, inclusive, and dense public 

spaces, emerging NGOs were initially less dependent on state funding compared to NGOs created or 

imported by local governments; they were better connected to each other and pursued more diverse 

and self-initiated activities. Earthquake-born NGOs in Mianyang derived their unique capacity from the 

networks created during the emergency response period. Activists made contact and became connected 

in large emergency shelters, created platforms for lasting contact and collaborations, and used mostly 

personal and private fundraising channels to support their activities, thus they were less constrained by 

the boundaries of state administration. The state tried to reassert control of these organizations using 

two key strategies: controlling NGOs’ access to potential clients by serving as an intermediary and 

redefining the space NGOs use. Communist Youth League offices at all levels proactively reached out to 

activists and helped to connect NGOs and communities in need, which redirected NGO resources 

according to local governments’ preferences as well as ensured that the state serves as an intermediary 

and is aware of what NGOs are doing. Similarly, local officials could restrict NGOs’ access to communities 

and populations when they feel that NGO presence is unwelcome. Mianyang prefecture CYL also 

inserted itself into NGOs’ regular meetings, offered activists free conference space and long-term 

offices. As a result, regular salon meetings in a space away from the state’s prying eyes were replaced by 

an organization in a government-owned and run facility. The platform became a fully state-funded 

Service Center for NGOs as well as mass organizations. NGOs moved closer to the local state both 

geographically and institutionally. These disaster-born grassroots NGOs may have been more 

independent initially, but they are on a long trajectory of moving closer to the state.  
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Chapter Four: Disaster Spatial Politics in Comparative Perspective  

Introduction 

Disaster spatial politics is not unique to authoritarian China. With the strong government control 

over both public spaces and civil society activities that normally prevails in China, the effects of a major 

natural disaster are especially prominent. However, even in societies where public spaces are readily 

available or where civil society is free and well-developed, a natural disaster can create new space for 

social mobilization and organization by breaking down the existing spatial order and changing the way 

space is accessed and used. This chapter investigates the impact of post-disaster spatial transformations 

in two democracies through the cases of Hurricane Katrina in the United States and the Kobe and 

Tohoku earthquake in Japan.  

In all these cases, new public spaces were created after major natural disasters. In Japan’s case, 

particularly after the Kobe earthquake, new public spaces facilitated the creation of new organizations, 

as in China. In the United States, new public spaces were generally managed by existing civil society 

organizations experienced in disaster relief, thus leaving few opportunities for new, spontaneous 

organizing. In the post-disaster recovery process, the control of space continued to play an important 

role in recovery outcomes. After Hurricane Katrina, communities that managed to quickly access and 

establish control of their space, especially communities that had a central, shared community space, 

found it easier to work together and repair their homes and businesses; these communities recovered 

more quickly than other communities of similar socioeconomic conditions but without easily accessible 

community spaces. In Japan, after the Kobe earthquake, government-run temporary housing divided 

and displaced communities, creating many problems and leading to new disaster relief policies that 

aimed to recreate community space after the Tohoku earthquake. While emergency response creates 

new spaces, long-term disaster recovery demands a re-integration between communities and their 

habitual spaces for a successful recovery. Japanese and American experiences offer an interesting 
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contrast to the Chinese case, where the state, rather than individual homeowners and communities, re-

established the spatial order and expanded its control through state-led urban development in the 

recovery process.  

Hurricane Katrina 

Introduction 

Hurricane Katrina was a class 5 hurricane that struck the Gulf Coast of the United States in 

August 2005. Though the area sees major hurricanes on an annual basis, Katrina caused unprecedented 

devastation and disruption, especially in the city of New Orleans and surrounding areas. Due to the 

failure of the levee and drainage system, significant flooding covered 80% of the City of New Orleans215 

as well as large tracts of nearby St. Bernard Parish, Jefferson Parish, and Plaquemines Parish.216 Much of 

the city was made uninhabitable. Nearly all residents evacuated by the first week after Katrina made 

landfall, and the city’s population of nearly half a million was reduced to several thousand by the 

beginning of September.217 CNN estimated that nearly 80% of the population of the New Orleans 

Metropolitan area evacuated. Nearby cities such as Houston, Mobile, and Baton Rouge received tens of 

thousands of hurricane evacuees. Five months later, by the end of January of 2006, the population of 

New Orleans was only about 210,000, or less than half of its 2000 Census population, based on surveys 

conducted by the city.218 RAND put the population estimate as low as 91,000 in December 2005, 
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projected to rise to 155,000 by March of 2006.219 These two estimates differ considerably, but both 

demonstrate significant depopulation in New Orleans six months after Hurricane Katrina.  

The storm rewrote the spatial configuration of the entire gulf coast area. The city of New 

Orleans and other flooded parishes were abandoned, while nearby cities had to rapidly and drastically 

transform the use of existing facilities in order to accommodate evacuees streaming in. This disrupted 

spatial order facilitated civil society mobilization and organization. However, much of the post-Katrina 

activism was based on existing networks and capacity. The rise of new public spaces allowed capable 

and well-endowed organizations—professional NGOs, faith-based organizations, and co-ethnic 

networks—to expand their range of activities as well as their reach but created few opportunities for 

the creation of new organizations. Disaster relief activities are resource-intensive; it is unsurprising that 

established organizations can muster the resources to benefit from mobilization opportunities 

presented by changing spatial practices.  

In this section, I focus on two aspects of how the post-disaster landscape shaped civil society 

mobilization and organization after Hurricane Katrina. First, I discuss how emergency shelters emerged 

as new public spaces and how they interacted with civil society activism in the immediate emergency 

response period. Using the case of Houston, Texas, the destination of approximately 250,000 evacuees, I 

demonstrate how new public spaces in emergency shelters facilitated the expansion of existing capacity 

rather than the creation of new organizations. Secondly, I discuss how the access and the use of space 

became key to community resilience and recovery. To do so, I focus on a comparison of Vietnamese and 

African American communities in the Village de l’Est neighborhood in the City of New Orleans. I find that 

the Vietnamese community’s ability to access membership space during both evacuation and 

reconstruction allowed the community to more easily and effectively coordinate collective action and 
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rebuild, thus recovering faster than communities without such spatial resources. The case studies of 

emergency shelters in Houston and community reconstruction in New Orleans together demonstrate 

how the control of space mobilized and strengthened certain social groups in a post-disaster situation. 

Shelters and Mobilization: the case of Houston 

Unlike earthquakes and resulting tsunamis, hurricanes are forecasted and tracked weather 

events. Generally speaking, people have days to prepare for a hurricane. Though Hurricane Katrina was 

particularly severe, and the impact exceeded many people’s experiences and expectations, it still took 

five days for Katrina to grow from a tropical storm to making landfall as a category five hurricane. By 

August 27, two days before Katrina made landfall, 80% of the City of New Orleans had evacuated.220 The 

total number of evacuees fleeing affected communities in the Gulf Coast was estimated to be 1.2 

million, the largest internal migration in the United States since the Dust Bowl migration in the 1930s.221 

The vast majority of evacuees relied on private housing: most stayed with friends and family, a sizable 

portion used hotels, and reports indicate that only about 15% of the population lived in public 

shelters.222 However, given the magnitude of the disaster and the sheer number of people displaced, 

there were significant housing shortfalls, and massive emergency shelters accommodating tens of 

thousands of people were created in stadiums, shopping malls, universities, and other such public 

facilities.  
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Before Katrina, a decentralized but strong system of emergency shelter strategies was in place, 

operated predominantly by local governments and NGOs. As FEMA observes in its National Disaster 

Housing Strategy developed after Hurricane Katrina: “Establishing emergency shelters is generally a 

well-choreographed effort that unfolds smoothly at the local level as emergency management officials 

and nongovernmental organizations execute their emergency plans.”223 FEMA readily admits that this 

process broke down after Hurricane Katrina due to overwhelming demands. The acute housing 

shortage, especially in the immediate emergency response phase, mobilized new civil society actors 

without previous experience in disaster relief. The emergency response created many densely packed 

shelters, which were open and accessible sites that saw the coming and going of many individual and 

organized volunteers. These shelters became public spaces of unprecedented scale; they 

accommodated enormous crowds, created new contacts among social groups, and brought many 

disaster relief and welfare issues to the forefront of public attention. However, unlike in China, where 

post-disaster public spaces fostered new grassroots networks and organizations due to a lack of pre-

existing organizational capacity, Katrina shelters mobilized existing NGOs first and foremost. Numerous 

well-established civil society actors rose to the occasion after Hurricane Katrina and organized amidst a 

changing spatial order. 

The implementation of emergency shelters is delegated to local governments and NGOs in the 

United States. The American Red Cross is appointed by a congressional charter to provide relief in case 

of emergencies; it is tasked with supplying food, shelter, emergency first aid, and disaster welfare 

information as well as managing the bulk distribution of emergency relief items to disaster victims (US 
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Homeland Security 2004, 11-12);224 the Red Cross also has a leading role in coordinating and supporting 

all other NGOs that provide disaster relief services (FEMA 2009, 16). In response to Hurricane Katrina, 

the Red Cross opened nearly 1,400 emergency shelters in 27 states and the District of Columbia, housing 

450,000 evacuees.225 The largest of these shelters was at the Astrodome and the Reliant Center complex 

in Houston, Texas, housing 23,000 people; this was the largest emergency shelter in American Red Cross 

history.226 In many ways, Astrodome in Houston was a close parallel of Jiuzhou Stadium in Mianyang: an 

enormous emergency shelter in a sports stadium, located in a relatively unaffected, accessible, and 

resourceful city close to areas of devastation, housing tens of thousands of evacuees who fled their 

uninhabitable homes. The major difference was the presence of a large organization with the clear 

authority and the capacity to manage the Astrodome, as well as the capacity and experience of local 

actors who collaborated on the management of the shelter. 

