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Abstract

In recent decades, few policies and practices other than land development have
caused such enormous economic, social, and political changes in China. On the one hand,
land development has generated large profits and contributed to the acceleration of
industrial and urban development. But on the other hand, it has created deep
controversies about how to distribute the profits and has become the biggest source of
social unrest since the mid-2000s. In villages where active land development is underway,
especially in the city outskirts, decisions about land are usually the most important
decisions in village governance. Who can participate in the decision-making process and
how the decisions are made largely determine the outcomes.

When the community is under threat and major collective interests are involved in
land development, people in some villages engage in electoral and non-electoral politics
to guard the community and strive for the collective interests, whereas in other villages
people defect to opportunism for private ends at the cost of the common good and other
community members. Where huge interests and conflicts are present, brought about by
active land development, why does political behavior to fight for land interests and
resolve disputes differ? My dissertation tries to answer this question: What makes people

take part in community-based political participation as opposed to individual action and
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opportunism? By answering this question, we can better understand why and how
villagers in some places versus others have benefited from land development in a more
fair, equal, and sustainable fashion, felt more satisfied with the results, and more
effectively resolved conflicts through rule-based negotiations.

In an effort to answer this question, I conducted an in-depth comparative study in
two villages: Prosperity Village in Hunan Province and Green Village in Guangdong
Province, against a general background of land development and its impact on Chinese
villages. Collecting and analyzing a combination of archival, ethnographic, and interview
data, I argue the key to understanding the puzzle is twofold. First is whether communal
organizations manage important collective assets and make important public decisions
that motivate villagers to be concerned about their common interests, with organizations
structured in a way to encourage and enable villagers to get involved in village public life.
Villagers who are equal shareholders of a genuine collective economic organization are
likely to have incentives and opportunities to participate in this organization and village
affairs in general.

Second is whether, in the process of engagement encouraged by the communal
organizations, villagers have built necessary infrastructure and cultivated a mindset to
facilitate their future political participation. Motivated villagers come together and forge
an interwoven communal network that helps diffuse information and aggregate interests.
In a political environment that discourages citizen participation, they need formal
institution building at the local level to facilitate their own participation. In the process, if
a civic mindset has emerged, for example, embracing universalism, fair procedures, and

justice for all, villagers are more likely to resort to political participation to strive for
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collective interests and settle disputes, rather than rely on individual action and
opportunistic behavior. I call these three aspects—interwoven communal networks,
empowering formal institutions, and civic mindsets—civic solidarity. Civic solidarity is a
type of solidarity that is based on universalistic values and principles, most importantly,
inclusiveness, rules, and equal application. By contrast, particularistic solidarity often
gives preferential treatments based on close human relationships.

This research project sheds light on important questions of why and how, in a non-
democratic political system, some ordinary villagers can organize themselves, participate
in village decision-making, hold effective elections and select accountable leaders, and
engage in successful collective bargaining with the government to protect their collective
interests in land. It also addresses one of the most important economic, social, and
political issues in China—Iland development. Rapid and accelerating industrialization and
urbanization have encroached upon hundreds of millions of mu of farmland and produced
tens of millions of dispossessed villagers, with more in years to come. This undergoing
great transformation has already created and will bring about more social and political
challenges. Whether and how villagers can be beneficiaries rather than victims of this
process and resolve conflicts in non-violent ways will deeply affect not only rural welfare,

but also fundamental social and political order in China.
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Chapter One

Introduction

On a hot summer afternoon in 2008, a township official I’d met through mutual
friends took me to Prosperity Village, located in the outskirts of Tianxin District,
Changsha City, the capital of Hunan Province in China. Before the trip, I made it clear
that I wanted to study a village close to a major city where land was profitable and arable
land was being converted for industrial and commercial use. In Hunan Province, as in
most other Chinese provinces, such transformation was carried out by government land
expropriation. As a large number of scholarly articles and media reports show, land
expropriation has brought about widespread grievances, having become the biggest
source of social unrest in China. I had an agenda in mind to study villagers’ behavior in
land development. Why was the land development dominated by the government? If it
was through land expropriation, how did the village negotiate with the government on
land compensation? How was the compensation distributed among villagers? How did
villagers feel about the expropriation and compensation? How did they resolve disputes?
I knew the village committee was supposed to represent the village in negotiations with
the government. Some municipal government regulations were in place on how to
calculate the compensation. But I did not know how these general rules were applied in a
village.