As in Mianyang, the decision to turn a sports stadium into a mega-shelter originated with the 

government. The Governor of Texas, Rick Perry, first requested elected officials in Harris County, where 

the Astrodome is located, to prepare the Astrodome as an emergency shelter. The initial key organizers 

included the Harris County Judge and Emergency Management coordinator, various county agencies, 

corresponding agencies in the City of Houston, and the Coast Guard.227 These agencies and individuals 
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had worked together before on disaster relief shelters after Tropical Storm Allison; there was mutual 

trust among participants as well as shared disaster relief experience.228 Local officials were quickly 

joined by experienced and resourceful private and nongovernment actors. Harris County immediately 

recruited SMG, the company which operates Astrodome as well as stadiums and arenas across the 

country, including the Superdome in New Orleans; the company’s high profile not only allowed it to 

draw on a large pool of staff, but its operations at the Superdome in New Orleans gave the company 

timely information about the number of incoming evacuees and their conditions. Harris County officials 

also recruited Aramark, the food service provider for past Astrodome events and another familiar 

private partner of the county, to deliver food to the shelter. That same morning, the Red Cross’s shelter 

manager, who had operated emergency shelters in New Jersey after the September 11 terrorist attack, 

appeared on the scene and began arranging for the delivery of cots, blankets, and other supplies to the 

Astrodome.229 The Red Cross created and managed 30 shelters in addition to the Astrodome in Houston. 

Later in the day, the United Way of the Texas Gulf Coast, the Archbishop of Galveston-Houston, and 

other local clergies also joined the organizers of Astrodome, helping to coordinate donations and 

services from a growing list of civil society actors. 

Unsurprisingly, people from far and near were eager to donate and to help; these volunteers 

were channeled through experienced volunteer organizations like Harrison County Citizen Corps and the 

Red Cross. The Harrison County Citizen Corps maintained a detailed database of local volunteers, 

businesses, and organizations, gathering information on what skills and resources could be offered in 

the event of an emergency. It could also reach 10,000 local email subscribers swiftly. When preparing 
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the Astrodome shelter, the Citizen Corps not only sent out a general call for aid but also recruited 

specific resources and skills, while asking volunteers not to self-deploy in order to control the traffic to 

the Astrodome. The warning did not head off all volunteers, as the Astrodome still received and 

processed 3,500 spontaneous volunteers on average every day. The Harrison County Citizen Corps 

participated in various programs that served the needs of disaster relief, including the Community 

Emergency Response Team, Medical Reserve Corps, Volunteers in Police Service, and Neighborhood 

Watch; these programs all helped to receive, train, coordinate, and deploy spontaneous volunteers to 

provide key services from security to medical care. Citizen Corps established a protocol that ensured all 

volunteers are registered, identified, and given proper training and orientation.   

Managers at the Astrodome were able to implement strong spatial control in the stadium and 

surrounding areas; their ability to restrict access and limit the use of space was superior to that of 

officials at Jiuzhou Stadium. In preparing the Astrodome as a shelter, much effort went into 

reconfiguring the physical layout of the stadium and defining how various spaces would be used. Certain 

areas were made off-limits and secured.230 Red Cross staff divided the stadium floor into little rectangles 

with tape and chalk to delineate the space for each evacuee even before supplies have arrived.231 

Volunteers had specific check-in points, orientation and training rooms, and also staging areas where 

they awaited their assigned tasks.232 As evacuees moved in, they were given wristbands with colors that 

indicated in which section of the stadium they were to stay. A few days into the Astrodome’s tenure as 

an emergency shelter, as evacuees continued to converge upon the site looking for friends and family or 
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seeking additional resources, managers at the Astrodome began to restrict access. Only registered 

evacuees with colored wristbands matching the color of the section of the shelter were allowed entry; 

even those who were once shelter residents could not re-enter if they had discarded or lost their 

wristband. Police and other security details guarded various gates and entrances, enforcing these access 

restrictions despite legitimate demands for services and mounting anger and frustration among 

evacuees; on occasions, even registered Red Cross volunteers who had been working in the Astrodome 

found their access barred due to an overzealous enforcement of these rules.233 Managers at the 

Astrodome worked hard to move evacuees into more permanent private housing as fast as possible; 

three weeks later when Hurricane Rita swept into Texas, the last group of 1,500 people still living in the 

Astrodome was evacuated to Arkansas.234 

The brief and tightly managed tenure of Astrodome as a mega-shelter was in sharp contrast to 

Jiuzhou Stadium, which stayed open for more than a month and a half, despite government officials’ 

effort to move evacuees into longer-term housing solutions, with unrestricted access. Self-organized 

volunteers in small groups were providing essential services; it was therefore important that volunteer 

groups and donations could access the space and evacuees within. Without a centralized organization 

managing volunteers, it was difficult for local officials to know all the individual volunteers and groups 

and the disaster relief services they provided. As a result, officials were reluctant to curtail access to the 

stadium, lest they disrupt important disaster relief activities within. Emergency shelters in major 

stadiums, parks, and other such public spaces remained open to the public, and volunteers and 

evacuees could easily reach each other.  Spatial controls were restored when evacuees moved out of 

emergency shelters and into government-built temporary housing communities. At that point, as in the 
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Astrodome, access became restricted so that only registered evacuees could enter their specific 

compound; even known and familiar volunteers sometimes found themselves denied access by security 

forces who guarded the gates and surveilled the perimeters at all hours.  

Though the Astrodome was an unprecedented mega-shelter of overwhelming proportion, an 

experienced and resourceful coalition of public and private actors provided an effective organizational 

framework to coordinate incoming volunteers, donations, and the involvement of additional NGOs. 

There was neither the need nor the opening for new organizational structures. Managers of the 

Astrodome shelter also created effective spatial control techniques around the stadium: police guarded 

the gates, evacuees could only access certain sections of the facility, and volunteers were moved 

through a procedural and spatial pipeline. This was in stark contrast to Jiuzhou Stadium in Mianyang, 

where the prefecture government had neither the experience nor the capacity to coordinate thousands 

of eager volunteers and the seemingly endless stream of supplies pouring into Jiuzhou Stadium. 

Individual volunteers had to create new structures and procedures to fill the organizational void. As the 

stadium remained accessible for more than a month and a half, this free and public space facilitated the 

creation of new organizations from the various individuals and small groups of volunteers gathered 

there.  

Though the Astrodome offered little space for new organizations, the enormous needs and 

resources generated by the shelter did provide opportunities for established organizations to expand 

rapidly. For example, when Harris County Citizen Corps sent out a general call for help to manage the 

Astrodome, over 2,800 new volunteers and 38 organizations registered with the Corps within the first 

day.235 According to one Houston-based study, every religious congregation that participated in disaster 
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relief after Katrina added at least one new service program to aid evacuees; congregations also 

expanded their working relationships with other religious and secular organizations and created new 

connections.236 Even more strikingly, to accommodate the one million people displaced by the hurricane 

in the Gulf Coast area,237 many private businesses, churches, and community organizations created 

emergency shelter space in their private facilities. While these shelters were much smaller than the 

Astrodome, they were transformed from private membership spaces into more inclusive spaces that 

accommodated larger, more diverse populations and created new social connections. It was this process 

of turning private spaces into more public spaces that allowed NGOs to develop new resources and new 

partners. In Houston, dozens of African-American churches never before involved with disaster relief 

opened up their facilities to shelter evacuees, even though they lacked the financial resources to keep 

the proverbial lights on for seven days a week; officials in Harris County helped them secure FEMA 

funding in a timely manner in order to sustain their disaster relief services.238 The disaster relief effort 

facilitated the rapid growth of established organizations as they gained new members and new 

resources, created new services and programs, and built new connections with other NGOs and 

government entities. 

In conclusion, as in Mianyang, we see in Houston an outpouring of volunteerism and robust 

social mobilization around the task of creating and servicing emergency shelters for tens of thousands of 

evacuees, especially around the mega-shelter at the Astrodome. The enormous needs of a shelter 

housing 23,000 encouraged many individuals and organizations to participate in providing aid. In 
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Mianyang, an inexperienced, overtaxed local government could not provide an organizational 

framework to coordinate the steady stream of donations and volunteers, and as a result, the disaster 

relief process created an opportunity for new grassroots organizations to fill the void. The mega-shelter 

at Jiuzhou Stadium, in particular, was a highly accessible and visible center of public activities. In 

contrast, the Astrodome and the overall disaster relief effort in the Houston area were managed by a 

central organizing force composed of well-established, well-connected and resourceful public and 

private actors with past collaboration and experience in emergency response. Organizers at the 

Astrodome recruited volunteers and donations, but in a much more purposeful and orderly manner. 

Individuals who wished to volunteer did so with the Red Cross, local volunteer organizations, or their 

religious congregations; spontaneous volunteers who simply walked up to the Astrodome were trained 

and incorporated into existing volunteer organizations. As a result of this organizational capacity, 

managers at the Astrodome were able to enact much stronger spatial controls than at Jiuzhou Stadium. 

Though Houston and Mianyang faced a similarly daunting task of providing shelter and essential services 

to tens of thousands evacuees, the organizational gap in Mianyang combined with the lack of spatial 

control at the most prominent mega-shelter facilitated the emergence of new organizations, while the 

strong organizational framework in Houston allowed a rapid expansion of NGO activities within 

preexisting organizational structures.  

Spatial control and recovery in New Orleans 

Houston was not directly affected by Hurricane Katrina, and the indirect effect of evacuees was 

mitigated by a coalition of strong local organizations. As evacuees left emergency shelters for more 

permanent housing, Houston also managed to avoid trailer parks, which were highly contentious 

because local communities often rejected having disaster trailers located near them, fearing that they 
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would become a blight to the community.239 Instead, Houston absorbed evacuees into the rental 

housing market through a rent voucher program.240 As a result, Houston experienced limited and brief 

spatial disruptions. While Hurricane Katrina added a quarter of a million people to Houston, 100,000 of 

whom stayed permanently, this population upsurge did not fundamentally change the landscape of the 

city or where people lived, worked, and played. This was in sharp contrast to the City of New Orleans, 

which saw its physical environment transformed by the floodwaters which submerged 80% of the city.  

Spatial control is a key factor that determines how well a community recovers after the storm. 

When a community has more control over where people evacuate to and what kind of places they stay 

in, community members are more likely to remain connected during the evacuation process. Similarly, 

when a community has more property owners and better control over important common spaces within 

the community, these factors can also facilitate the effort to rebuild. Many works on Hurricane Katrina 

and its impact have noted the stark difference between African-American and Vietnamese communities 

in New Orleans after the storm: though both were relatively poor minority communities situated in 

heavily flooded areas, often living side by side as neighbors, the Vietnamese community made a swift 

recovery, with most of its residents returning and businesses reopening six months after the storm,241 

while fewer African-Americans returned and those who did return did so later. In Village de l’Est, a 

predominantly African-American neighborhood with a large Vietnamese-American population, more 

Vietnamese than African-Americans returned within two months, and the difference was especially 
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stark for males, with 20.8% Vietnamese American males returning home and only 7.1% African-

American males doing so; by late June 2006, 90% of the Vietnamese Americans had returned, but only 

60% African-Americans had done so.242 The comparative success of the Vietnamese community has 

attracted academic attention. Existing literature focuses on social capital as the key variable that 

explains the more successful recovery of the Vietnamese community.243 The strong internal bonds in the 

New Orleans Vietnamese community and wider co-ethnic networks in the Gulf Coast area undoubtedly 

helped to mobilize resources for the community and facilitated their timely return. The ownership and 

control of space is an important but understudied intermediary between social capital and successful 

community recovery. In this section, I demonstrate how social capital helped the Vietnamese 

community mobilize critical resources, one of which is space: social capital can help community 

members find better-connected evacuation sites and temporary shelters, and it can help the community 

quickly reestablish access and control over their habitual space after the emergency.  

For the Vietnamese community, hurricane evacuation was mostly an expected, preplanned, and 

orderly affair, ending in a few destinations. An overwhelming majority of the Vietnamese residents 

evacuated before the storm. In the Vietnamese enclave in Village de l’Est, the rate of pre-storm 
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evacuation was 94.9% according to one survey244 and 93.8% according to another.245 Another study that 

looks at ethnic Vietnamese in all of New Orleans shows a lower pre-storm evacuation rate of 78.0%, 

though those who stayed past Katrina’s landfall were more likely to live outside of the flood-prone 

enclave neighborhood.246 Evacuees generally went to known and connected places, which helped 

community members stay in touch and to coordinate after the storm. Houston was the overwhelmingly 

popular evacuation destination, accounting for nearly half of the enclave population’s initial stop. Most 

people stayed with friends and family or in hotels during the evacuation, and the small percentage of 

people who relied on public shelters247 stayed in familiar spaces organized by co-ethnics. In Houston, 

Vietnamese Catholic churches and Buddhist temples all provided emergency shelters to Vietnamese 

evacuees, sustained by donations from co-ethnics; the Vietnamese-American shopping complex Hong 

Kong Mall also provided extensive services to the 1,000 evacuees who visited daily, distributing free 

food and water and also providing assistance with FEMA forms,.248 Being connected to a greater regional 

network of Vietnamese-Americans allowed Vietnamese residents of New Orleans to use semi-private 

spaces in churches, temples, and shopping malls; these spaces made it easier to stay connected and to 

organize. To be sure, some Vietnamese residents were displaced to much farther away, to places as 

distant as California and New Hampshire. The pastor of Mary Queen of Vietnam parish (MQVC), Father 

Nguyen, talked about how he personally visited community members scattered throughout many states 
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to reconnect people and to coordinate recovery efforts.249 However, compared to African-Americans 

from Village de l’Est, the Vietnamese evacuation was much more coordinated, and evacuees were more 

geographically concentrated. Among African-Americans, 80.0% experienced two or more evacuations, 

meaning that they traveled to at least two different destinations before returning home or settling 

down; in contrast, only 30.3% of the Vietnamese evacuated twice or more.250 Houston, the most 

important evacuation destination for the Vietnamese community, received 46.7% of the people, and 

nearby Baton Rouge and Lafayette received another 20%, leaving only one-third of the community 

scattered further away; for African-Americans, these three destinations, also the top three destinations, 

received only 46.1% of evacuees in total.251 With a natural disaster like Hurricane Katrina, the loss of 

habitual space through housing damage and evacuation can devastate a community. If community 

members were no longer in physical proximity, they would lose the opportunity to easily engage each 

other, to coordinate collective action, and even common activities and identities. For the Vietnamese 

community in Village de l’Est, their social capital, especially the connections with the Vietnamese co-

ethnic network in the Gulf Coast area, allowed evacuees to find temporary makeshift community spaces. 

With many living in Vietnamese churches and temples in Houston and receiving disaster relief services in 

a single ethnic shopping mall, it was relatively easy for the community to stay connected and to 

coordinate their return home. 

The local parish was an indispensable organizer of community recovery. The Catholic church was 

a powerful, well-connected institution that could access a larger and more resourceful religious 

community. The MQVC parish had an especially strong leadership structure deeply integrated with the 
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everyday life of the community. This Vietnamese parish was composed of Catholic diaspora which had 

fled the Vietnam War and the communist government; parishioners came from a handful of villages 

near each other. In Catholic rural South Vietnam, local parishes did not just offer religious leadership; 

they also organized agricultural activities and provided many social services, often they functioned as 

the main governing body. After emigrating to America and moving to New Orleans, the church remained 

the central community leader of the MQVC parish, though it started to involve the participation of more 

laypeople in community governance. The pastor was supported by a parish council with each councilor 

representing a subdivided zone of the parish; each zone was also divided into “hamlets” with their own 

representatives that bring various community concerns to the parish council.252 This governance 

structure allowed the church to keep track of community members even when displaced by hurricane 

evacuation, and church leaders spared no expense to find and visit community members who moved 

across the country.  

Once home, the Vietnamese community made a swift and effective recovery, quickly rebuilding 

their homes, businesses, and the wider community. The community was also successful in winning the 

support, or at least the cooperation, of outside actors like the City of New Orleans and FEMA, and they 

were able to resist unwelcome government decisions. The community’s negotiation power vis-à-vis 

outside actors was facilitated by its ability to restore the control and the use of its neighborhood space. 

The church was the first re-established space: the first post-Katrina mass at MQVC was held on October 

9, just over a month after the hurricane had made landfall and before electricity and water services 

were restored; the next mass on the following Sunday was attended by 800 parishioners. In February 

2006, the church held its Lunar New Year festival, attracting not only those who had already returned 
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but more of the hurricane diaspora.253 MQVC had been the de-facto center of the Vietnamese 

community before Hurricane Katrina; it was the space where most residents met with friends and 

participated in social gatherings, and it also housed non-religious civic groups and social service 

programs.254 Having this community center was of immense practical as well as symbolic importance for 

the recovery process. Practically, it served as a temporary shelter while rebuilding took place, and it 

provided a central place for people to gather and coordinate. Symbolically, the church demonstrated to 

both government agencies and far-flung residents the community’s resilience and determination to 

rebuild and conveyed a sense of returning to normalcy.  

The Vietnamese community’s spatial power stems from the fact that the figurative town square 

was the church and belonged to the community. The decision to restore this central place quickly after 

the disaster rested with the community, thus enabling a key first step in the recovery process. Had the 

community center been a facility owned by the city government or by private actors outside the 

community, the recovery process would have been gravely hindered. African Americans living in Village 

de l’Est lacked a comparable space, as they attended many churches outside of the neighborhood, and 

the one African American church in Village de l’Est did not open until June 2006. The absence of a 

central place of coordination and collective action is one of the reasons for the late return of African 

Americans to the neighborhood.255 

In a similar vein, property ownership can be an important determinant of people’s ability to 

return and rebuild. Studies have shown that after Katrina, homeowners were much more likely to return 
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than renters.256 Homeowners were guaranteed access to their habitual space by property ownership; 

even if their houses were seriously damaged, they could rely on temporary shelters like local churches, 

homes of friends and relatives, and FEMA trailers to situate themselves near their homes while repairs 

took place. These options were not open to renters; they were not guaranteed access to their former 

residences and the decision to return and reconstitute the pre-disaster space did not rest with them. 