Before I was properly introduced to the village party secretary and village
committee head, I was shocked to see a woman rolling around on the floor in the village

committee office, crying and shouting. Later, I was told her villagers' group had deprived



her family, the Kun family, of 301,000 yuan in land compensation. Their hukou
(household registration status) was registered here, so by law the seven people in her
family should have had equal rights to land compensation. But their villagers’ group
defined them as “outsiders,” because their family had moved here in 1984. I was a little
surprised to find out land compensation here was quite high. But what greatly puzzled me
was how a villagers’ group could deprive people of their legally equal entitlement to land
compensation, a general principle upheld by the government. What was the standard?
Who made the decision and how?

In the next few months, I observed how the village committee negotiated with the
government on land compensation. Village cadres wanted to get more compensation from
the government. However, if there was significant conflict between villagers” demand
and the government’s offer, village cadres almost always conceded to the government
because villagers could not coordinate collective action and put effective pressure on
them. The village committee kept a portion of the land compensation for village
resettlement and gave the rest to villagers’ groups in proportion to the amount of land
they contributed to the land expropriation. Each villagers’ group then divided up the
compensation fee equally among its members. Negotiations between the village
committee and the villagers’ group committee were often chaotic, and there were almost
always secretively cut deals. Villagers were not able to monitor either village cadres or
group leaders. When a land-compensation fee was finally going to be equally distributed
to all villagers’ group members, villager’s conventions were held, and some individuals
and households were singled out by their fellow villagers to be ineligible for

compensation because they were “outsiders” despite their legal hukou status. Although



villagers could not coordinate their action and motivate village cadres and village
representatives to fight for higher land compensation from the government, they still
wanted more money for themselves and effectively bullied some villagers to satisfy
individualistic purposes. In Prosperity Village, I could see mistrust among villagers,
insecurity about their own fair treatment, and general complaints even with good
compensation by objective standards. Villagers could not effectively coordinate
collective action. Instead they frequently undercut one another and failed to produce
better results benefiting all. Rules were not respected, and people often resorted to
opportunism. Tension was high not only between the government and the village, but
also among villagers themselves, and such tension often led to violence.

My experience in Prosperity Village could not have been more different from what I
had observed several months before in Green Village, a village in Nanhai District,
Foshan City, Pearl River Delta, Guangdong Province. Although still called a village,
farming had stopped 15 to 20 years earlier. A friend of mine introduced me to a retired
collective enterprise manager who had rich local knowledge and deep social connections.
After listening to my research interests in village governance and villagers’ behavior in
land development, he took me to his own village, Green Village, and showed me around.
I was surprised to discover colorful posters in the village instead of the commonly seen
government slogans and red banners. These posters were about some land controversies
hurting villagers’ common interests and various campaign materials on village elections.
Some of them targeted corruption and betrayal of villagers’ interests by the village
administration, and some of them were the village administration’s response to the

allegations. The most impressive posters were color-printed ones and comic strips, urging



Green villagers to participate in elections and uphold fair procedures to elect genuine
representatives of their collective interests.

On May 8, 2008, election day, I stayed in Green Village and chatted with villagers
outside the village administration office after they voted. Voting was quiet and orderly.
Anonymity was well protected. Although government officials were present,
representatives from Green Village were also overseeing the ballot boxes. When people
gathered outside, they talked freely and openly about the importance of participating in
the election—keeping Green villagers together against anyone who might violate their
collective interests in land, whether it was the government who wanted to take land away
for development or corrupt village leaders who rented collective land at low prices.

In the afternoon, the election results were announced. Three candidates whom Green
villagers favored were elected. The excited new leaders announced they would make a
plan to increase Green villagers’ collective benefits. They would deal with the
accumulated problems within the village. They would promote an open and transparent
decision-making process that every Green villager could see and make inquiries about.