Approximately 60% of African Americans in Village de l’Est were renters, whereas more than half of the 

Vietnamese residents owned a home to return to. An additional disadvantage for African-Americans was 

the fact that a large portion, 38.6%, lived in three apartment complexes, including a 186-unit 

government-subsidized public housing apartment complex; in contrast, only 6.6% of the Vietnamese 

Americans lived in these buildings.257 The option of returning home and starting repairs did not exist for 

a sizable portion of the African-American community, as ownership and decision-making power rested 

with outside actors. Extensive housing damage also contributed to the low return rate among African 

Americans. When controlling for housing damage, the difference between African-Americans’ and non-

black residents’ rate of return disappears.258 In conclusion, the chief factor contributing to the different 

recovery outcomes between Vietnamese Americans and African-Americans in Village de l’Est was their 

spatial practices: the Vietnamese American community’s resilience stemmed from their 

homeownership, established community space, and their access to membership space during the 

emergency period through co-ethnic networks.  
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The Vietnamese community also benefited from the city’s participatory urban planning 

traditions. In sharp contrast to Chinese local governments which have always had strong spatial control 

and could use the post-disaster recovery process as an opportunity for urban redevelopment, the City of 

New Orleans had neither the political will nor the resources to rebuild the city without citizen input. The 

strong role civic actors played in urban governance and planning since the late 1990s further enabled 

residents to resist unpopular City decisions. At the time of Hurricane Katrina, the City of New Orleans 

faced long-standing problems of depopulation, economic stagnation, inequality, and public distrust of 

the city government; to combat these ills, the Planning Commission of New Orleans encouraged 

communities to generate their own neighborhood revitalization plans starting in the late 1990s.259 The 

neighborhood New Orleans East, where the Vietnamese-American community of Village de l’Est is 

located, was one of the neighborhoods that generated its own revitalization plans. Civic leaders in New 

Orleans also formed the Committee for Better New Orleans in 2000 to advocate for better urban 

planning; the committee successfully halted the approval for the city’s Transportation Element of the 

Master Plan,260 demonstrating civil society’s ability to challenge the city on planning issues.  

Initially after Hurricane Katrina, the City of New Orleans had the ambition to use the disaster 

recovery as an opportunity for urban renewal and improved planning and designs. In September 2005, 

the mayor of New Orleans appointed the Bring New Orleans Back Commission composed of local 

officials assisted by 17 business and community leaders; this was a top-down effort driven by 

professional planners and designers to reshape the urban space of New Orleans.261 This first plan 
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proposed in January 2006 included some significant changes; it called for a moratorium on building 

permits in heavily flooded areas, creating neighborhoods of desired density and converting “land not 

required for the short term population,” and potentially converting damaged neighborhoods into parks 

and green space in the future.262 These proposals faced immediate resistance and challenge from 

potentially affected communities,263 and as a result, Mayor Ray Nagin deleted the most contentious 

recommendations from the final report, including the moratorium on building permits in most flooded 

areas.264 After the contentious BNOBC plan, there were four more citywide planning efforts headed by 

the City of New Orleans, the State of Louisiana, and FEMA. These efforts, particularly the New Orleans 

Neighborhood Rebuilding Plan and the Unified New Orleans Plan organized by the City, actively sought 

citizen participation and neighborhood-level initiatives.265 However, even these plans produced with 

significant citizen involvement could not catch up with actual rebuilding decisions on the ground as 

residents rushed to repair their homes and return to the familiar; though there were new building 

regulations, such as requirements from the City and FEMA that at-risk houses should be elevated, these 

rules did not change where people lived or how communities were laid out.266  Protected by a strong 
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civic culture and participatory planning traditions formed in the late 1990s and early 2000s, residents of 

New Orleans had significant control over their neighborhoods. Hurricane Katrina sparked further 

activism and civic participation in planning since there were ample anger and distrust towards the local 

government. As a result, the city’s ability to redraw the urban plan was limited, allowing some 

communities with strong control over their space to rapidly restore their neighborhoods, while other 

communities had trouble returning to and restoring rented homes. This variation in post-disaster 

recovery driven by community conditions and capacity was not observed in China, as the reconstruction 

process was dominated by the state. The Chinese government’s ability to unilaterally design new urban 

plans and move entire villages and even entire cities could not be matched by any democratic 

government. Across the earthquake region in China, local governments followed a national guideline, 

expanded urban development, and created uniform urban neighborhoods; as a result, though localities 

started from distinct pre-disaster conditions and experienced different levels of popular mobilization, 

there was a convergent urban development across the region.    

East Japan Earthquake and Tsunami 

Introduction 

On March 11, 2011, a 9.0 magnitude earthquake struck the Pacific Ocean near the Tohoku 

coastal area in Japan. This was the fourth most powerful earthquake ever recorded.267 It triggered a 

massive tsunami, with a maximum height of nearly 40 meters,268 which traveled as far as 10 kilometers 
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inland.269 The 2011 East Japan earthquake and tsunami (henceforth Tohoku earthquake) caused 15,897 

deaths and 2,533 missing people.270 It also triggered the containment failure and core meltdown at the 

Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant, creating the only other Level 7 event under the classification of 

the International Nuclear Event Scale besides the Chernobyl disaster of 1986.271 Japan is a country beset 

by frequent seismic events. The Tohoku earthquake was the most powerful earthquake ever to hit the 

country,272 and the combined force of the earthquake, tsunami and nuclear disaster presented 

extraordinary challenges. Despite unprecedented conditions, the disaster relief and recovery process 

after the Tohoku earthquake benefited from the experience of the Great Hanshin-Awaji (Kobe) 

earthquake sixteen years prior. The Kobe earthquake was a 6.9 magnitude earthquake that struck the 

Hanshin region in Japan on January 17, 1995. It caused 6,434 deaths273 and a direct economic loss of 

USD 99.3 billion.274 Because of policy innovations in community disaster preparedness and civil society 

engagement, volunteers and NGOs were readily integrated into the disaster relief process, and 

communities were offered some protection against the detrimental effects of displacement, allowing for 
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more effective community organization and recovery efforts. Creating and managing the physical space 

for civil society and community mobilization was a key factor that facilitated community organization 

and recovery after the Tohoku earthquake. This section looks at the evolution of spatial management 

strategies from the Kobe earthquake to the Tohoku earthquake. I focus on two aspects of spatial 

practices: the placement of disaster volunteers, and post-disaster shelter and housing strategies. By 

comparing volunteer activities and shelter strategies in these two earthquakes, I demonstrate how the 

management of space can affect community and civil society effectiveness in post-disaster situations.  

Disaster volunteer coordination 

After the Kobe earthquake struck in 1995, an unprecedented number of volunteers from across 

the country converged upon the affected area, looking for ways to aid the stricken. This sudden outburst 

of volunteerism was a surprising phenomenon, as disaster relief in Japan depends more on 

governmental agencies compared to the US, and people generally accept national and local 

governments as the main response agent.275 The surge in volunteerism after the Kobe earthquake is 

attributable to several factors: the severity of the disaster and the needs of the affected population, the 

intense mass media attention, and the unusual availability of volunteers because the earthquake 

occurred during the winter break of local schools.276 This volunteerism was not anticipated, and local 

governments, which were main emergency responders, did not have much experience engaging with 
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and coordinating emergent volunteer groups; in some cases, local governments allowed volunteers to 

operate, but did not recognize them and avoided official contact.277 

Spontaneous, unorganized volunteers began to appear at locations like city halls, schools, and 

emergency shelters as soon as the afternoon of January 17th, hours after the earthquake struck. Local 

government bureaucrats had no existing procedures and protocols to organize volunteers, and they 

were already struggling to cope with the damage to their homes and communities. Volunteers organized 

themselves, relying on procedures learned from other NGO engagement. The accessibility of key 

locations in the affected area and the vacuum of organizational capacity allowed disaster volunteerism 

to transform into something organized and sustainable. One example of emerging self-organized 

grassroots activism occurred in the Nishinomiya City Hall, where volunteers gathered the same 

afternoon the earthquake struck. City administrators were not prepared to receive and coordinate 

volunteers, but a reception process was quickly put together by volunteers themselves. Similarly, self-

organized volunteer groups appeared in public spaces across the city. A week later, these emergent new 

organizations created the Nishinomiya Volunteer Network (NVN) to better coordinate their disaster 

relief effort; this new network was led by the volunteer group at the City Hall, and it worked closely with 

the city administration. NVN continued to provide services and work with the city government 

throughout the earthquake reconstruction period and beyond; it eventually transformed into a new 

NGO known as the Nippon Volunteer Network Active in Disaster (NVNAD) that focuses on long-term 

disaster preparedness and relief work.278 

The development of NVN mirrors the experience of new grassroots NGOs created after the 

Wenchuan earthquake in China. The congregation of volunteers and resources in accessible spaces and 
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the incapacitation of local governments created the opportunity for citizens to become self-organized 

and create new initiatives. In the Chinese case, party-state organizations have always been an important 

organizer of volunteers before the Wenchuan earthquake. Unlike Japan, where the government did not 

have much experience organizing volunteers, the Chinese communist state has always mobilized and 

organized volunteers to respond to natural disasters. Both the 1976 Tangshan earthquake and the 1998 

Yangtze River flood saw government agencies, mass organizations, schools and universities, and state-

owned enterprises organize their employees and affiliates to volunteer in the affected region. After the 

2008 Wenchuan earthquake, there was an unprecedented wave of spontaneous, individual volunteers 

not mobilized by the state and unaffiliated with any party-state organizations. Local governments were 

able to organize some of those spontaneous volunteers streaming into the earthquake zone based on 

past experience. Across the earthquake region, local CYL offices set up stations where spontaneous 

volunteers could register to be placed on the on-call list for government-led disaster relief activities, and 

long lines of citizens formed to register. CYL offices in Sichuan registered a total of 1.18 million 

volunteers and deployed 180,000 people. Party-state organizations’ experience in mobilizing volunteers 

for disaster relief has provided a measure of organizational response to the sudden outburst of 

spontaneous volunteers, though it was not sufficient for the millions of eager citizens streaming into the 

region. As discussed in previous chapters, in situations where citizens were empowered by a large 

gathering place with free-flowing resources while the local government was overwhelmed, volunteers 

self-organized and created new networks and capacity. The organizational gap was arguably greater 

after the Kobe earthquake, and self-organized volunteer groups quickly emerged in many locations 

across localities affected by the disaster.  

In natural disasters since the Kobe earthquake, volunteers played an increasingly prominent role 

in disaster relief in Japan. Several new national volunteer network organizations like NVNAD were 

created. New earthquake-born organizations went on to become regular participants in disaster relief; 
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they helped to establish volunteer centers and offered relief services after the Tokai Heavy Rain of 2000, 

the eruption of Mt. Usu in Hokkaido in 2003, and the Niigata Chuetsu earthquake in 2004, among other 

disasters.279 Some organizations even participated in disaster relief outside of Japan. The state learned 

from the experience of the Kobe earthquake and promoted policies to facilitate the institutionalization 

of volunteer groups and to better incorporate volunteers and NGO participation in future disaster relief. 

Before the Kobe earthquake, Japan’s civil society organizations faced stringent and inhibiting regulatory 

frameworks; the surge of volunteerism after Kobe created the impetus for the passage of a new NPO 

law in 1998 that grants thousands of new civil society groups unprecedented freedom to participate in 

Japanese social life.280 The state also created a new disaster volunteer coordination system. In times of 

disasters, the Council of Social Welfare would set up volunteer centers supported by municipal 

governments. These centers would be responsible for accepting, coordinating, and supplying 

spontaneous volunteers.281  

After the Tohoku earthquake struck on March 11, 2011, NGOs quickly began cooperating with 

governments at all levels on disaster relief services. Once the national government established the 

National Disaster Management Headquarters in Tokyo and an on-site headquarter in Miyagi Prefecture 

on March 12, one liaison representing NGOs attended all government disaster relief meetings at the 

headquarter and communicated information from those meetings to all NGOs participating in disaster 

relief. Though the Tohoku earthquake devastated many municipal governments, most were able to set 
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up a volunteer center within a week of the earthquake to recruit and coordinate individual 

volunteers.282 There was also close integration between government and NGOs at the local level. The 

city of Ichinomiya provides one example. After the earthquake, the municipal government had to 

evacuate its facilities; the municipal government eventually opened the volunteer center at a university 

in collaboration with the NGO Peace Boat. More local NGOs, including the city’s Young Person’s 

Association, banded together to coordinate volunteers and deliver relief services; they also created a 

new NGO to coordinate the actions of all NGOs participating in disaster relief.283  

After the Tohoku earthquake, civil society actors filled many roles that had once belonged to the 

government as a result of both reduced government capacity and civil society experience in disaster 

relief. Many Buddhist temples immediately opened as evacuation shelters, others provided food and 

supplies to areas not sufficiently covered by the government, or carried out need assessment in 

collaboration with government agencies.284 Soka Gakkai, a large Buddhist lay organization, operated 

forty-two evacuation centers, housing 5,000 people at the peak; one of these shelters was a pre-

designated government emergency facility (Fisker-Nielsen 2012).285 Typically, municipal administrators 

are responsible for managing evacuation centers; however, due to the serious incapacitation of 

municipal governments, the task of running emergency shelters fell on local teachers and civil society 
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organizations; as time went on, evacuees living in these shelters became self-organized and worked 

together to manage daily tasks and create community events.286 

Sixteen years after the Kobe earthquake and after more than a decade of civil society 

development since the passage of the 1998 NPO Law, civil society organizations in Japan have gained a 

recognized and respected place in the country’s emergency management and disaster relief procedures. 

Municipal governments also became more experienced in working with NGOs and volunteers on 

disaster relief. The way municipal governments and NGOs quickly connected and coordinated after the 

Tohoku earthquake is reminiscent of the way the City of Houston quickly called up Red Cross, United 

Way, church groups, volunteer corps, and various NGO partners to prepare for receiving evacuees after 

Hurricane Katrina. Compared to the Kobe earthquake, there were fewer individual volunteers: there 

were 390,000 volunteers in the first three months after the Tohoku earthquake, compared to the 

1,117,000 after the Kobe earthquake.287 Civil society participation in disaster relief became more 

organized and orderly, and it was also concentrated in designated organizations and spaces.  

Rebuilding communities 

Learning from the Kobe earthquake, the sheltering and housing strategies after the Tohoku 

earthquake aimed to empower communities by maintaining, restoring, or recreating community spaces. 

One major problem encountered by communities affected by the Kobe earthquake was the erosion of 

social capital and the destruction of community space. The housing recovery strategy after the Kobe 

earthquake in Japan was government-driven; it comprised of standardized temporary housing followed 
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by government-financed and constructed public housing. People moving into government temporary 

housing were often far from their old homes and communities, which severely disrupted social 

connections and contributed to 233 cases of solitary deaths in temporary housing.288 Permanent 

recovery public housing units were limited to low-income and elderly tenants, rather than serving as 

general replacement residential housing stock.289 They have been criticized for being limited, having a 

standardized design, destroying pre-disaster local communities, concentrating seniors in one area, and 

changing the community makeup. At the same time, a reluctance to channel public funds into private 

properties led to very little support for private property owners looking to repair and rebuild their 

homes and businesses.290 

In natural disasters since the Kobe earthquake, municipal governments and other actors 

involved with disaster relief and reconstruction tried to empower individuals and prevent the 

displacement and break up of communities, or at least mitigate the adverse effects when displacement 

was inevitable. The most important policy change was to significantly increase financial support to 

homeowners and support for individual housing reconstruction.291 Other strategies included new 

designs and selection criteria for temporary housing, as well as the addition of support facilities. 

Temporary housing compounds were designed to provide more common spaces that promote 
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interaction and communication;292 some temporary housing compounds opened up shops planned and 

operated by community members, thus creating new space for community engagement and 

coordination.293 In some cases, residents were able to avoid government-run temporary housing 

altogether by securing local land and building their own temporary housing so that community members 

could remain together.294 

The development of Japan’s disaster response strategies demonstrates a recognition of the 

importance of spatial management in mobilizing and empowering non-state actors in post-disaster 

situations. Just as in China, the government in Japan is perceived to be the main emergency responder 

responsible for all the essential services, coordination, and organization. After the Kobe earthquake, the 

sudden influx of volunteers, unprepared administrators, and emerging public spaces all helped to 

facilitate new, spontaneous organizing among citizens. Policy changes after the Kobe earthquake 

promoted the participation of NGOs and volunteers in disaster relief by establishing pre-designated 

volunteer centers. The reconstruction after the Kobe earthquake was also government-driven, which led 

to problems as communities became displaced and dispersed in government-built housing. Since Kobe, 

disaster reconstruction has employed various strategies to strengthen individual homeowners, 

communities, and civil society actors, and the emphasis has been on maintaining and re-establishing the 

connections between community members and their space.  
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Conclusion: U.S., Japan, China Comparison 

Despite China’s authoritarian political order and strong state capacity, its disaster response 

strategies and patterns show many similarities to the American and Japanese cases. In the immediate 

aftermath of a major natural disaster, authoritarian control did not work against spontaneous popular 

mobilization and organization. The dearth of civil society actors before the earthquake and the 

inexperience of local governments allowed the disaster to create new space for spontaneous organizing. 