At that time, I already knew that since the early 1990s, villagers in the Pearl River
Delta had voluntarily formed collective economic organizations called rural shareholding
cooperatives to rent out collective land and distribute profits to their members. Green
villagers often talked about their Green Village Shareholding Cooperative—how the
collective welfare would be increased through improving its performance, fending off
influences from higher levels of government, and holding the cooperative managers

accountable.



Elections were not the only type of collective effort Green villagers made to fulfill
their goals. To my surprise, villagers, who are often thought of as lacking modern skills,
had hired an audit firm to get a professional report on the shareholding cooperative’s
finances. They had also resorted to traditional “mass participation” channels of
petitioning the government. They had tried to impeach an irresponsible village head.
Only after these activities failed did they become determined to organize a successful
election campaign to change the personnel of the Green Village administration, who were
automatically the managers of the Green Shareholding Cooperative.

In contrast to what I witnessed a few months later in Prosperity Village, where
people generally were so uneasy and disappointed even after receiving a big sum in land
compensation, most Green villagers were upbeat. There was trust among villagers and
between them and the newly elected leaders. They believed they would have a better
tomorrow, a common future. They took great pride in this commitment to the common
good and valued collaboration with each other. They felt good about participating in
village public affairs and being able to produce positive results through collective effort
and establishing fair rules.

Green Village and Prosperity Village provide us with a stark contrast of individual
behavior and collective action when the community is under threat and major collective
interests are involved in land development. Green villagers participated in routine and
contentious politics to fight for common interests from land rental. In both electoral and
non-electoral activities, a Green Village-wide voluntary cooperation could be observed.

Young leaders, old-time activists,' and concerned ordinary villagers had a division of

! By “old-time activists,” I mean those villagers who had led or actively participated in village affairs in the
collective-farming era from the 1950s to 1980s.



labor in collective action, organized campaigns, and upheld a transparent and fair election.
By contrast, when the government expropriated land from Prosperity Village,
opportunistic behavior was common. Prosperity villagers were not able to select
trustworthy representatives and hold effective collective bargaining with the government,
although they could potentially receive higher compensation from land expropriation
through collective efforts that could benefit all villagers.

However, the overarching formal institutional arrangements for Green Village and
Prosperity Village are similar. On land expropriation, they faced the same national land
management law, which grants the government mandatory power.” But the local
governments in the two different places equipped with similar development schemes
were propelled to deal with land development in different ways. Although it also wanted
to take land resources under its own control, the Nanhai district government expected
strong and effective resistance from Green Village and other villages. As a result, now it
reserves land expropriation for genuine public projects, such as roads and bridges. For
other profit-generating projects, the governments in Nanhai usually hold back and let
villagers rent land to them. For a few projects they highly value, the governments try to
persuade villagers and promote a voluntary-based program of cooperation with the

villages in land development, instead of completely cutting off villagers’ connection with

? According to PRC Constitution and Land Management Law, the government is entitled to expropriate
land for public interests with compensation. See PRC Constitution, Article 10 and Land Management Law
Article 2. “FEZ N T ARG AT ZL, AT UK R E X L1 AT AR sl B AE F O 48 T A .
But the range of land expropriation has gone far beyond clearly defined public interests. In fact, if anyone
outside of a rural community wants to use farmland for non-agricultural use, the same Land Management
Law requires that land must be expropriated by the government first. Land Management Law, Article 43.
AR AL NBEAT R B, T B i, 2R S A s AT KT BRI Hf
TR FH % A b B4 [ R B A 1) L A0 [ SRAE O s T A REEAR AT 1 .



land.” By contrast, the Tianxin district government successfully expropriated land from
Prosperity and other nearby villages, although it had to pay increasingly higher
compensation and found it increasingly hard to fulfill its mission peacefully.

Both Green and Prosperity had collective land ownership and held village elections
every three years. But Green villagers had benefited significantly from the collective land
rental business, and elections had become the most important weapon for them to use to
protect their collective interests against government influence and corrupt leaders. In
Prosperity, however, collective land ownership had been dormant since farmland had
been distributed to individual households prior to recent government land expropriation.
The township government tightly controlled elections at the village committee level.
Elections at the villagers’ group committee level were a stage to display fights between
different interest factions and were far from the purpose of selecting representatives for
the common good.