While there was a similar upsurge of volunteerism in the US after Hurricane Katrina, that volunteerism 

was channeled and organized by experienced civil society organizations. The Red Cross, as mandated by 

its federal charter, operated as well as coordinated many emergency shelters in the affected area, the 

largest of which was the Astrodome and Reliant Center in Houston. Similar emergency shelters were 

used after the Kobe earthquake and Wenchuan earthquake, and these spaces saw waves of 

spontaneous volunteers, who then became self-organized to provide crucial disaster relief services. In 

contrast, organizers at the Astrodome, namely the Red Cross and Harris County, demonstrated a much 

more meticulous organization and control of the shelter. Individual spontaneous volunteers arriving at 

the Astrodome were directed to designated areas, received training and instructions, and were then 

assigned to a specific section of the shelter. No spontaneous self-organization emerged as in the Chinese 

and Japanese cases. Because civil society organizations were fewer in these two countries and did not 

have any formal role or experience in disaster relief, post-disaster volunteerism demanded new 

organizational structure and new channels of participation, and spontaneous organizing in public places 

was the natural solution that emerged. Looking at the three cases of Hurricane Katrina, the Kobe 

earthquake, and the Wenchuan earthquake, the least amount of spontaneous organizing occurred after 

Hurricane Katrina, as civil society organizations in America were already numerous, well-established, 

and experienced in providing disaster relief and welfare services. 
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Both the Kobe and the Wenchuan earthquake inspired new laws and policies that promote the 

development of NGOs and the incorporation of NGOs in disaster relief and other welfare-oriented 

activities. Japan passed the new NPO Law in 1998, which made registering non-profit organizations 

much easier and created new channels for these organizations to participate in social life. In China, as 

discussed in the previous chapter, local governments in areas most affected by the Wenchuan 

earthquake began working with emerging NGOs shortly after the earthquake, allowing these 

organizations to become legally registered and offering them government support. In 2013, the central 

government called for accelerated NGO development and more NGO involvement in community 

management and welfare provision across the country. Policy changes in China do not pave the way for 

unconditional civil society freedom and growth; rather, only organizations working in environmental 

protection, health, education, and other welfare services are welcomed, and many restrictions on NGO 

registration and funding remain today. Interestingly, the same criticism has been leveled against the 

implementation of the NPO Law in Japan. As one study notes, almost all of the 19,963 NPOs approved 

by the NPO Law focused on healthcare, medicine, and welfare; public support programs for NPOs are 

concentrated in limited areas, and the general discourse surrounding civil society aims to mobilize 

private sector commitment to public welfare.295  

In the long-term reconstruction and recovery process, similar strategies to provide temporary 

housing to millions of displaced residents could be observed in all three cases. However, the Chinese 

state demonstrated a uniquely uncontested control over the access and the use of space, including the 

ability to relocate and rebuild major factories, public facilities, and even residential communities, which 

led to rapid physical reconstruction and reinforced state control of local communities. In all three 
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countries, prefabricated housing communities, or trailer parks, were an important temporary housing 

solution for many households affected by the disaster. However, these temporary housing communities 

received the most state resources and attention in China and were better serviced as well as more 

regimented. Hurricane Katrina produced 2.5 million internally displaced persons; in response, FEMA 

deployed over 98,000 trailers by May 2006.296 Many of these trailers were individually sited near 

destroyed homes; others were deployed in small groups in empty lots near businesses or factories; 

there were also large-scale encampments comprised of hundreds of trailers, such as Renaissance Park 

near Baton Rouge. Siting these trailers, especially large group encampments, encountered a high level of 

resistance.297 In the Chinese case, in response to 10 million displaced persons, the construction of one 

million units of prefabricated housing was planned, and 693,200 units were deployed;298 these numbers 

suggest that mobile homes were a more important temporary housing solution in China compared to 

the US. Mobile homes were never individually sited in China; they formed large communities, some with 

over ten-thousand residents, and they received more government services than most ordinary urban 

residential communities. Strict police surveillance prevented the free flow of population in or out of 

these compounds, and police officers and local officials were stationed within, paying regular house 

visits to all community members. Local governments were also quick to reinstate existing residents or 

village committees; where necessary, grassroots administrative organizations were bolstered by new 

recruits. The Chinese state demonstrated significantly more control over how and where people lived 

after the disaster. 
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As discussed in the previous chapter, the reconstruction process was a state-dominated, 

ambitious urbanization project in China; especially in urban areas that saw large-scale destruction, local 

governments and their domestic donors generally created new urban plans and handled most of the 

construction. Factories, schools, even entire villages and towns were relocated. Even the reconstruction 

of private housing was dominated by the state. The central government estimates that 71.7% of urban 

residents affected by the earthquake had been living in subsidized or low-rent public housing by the end 

of 2010.299 While individual households did receive financial support to repair their homes, much like 

the Road Home Program which offered assistance to homeowners after Hurricane Katrina and policies 

adopted in Japan since the Kobe earthquake, most government resources were devoted to official 

projects in China. Successful post-disaster recovery in the US stems from community strength: as 

demonstrated by the Vietnamese-American community in New Orleans, the community’s ability to 

access known and familiar membership spaces during the emergency and its ability to maintain control 

of their homes and public spaces in the reconstruction process was crucial to their quick recovery. 

Community-based recovery produced a quick return to pre-disaster conditions. This was in stark 

contrast to the recovery and reconstruction process in China, which was entirely state-controlled and 

aimed to fundamentally update the urban plan.  

The housing recovery strategy in China led to problems comparable to those experienced after 

the Kobe earthquake, especially in areas where rural villages were displaced or rebuilt as urban or 

suburban residential communities: farmers were removed from their land, from potential jobs, and from 

the rural lifestyle, leading to hardship and conflicts with local administrators.300 However, such problems 

were seen as necessary pains of long-term urbanization and modernization, rather than motivations for 
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a new disaster reconstruction and recovery model. The Chinese state viewed disaster reconstruction as 

an opportunity to update infrastructure and build whole new city blocks. In Japan, problems 

experienced in post-Kobe reconstruction encouraged changes in later disaster reconstruction. After the 

Tohoku earthquake, attempts were made to expand support for private initiatives and communities. In 

China, however, reconstruction after the Lushan earthquake in 2013 adopted the same reconstruction 

strategies as the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake. Major state-owned enterprises and cities within Sichuan 

province were asked to take on specific reconstruction projects, including building new residential 

communities.301 In areas with serious housing damage, local governments took over villagers’ land and 

built new, concentrated, and standardized suburban housing in gated communities; these housing units 

were sold to villagers at subsidized rates. This is not to say that there is no policy learning in China from 

one major disaster to the next; as discussed in the previous chapter, state effort to coordinate and 

manage NGO participation in disaster relief after the 2013 Lushan earthquake demonstrated 

considerable learning and change from 2008 and was praised by activists for its effectiveness. The 

reconstruction process, however, stayed mostly the same from 2008 because problems experienced 

after 2008 were considered a necessary cost to turn disaster recovery to leapfrog development.  

In conclusion, natural disasters creating new space for civil society organizing is not something 

unique to authoritarian China. Natural disasters inspire new feelings of solidarity and volunteerism, and 

they break down existing spatial practices, thus new spaces for public gathering and organizing may be 

created after major disasters regardless of the pre-disaster political order. Just as in China, activism after 

the Kobe earthquake in Japan took both society and state by surprise. Civil society actors played an 

unprecedented role in disaster relief, and similar new organizations, as well as new policies, emerged 
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from the disaster relief process in both countries. Even in the United States, with its strong, vibrant civic 

culture, Hurricane Katrina inspired an upsurge in volunteering and philanthropic donations, though in 

the American case, this activism was effectively absorbed and organized by existing civil society actors.  

Similar disaster reconstruction and recovery strategies could be observed in all three countries: 

using schools and stadiums as emergency shelters, offering trailers as temporary housing, and providing 

subsidies to homeowners were practical solutions to emergencies available to all types of governments. 

What was unique about post-disaster reconstruction in China after the Wenchuan earthquake was the 

strong state control over the new spatial order. After Hurricane Katrina, leaders of the City of New 

Orleans initially had the ambition to redraw the urban plan and build a better city, but they encountered 

fierce resistance from residents. Civil society has always played a strong role in urban planning in New 

Orleans and continued to do so after Hurricane Katrina. The City of New Orleans was resource-strapped 

and wished to attract residents back into the city as soon as possible, thus when residents resisted the 

initial plan, city officials quickly overturned the suggested moratorium on rebuilding in risky areas, and 

the city began another round of planning process with much more citizen involvement. In the US, 

governments have more limited control over space; the power to shape the spatial order is shared by 

the state, civil society, and individual property owners. Reconstruction in New Orleans stood in sharp 

contrast to the strong spatial control in China after the 2008 earthquake. Local governments not only 

rebuilt and expanded infrastructure with few challenges from society, but they also relocated factories 

and private residences. Local governments determined where new housing would be located, how it 

was built, and how it was occupied and managed. While temporary housing communities could be 

observed in all three countries as a transitional housing strategy, only in China were these communities 

walled and gated and placed under constant official and police surveillance. The Chinese state also took 

on much more private housing reconstruction by redesigning urban plans and constructing new 

residential communities. In the American and Japanese cases, governments at all levels sought to 
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mobilize and empower individuals to return home and rebuild. In China, in contrast, the state leveraged 

significant public resources to rebuild large swathes of residential housing without the help of or even 

much input from homeowners. Disaster reconstruction was not seen as a matter of simply recovering 

and returning to pre-disaster days, but as an opportunity to build new, better cities. In China, 

earthquake-inspired activism was placed in designated spaces within individual urban communities, 

constrained by restrictive physical and administrative boundaries, and pressured to work closely with 

grassroots administrations to gain access to sites and communities. The homogenous spatial order 

across the earthquake region contributed to a convergent pattern of NGO development despite distinct 

pre-disaster conditions and different patterns of activism immediately after the earthquake.  Disaster 

reconstruction became an opportunity to expand state power by expanding the reach of the cellular 

city.  
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Chapter Five: Conclusion 

My dissertation research was inspired by the unprecedented volunteerism that emerged after 

the Wenchuan earthquake and the subsequent rapid development of NGOs in a relatively less 

developed region devastated by the disaster. I set out to understand why activism arose and how it 

developed in China’s authoritarian setting and was struck by a puzzling divergent-then-convergent 

pattern: immediately after the earthquake, there had been clear centers of popular mobilization where 

self-organized grassroots groups emerged and areas of mostly state-led disaster relief, yet during the 

reconstruction period new NGOs were created across the region, regardless of pre-disaster local 

conditions and levels of activism, and these organizations became increasingly similar with time.  