Why had the same legal framework and overarching institutions set up by the
government led to such dramatically different results in Green and Prosperity? Why did
Green villagers engage in electoral and non-electoral politics to guard the community and
strive for the collective interests, whereas Prosperity villagers defected to opportunism
for private ends at the cost of the common good and other community members? Where
huge interests and conflicts were present, brought about by active land development, why
did political behavior to fight for land interests and resolve disputes differ? My
dissertation tries to answer this question: What makes people take part in community-

based political participation as opposed to individual action and opportunism? By

3 In 2005, the Nanhai District Government made a new policy of “constructing common interests with the

villagers (F4 4% IR A 25 £t [F] 44).”



answering this question, we can better understand why and how villagers in some places
versus others have benefited from land development in a more fair, equal, and sustainable
fashion, felt more satisfied with the results, and more effectively resolved conflicts
through rule-based negotiations.

The key to understanding the puzzle, I argue, is twofold. First is whether communal
organizations manage important collective assets and make important public decisions
that motivate villagers to be concerned about their common interests, with organizations
structured in a way to encourage and enable villagers to get involved in village public life.
Villagers who are equal shareholders of a genuine collective economic organization are
likely to have incentives and opportunities to participate in this organization and village
affairs in general.

Second is whether, in the process of engagement encouraged by the communal
organizations, villagers have built necessary infrastructure and cultivated a mindset to
facilitate their future political participation. Motivated villagers come together and forge
an interwoven communal network that helps diffuse information and aggregate interests.
In a political environment that discourages citizen participation, they need formal
institution building at the local level to facilitate their own participation. In the process, if
a civic mindset has emerged, for example, embracing universalism, fair procedures, and
justice for all, villagers are more likely to resort to political participation to strive for
collective interests and settle disputes, rather than rely on individual action and
opportunistic behavior. I call these three aspects—interwoven communal networks,
empowering formal institutions, and civic mindsets—civic solidarity. Civic solidarity is a

type of solidarity that is based on universalistic values and principles, most importantly,



inclusiveness, rules, and equal application. By contrast, particularistic solidarity often
gives preferential treatments based on close human relationships. I will define and further
elaborate on the concept of civic solidarity later in the chapter.

This research project sheds light on important questions of why and how, in a non-
democratic political system, some ordinary villagers can organize themselves, participate
in village decision-making, hold effective elections and select accountable leaders, and
engage in successful collective bargaining with the government to protect their collective
interests in land. It also addresses one of the most important economic, social, and
political issues in China—Iland development. Rapid and accelerating industrialization and
urbanization have encroached upon hundreds of millions of mu of farmland and produced
tens of millions of dispossessed villagers, with more in years to come.* This undergoing
great transformation has already created and will bring about more social and political
challenges. Whether and how villagers can be beneficiaries rather than victims of this
process and resolve conflicts in non-violent ways will deeply affect not only rural welfare,

but also fundamental social and political order in China.

Development of Rural Collective Land in the City Qutskirts and Its Impact on
Villagers

Land development by itself is a comprehensive and complicated concept. It involves
a variety of practices and procedures.” My dissertation will not try to give an answer to
all different types of land development, but rather will focus on land development in the

outskirts of major cities, brought about by industrialization and urbanization. This

* 1 mu = 1/15 hectare (roughly 1/6 acre or 666.67 m?)
> For more information on categorizations of land by function and different types of land expropriation,
please refer to Appendix A.



research project is partly driven by my own long-term interest in rural communities and
how they respond to state and market forces. Compared with urban centers and remote
villages, suburban communities provide some of the best locations to observe this process.
The other reason for studying the city outskirts is that land development is currently most
active in these places. Remodeling the urban core areas is costly and slow. Land in

remote rural areas is not profitable. What drives Chinese local governments’ development
schemes has often become a mode of building infrastructure and expanding the city limits.
The government expropriates land from suburban villages and puts the use rights up for
bid to earn a huge amount of cash to keep the urbanization process rolling. It is no

wonder that in recent years almost all Chinese local governments have participated in a
real-estate-development frenzy. On the other hand, local villagers also know how
profitable their land is and want to share in the benefits. Inevitably, the city outskirts have
become a hotbed of social unrest sparked by land development.

In recent decades, few policies and practices other than land development have
caused such enormous economic, social, and political changes in China. Based on the
numbers provided in an official publication by the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences,
an estimated 60 to 70 million Chinese villagers have been dispossessed from their
farmland, each year around 3 million more villagers lose land access, and the total
number will reach 110 million by 2030.° These numbers are consistent with other
scholarly estimates (Chuang 2014; Hsing 2010; Wang 2007). More than 100 million mu
of collective land have been taken away through land expropriation (Ho and Lin 2004;

Hsing 2010). On the one hand, land development has generated large profits and

® According to the 2011 Report on Chinese Urban Development published by the Chinese Academy of
Social Sciences (2011), 40—50 million Chinese villagers were dispossessed by 2011. Each year is expected
to see an increase of three million, reaching 110 million in 2030.
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contributed to the acceleration of industrial and urban development (Ho 2017; Zhou
2007). But on the other hand, it has created deep controversies about how to distribute the
profits and has become the biggest source of social unrest since the mid-2000s (Liu 2012;
Yu 2009).

Land grabs and the social grievances and conflicts they cause have been an
important topic of studies and debates among students of China (Cai 2003; Guo 2001; Ho
2001, 2005; Hsing 2010; O'Brien and Li 2006). They have also attracted intense media
coverage and discussions among the general public. Facing the serious challenges of
social and political instability, the Chinese central government has put strong pressure on
local governments to implement better practices and to control contentious social
incidents. To deal with the pressure on containing social unrest and the increasing cost of
land compensation, in recent years, some local governments have innovated a preemptive
strategy through hukou reform. They first converted villagers’ agricultural hukou to urban
residency, deprived them of legal claim to rural collective land, and ultimately
expropriated collectively owned land to state-owned land. This “bureaucratic absorption”
achieved the governmental goal of peaceful land expropriation but often threw
dispossessed farmers into an unfamiliar urban life without a sufficient safety net or stable
employment (Chuang 2014). The force behind this type of hukou reform for the purpose
of land transfer is often a powerful alliance among agrarian capital, urban capital, and
local governments (Zhan 2017).

Although in most government land expropriations, villagers are paid off with a one-
time compensation fee and cut off from their land, in some villages, people have engaged

in effective collective bargaining with the government and fended off its land-
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expropriation initiatives. They have steadily held onto some collective land, run a strong
collective economy, and devised institutional arrangements for villagers to enjoy the
profits from land development in more or less sustaining and equal ways.
Industrialization and urbanization driven by villages on their collectively owned land is
an outstanding characteristic of the Pearl River Delta Model, or “the Guangdong Model
of Urbanisation” (Chung and Unger 2013). During the era of market-reform
experimentation in the 1980s, villages in the Pear]l River Delta managed to negotiate with
the government and retain a portion of their land for village collective economic
development. Starting in Nanhai and quickly spreading to the entire region—most
prominently in Shenzhen, Guangzhou, Dongguan, and Foshan—villagers pooled their
household leased farmland into a new type of collective economic organization called the
rural shareholding cooperative. The cooperatives rent out land and use the profits to
provide villagers with cash dividends and public goods and services in relatively even
distribution (Chan, Madsen, and Unger 2009; Chung and Unger 2013; Hsing 2010; Saich
and Hu 2012).

Note that the new rural shareholding cooperative in the Pearl River Delta is not a
Maoist collective organization. Villagers first received leased farmland under the
Household Responsibility System in the early 1980s and quickly consolidated their land
into the cooperative for the purpose of collecting much higher industrial and commercial
rental. This voluntary and semi-contract-based collective economy is different from the
Southern Jiangsu (sunan) Model. Huaxi Village, as an outstanding case of this model, did
not implement the Household Responsibility System in the 1980s. The collective

organization has continuously and firmly controlled all village assets, including land. The
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same strong village leadership has dominated the village collective, with little input from
villagers. Although Huaxi villagers benefit materially from the collective, this practice is
a continuation from the Maoist period with a mandatory nature (Zhou 2006). The Pearl
River Delta Model of land development is mostly land rental to enterprises not owned by
the village, whereas the Southern Jiangsu Model is mostly driven by township and village
enterprises (TVEs) that operate on collectively owned land. “Local state corporatism” is a
concept developed to explain the rapid economic growth from the late 1980s to mid-
1990s, most prominently in southern Jiangsu (O1 1992, 1999). Although most TVEs have
been bankrupt or privatized since the late 1990s, some villages still manage to control
their land and keep strong collective economies.