 I propose a spatial theory to explain this puzzle. The Chinese state has a unique level of control 

over the spatial order, which I define to be the physical environment and norms and rules governing the 

use and production of that environment. Spatial order is the network of roads and public transport, the 

location of schools, factories, and parks and squares, and it is also agreed-upon practices associated with 

these physical places, rules such as traffic laws, business hours, exclusive access to certain clubhouses 

and gated communities, and curfews. The spatial order can shape social mobilization and civic activism 

by facilitating or constraining social contact and by providing sites of coordination and collective action. 

An open spatial order characterized by few restrictive boundaries, physical features that encourage 

social contact, and accessible sites that can be used by large crowds can facilitate social life. The classic 

public sphere as defined by Habermas arose from such sites: ancient Greek agoras, English 

coffeehouses, or French salons. Conversely, a honeycomb spatial order characterized by enclosed, 

restricted access cells, with sites for public activities embedded in each cell and thus rendered semi-

private, constrains contact among social groups and offers few places for truly public engagement. Such 

a spatial order facilitates surveillance and control by authorities.  
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The honeycomb spatial order dominates urban China. In the socialist era, Chinese cities were 

characterized by work unit compounds, which were self-contained gated communities belonging to a 

single state-owned enterprise or government institution. These gated compounds contained within the 

workplace, residential housing, stores, and often even schools, hospitals, and sports and entertainment 

facilities. All of the facilities and services within the work unit compound served members only. While 

outsiders could not enter, insiders had few reasons to exit; their entire lives could be contained within 

the compound. As the planned economy slowly shrank away, fewer and fewer state-owned enterprises 

still have such exclusive, self-contained and impenetrable gated communities, but the spirit of the 

cellular city continues with the advent of contemporary gated residential communities. Today, gated 

residential communities form the overwhelming majority of urban residential housing in China. In some 

cities, it is mandated by the city government that new residential real estate development must be 

gated; where it is not required, gated communities are still the norm and demanded by consumers. 

Gated residential communities are no longer as comprehensive as work unit compounds of the socialist 

era, but they still contain within greenspace, grocery stores, childcare services, barber shops, among 

many other daily conveniences. Residents’ committee offices and government-run community service 

centers are placed either inside gated communities or immediately next to those communities. Other 

public facilities such as police stations, schools, and hospitals are also increasingly sited near those gated 

communities, especially near large new developments. Urban residents in China today are much more 

mobile than during the socialist era; they no longer live right next to their workplace and send the 

children to school within the same walled compound. Yet many state-society interactions still take place 

within individual cells. Government services are found inside gated communities, and residents’ 

committees and other grassroots administrations remain the main organizer of community events and 

charitable activities. Starting in the mid-2000s, major cities in China began experimenting with 

contracting various government services to non-state actors; NGOs were created or moved into 
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communities to serve as welfare providers, thus the development of NGOs was also incorporated into 

this cellular urban spatial order.   

Activism after the Wenchuan earthquake was facilitated by a breakdown of this regimented, 

cellular urban spatial order, at least in some localities where conditions aligned to disrupt the state’s 

ability to control space. The earthquake completely changed the physical landscape of the region: rivers 

changed courses, hills were flattened, and valleys filled, and entire villages and towns were leveled. With 

such extensive and widespread destruction, practices around space inevitably changed. Physical 

boundaries fell away, and even when walls remained standing, people no longer treated them as 

authoritative restrictions during the emergency. Administrative boundaries became blurred as many 

local governments had to evacuate. Millions fled their homes, some seeking shelter in open spaces near 

their residence for several days, others moving hundreds of miles away for an extended period. 

However, physical destruction alone did not necessarily result in the loosening of spatial controls for any 

significant period. In Wenchuan, damaged roads ensured that the state had complete control over 

access to the county. In localities that remained accessible and received both earthquake evacuees and 

spontaneous volunteers, truly open public spaces emerged in the form of mega-shelters. These shelters 

were in stadiums, universities, and other such large public facilities in easy to reach locations; they held 

tens of thousands of earthquake evacuees, alongside many emergency personnel, journalists, and 

volunteers, and they received endless streams of donations from citizens eager to help. Local officials 

could not always determine the locations and control the access to these emergency shelters; pressured 

by the demands of providing basic necessities to so many evacuees, inexperienced local officials could 

not turn volunteers and donations away, nor could they coordinate all the resources, thus giving 

volunteers a chance to self-organize. Emergency shelters served as physical sites of contact and 

coordination, as well as symbols of collective endeavors; they facilitated autonomous, self-organized 
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popular mobilization. Spontaneous volunteers created new contact and network, and new grassroots 

organizations emerged from these sites.  

Natural disasters disrupting the existing spatial order and creating the literal and figurative 

space for new social mobilization and organization is not a phenomenon unique to authoritarian China. 

Because civil society has always been more constrained in China compared to in democracies, and 

because volunteerism not mobilized by the state and independent NGOs were both rare and not very 

well known before 2008, especially in the region most affected by the earthquake, the effects of the 

disaster on civic activism and NGO activities were especially pronounced. Japan after the 1995 Kobe 

earthquake saw a similar upsurge in volunteerism and new grassroots organizations. In Japan, disaster 

relief relied much more on the government compared to countries like the US, with little civil society 

participation. After the Kobe earthquake, with waves of volunteers moving into the affected region, 

converging upon city halls and emergency shelters, and many local governments incapacitated or too 

inexperienced to organize spontaneous volunteers, there was an opportunity for new organizations to 

emerge. Hurricane Katrina in the United States similarly inspired an upsurge of volunteerism; however, 

as American civil society has always played an important role in disaster relief and local governments are 

experienced collaborating with NGOs in times of emergency, NGOs and spontaneous volunteers alike 

became involved in disaster relief through well-established organizational structures, such as through 

the Red Cross or religious networks. Public emergency shelters, such as the Astrodome in Houston, were 

especially tightly managed, with guarded access and designated spaces for incoming evacuees and 

volunteers. With experience and established protocols, cities other than the flood New Orleans in the 

Gulf Coast region did not experience severe disruptions to the spatial order the way Chinese and 

Japanese cities did after their respective earthquakes.  

What is unique about the post-disaster development in China was how swiftly and completely 

the state reassumed spatial control and turned the reconstruction process into an opportunity to rapidly 
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expand and reinforce the urban honeycomb spatial order. By the end of August, three months after the 

Wenchuan earthquake, all earthquake evacuees left public spaces for temporary housing compounds. 

These temporary housing communities built and managed by local governments were set up just like 

gated communities, with all prefabricated homes arranged in perfect neat rows and enclosed by 

fencings or walls. Earthquake evacuees were assigned to temporary housing based on their village or 

urban neighborhood, so that pre-earthquake neighbors remained together, to the extent possible. This 

helped to maintain existing social networks and to transport wholesale those relations into new physical 

environments. Pre-earthquake community leaders, namely village leaders, members of Residents’ 

Committees, and party members were recruited to help with managing temporary housing 

communities. Therefore, while the physical milieu of communities changed completely, the boundaries 

and the power structure of each cell remained and was even reinforced. The level of state presence in 

these temporary housing communities far exceeded most urban communities. Security measures 

included constantly guarded entrances, frequent house visits by community police, requiring all visitors 

to register their entries and exits, and regularly reporting community information to higher-level 

authorities. For the next two to three years, in urban areas across the earthquake region, NGOs and 

activists hoping to work with people affected by the earthquake generally had to do so in closely 

surveilled and managed temporary housing communities. Activists could no longer come and go as they 

wished and interact with everyone freely as they had done in emergency shelters. 

The reconstruction process after a major disaster necessitates a renegotiation of the spatial 

order. In the American case, there were clear struggles over the new urban plan of post-Katrina New 

Orleans. City leadership had the ambition to rebuild a better and safer city, while residents and 

communities wanted to protect and restore their neighborhoods. Civil society actors have played an 

important role in urban planning in New Orleans since the 1990s; the participatory urban planning 

tradition and advocacy organizations’ political power made the city government sensitive to citizen 
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protest and receptive of public input. Private property rights and the threat of legal action also made 

unilateral planning changes unpalatable. The City of New Orleans also aimed to bring residents home as 

soon as possible so that the local economy and government revenue can recover, which led to the City’s 

swift capitulation to citizen demands. In Japan, after the Kobe earthquake, temporary housing and 

reconstruction strategies were much more government-driven compared to in New Orleans. 

Government policies and resources offered little support for individual property owners and were 

focused on standardized public housing that displaced and broke up communities, leading to many 

social problems. However, more than a decade later, after the 2011 Tohoku earthquake, reconstruction 

strategies demonstrated learning from past problems and offered significantly more support to 

communities to maintain their own space.  

In contrast, the post-disaster reconstruction in China was completely dominated by the state 

and saw a complete reordering of the urban plan, with the relocation of many factories, schools, private 

residences, even entire villages and towns. Governments at all levels considered the earthquake 

reconstruction an opportunity to accelerate infrastructure development and urbanization. Many local 

governments even financed and developed new, private residential and commercial real estate, often 

moving people and breaking up communities in the process. After a three-year reconstruction period, 

cities and towns in the earthquake region have all grown larger and more regimented. Today, they are 

characterized by gated communities with grassroots administrators and government services embedded 

within. These grassroots administrators control access to their communities and maintain surveillance. 

Working within such a cellular space, NGO activities became more focused on the conditions and needs 

of individual communities, and they turn to collaborations with grassroots administrators who serve as 

an intermediary between NGOs and populations in need of service. Local officials also actively tried to 

strategically situate NGOs in government facilities within communities, alongside residents’ committees 

and government programs, so that NGOs can become integrated into the official administrative 
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structure and work as a part of the system. This homogenous honeycomb spatial order across the 

earthquake region, reinforced and expanded by the enormous state investment in disaster 

reconstruction, explains convergent NGO development despite local variations in popular mobilization 

and organization immediately after the earthquake.  

The rise of post-earthquake activism in authoritarian China is indeed similar to the upsurge in 

volunteerism and civil society activities after natural disasters experienced in democracies. Major 

disasters that cause widespread destruction of the physical environment and move millions of people 

inevitably disrupt existing practices and controls, allowing new organizations to emerge in response to 

disaster relief demands. What seems unique about the Chinese case is how quickly and completely the 

state regained the ability to control the access to sites and populations as well as the ability to 

determine the locations of various social activities. This was achieved by taking full control of urban 

planning and construction and integrating administrative structures with the physical structures of the 

city. Shaping the spatial order is an important method of control in authoritarian China. While all 

systems of governments employ spatial controls, from everyday building codes and urban planning to 

roadblocks in times of protests, the extent of the Chinese state’s control over space is unparalleled. 

Controlling the physical environment people live in facilitates surveillance, restricts public spaces, and 

prevents widespread collective action.  

My dissertation has focused on the spatial characteristics of disaster relief and reconstruction, 

investigating outcomes of social activism and NGO development. This is a narrow look at the impact of 

the physical environment on social life. The logical next step is to apply my spatial theory to analyze a 

wider range of outcomes, such as policy implementation, welfare provision, and perhaps contentious 

politics, in ordinary rather than extraordinary circumstances. Urban governance strategies are rapidly 

evolving in China. The 2013 “Deepening Reform” policy document from the central government calls for 
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the full implementation of a “grid-based management” (网格化管理) in cities.302 This grid system 

further subdivides the lowest urban administrative unit of the community into smaller units and assigns 

administrators to each grid. The province of Sichuan, and the provincial capital Chengdu in particular, 

seem especially enthusiastic about implementing grid-based management. By the end of 2014, Sichuan 

province partitioned its 183 county-level units into more than 110,000 grid units; in urban areas, each 

grid unit contains 300-500 households, and each urban community has between half a dozen to fifteen 

units.303 Local governments hired tens of thousands new “grid moderators” to provide a point contact 

for each mini urban unit; grid moderators’ responsibilities include collecting information about problems 

in the community, advertising government policies and actions, and resolving conflicts. These grid 

moderators should “know the people, can step into the door [of private homes], can speak to people, 

able to get things done.304 The City of Chengdu alone hires 390,000 grid moderators.305 During my 

fieldwork, I saw posters featuring grid moderators’ photos and contact information in prominent 

locations in almost every urban community. To the residents, this partitioning may not be as apparent as 

walls and gates, but it still divides people into tangible small groups, and interactions with the state have 

become even more group based. My theory suggests that such fine portioning of the urban space should 

create new access restriction and restrain inter-group contact and cooperation. In my future research, I 

 
302 “中共中央关于全面深化改革若干重大问题的决定,” 47-48. 

 
303 Wang, Ping Wang, Jun Cui, Chaohui Cheng, Yicun Deng, and Luo Zhang, “四川省推进网格化服务管理

调研报告 [Report on implementing grid-based service management in Sichuan province].” In 四川依法治省年度
报告 No.1 (2015) [Annual Report on rule of law in Sichuan No. 1 (2015)], eds. Lin Li, Tianzong Yang, He Tian 
(Beijing: Shehui kexue wenxian chubanshe, 2015), 269. 
 

304 Ibid, 266. 
 

305 Bo Wang, “成都邀媒体进网格 39万余名网格员’形象’亮相 [Chengdu invites media into the grid 
390,000 grid workers appear],” Renmin Network, 20 December, 2016, accessed July 22, 2019, 
http://sc.people.com.cn/n2/2016/1220/c345167-29489102.html. 
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hope to explore the impact of this intriguing urban institution by leveraging local and regional variations 

in its implementation.  

While the Chinese state is unique in its strong and extensive control over space, not all urban 

cells result directly from government decisions. Administrative grids or gated communities housing 

villagers displaced by infrastructure projects are the direct result of government policies, but there are 

also ethnic enclaves in Chinese cities that seem to have less statist origins. The cellular city is also not a 

uniquely Chinese phenomenon. As discussed in the theory chapter, gated communities are becoming 

more common in cities across the world; socioeconomic segregation and racial or ethnic enclaves are 

also commonplace. Outside of China, examples of an overarching state power drawing grids in the urban 

space may be rare, but boundaries and cells abound. In future research, I hope to compare the impact of 

different types of urban cells. My theory argues that boundaries augment the power of those who 

control access. This would suggest that voluntary ethnic enclaves and gated communities are 

empowered by the act of setting and controlling their boundaries. The case of the Vietnamese American 

community in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina offers some evidence to this hypothesis. Looking at 

urban cells produced by different forces offers another interesting way to explore my spatial theory.  
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Appendix 

Summary of interviewed earthquake-born NGOs 
 

NGO Initial Place of Origin Registration 
date 

Registration 
status 

Funding 
% from local 
government 

Current location 

Organizations with origins in post-disaster public spaces 
HF Chengdu NGO 

coalition,  
2009 District NPO <10 Commercial center, 

urban Chengdu 
SM Chengdu NGO 

coalition 
2012 Provincial NPO Floating University/academy 

compound, urban 
Chengdu 

XJY Hospital, Chengdu 2011 Prefecture 
NPO 

66 Gated community 
business, urban 
Chengdu 

YT  Sichuan 
Agricultural 
University, 
Dujiangyan 

2011 District NPO 40 Gated community 
business, 
urban Chengdu 

QH Emergency 
Shelter, 
Beichuan 

Winter 2009 District NPO 0 Residents’ committee 
center, downtown 
Beichuan 

ZX Emergency 
Shelter, Beichuan 

Summer 2009 Prefecture 
NPO 

0 Gated community 
private residence, 
urban Mianyang 

WL Nanhe Stadium, 
Fucheng 

2011 District NPO 25 Mianyang Youth 
Center, urban 
Mianyang 

WM Jiuzhou Stadium, 
Fucheng 

Spring 2009 District NPO 0 Closed 

WMG Jiuzhou Stadium, 
Fucheng 

Spring 2014 Provincial SO 0 Suburban commercial 
building, Chengdu 
 

YG Jiuzhou Stadium, 
Dujiangyan 

Unregistered Unregistered 0 Private residence, 
Fucheng 

YY Jiuzhou Stadium, 
Fucheng 

Summer 2009 Prefecture SO 30 City Bureau of Finance 
tower, Fucheng 

JR City hall, Mianzhu Unregistered Unregistered 0 Private business, 
downtown Mianzhu 

HL INGO Project, 
hospital, Mianzhu 

2012 County NPO Floating Township health 
clinic, Mianzhu 
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Organizations with other origins 
TH CYL earthquake 

volunteer team, 
Chengdu 

Unregistered Unregistered No fixed 
revenue, 
office space 
support from 
government 

Street office 
community center, 
urban Chengdu  

YZ NGO incubator, 
urban Chengdu 

2009 County NPO 50 Gated community 
private residence, 
urban Chengdu 

CH Paired assistance 
program, 
Dujiangyan 

2012 County NPO 90 Residents’ committee 
center, Dujiangyan 

HX Paired assistance 
program, 
Dujiangyan 

Spring 2009 County NPO 0-10 Residents’ committee 
center, Dujiangyan 

SSH Paired assistance 
program, 
Dujiangyan 

Fall 2009 County NPO 80-90 Residents’ committee 
center, Dujiangyan 

XQC Individual local 
activist, 
Dujiangyan 

Spring 2010 County NPO 20 Gated community 
business, Dujiangyan 

QQ 
(Wenchuan 
branch) 

Paired assistance 
program, 
Wenchuan 

Spring 2011 County NPO 30 (Sichuan 
branches) 

Residents’ committee 
center, schools, 
Wenchuan 

DT Paired assistance 
program, 
Wenchuan 

Winter 2009 County NPO 100 Gated community 
residence; gated 
community business, 
Wenchuan 

LF Individual activist/ 
residents’ 
committee, urban 
Mianyang 

2013 Prefecture 
NPO 

0-100 Gated community 
business, urban 
Mianyang 

QQ 
(Fucheng 
branch) 

Government 
procurement 
invitation, urban 
Mianyang 

2015 District NPO 30 (Sichuan 
branches) 

Residents’ committee 
center, Fucheng 
 
 

Mianyang 
NGO Service 
Center 

Communist CYL, 
Urban Mianyang 

2012 Prefecture 
NPO 

100 Mianyang Youth 
Center 

TT Street office, 
hospital program, 
urban Deyang  

2013 Prefecture 
NPO 

23 Residents’ committee 
center 

 