Land development has deeply affected villages and villagers but produced very
different outcomes, with some turning into beneficiaries and some becoming victims.
Thus, we need a systematic analysis to understand why different paradigms of interest
distribution and conflict resolution have been in place. In most villages, people received
one-time land compensation, often distributed compensation fees unequally among
themselves, and likely sought confrontational means to address grievances. By contrast,
why, in some cases and places under land development, have villagers received more fair
treatment from the government, distributed land profits among themselves more equally,
developed sustainable means of wealth generation from their land, and settled disputes
through collective bargaining? In an effort to answer this question, I conduct a
comparative study of Prosperity Village in Hunan Province and Green Village in
Guangdong Province, against a general background of land development and its impact

on Chinese villages. In villages where active land development is underway, especially in
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the city outskirts, decisions about land are usually the most important decisions in village
governance. Who can participate in the decision-making process and how the decisions
are made largely determine the outcomes. If villagers actively participate in village public
affairs and organize effective collective bargaining, they are more likely to receive fairer
and more equal distribution of land profits. By contrast, if villagers cannot coordinate
collective action, and instead rely on individual actions to advance personal interests,
they are less likely to fend off the government or treat fellow villagers equally. Thus, a
main puzzle leading to better understandings of different results from land development
is villagers’ political behavior—why and how people in some villages can effectively

take part in political participation.

Definition and Scope of Political Participation

A classic definition of political participation is “those activities by private citizens
that are more or less directly aimed at influencing the selection of governmental
personnel and/or the actions they take” (Verba and Nie 1972, p. 2). This definition
implies democracy where citizen participation takes place. However, in an authoritarian
society, is political participation possible? If the answer is yes, in such a society, where
neither the totalitarian paradigm of suppressing any interest articulation nor the
democratic paradigm of civic engagement and popular election to set agendas and make
decisions can apply, what forms of political participation exist?

Verba and Nie’s (1972) definition of political participation is very loose, which is
understandable in a democratic context. Civic voluntarism in various forms can be

considered political participation. However, this definition can raise several concerns.

14



First, changing the actions of the government is not sufficient to be considered political
participation. We often see patron-client relations changing government decisions to
advance private interests. The common good should be an ingredient of political
participation. Second, participants need to have clear intentions to change governmental
actions or policies. Pure individual bargains cannot be considered political participation.
Third, political participation under democracy often means political behavior within or
around existing institutions. Challenging behavior is excluded. However, routine and
contentious politics do not have entrenched borders. The latter often grow out of and
often transform the former (McAdam 1999). In my research, I found that routine and
contentious politics are not mutually exclusive but highly correlated. Those people who
are willing and able to participate in routine politics tend to engage more in contentious
politics. In China, protest often serves the purpose of routine politics when elections are
not functional (Perry 2009).

Compared with democratic countries, defining political participation in China is
challenging—whether it exists and what counts. Starting from a perspective of
democratic contexts, many people may hesitate to use the term political participation in
China. For those who use it, their definition is often too loose, including many activities
that can hardly be called political participation. In his classic study, James Townsend

)’7 (13

defines political participation as “execution of Party policies,”’ “popular political action
supporting a supreme, unified national interest as defined solely by the Communist

Party,” and “possibly guided involvement in the implementation of political decisions” (p.

7 Some other important differences exist as well. Political participation in China “emphasizes direct contact
between cadres and masses,” “emphasizes the quality and morality of political leaders, rather than legal and
institutionalized popular controls,” and “recognizes no theoretical limits to the extension of demands for
political activity and no private obligations that can take precedent over public ones” (Townsend 1967, p.
3-4).
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3-6). His definition is clearly too broad and encompasses many political activities that we
may instead call “mass mobilization.” The voluntary basis of participation is questionable.
The fact that Townsend often used the term “mass” implies that a core characteristic of
political participation as civic voluntarism was not met.

Tianjian Shi’s (1997) definition was inspired by the seven-nation comparative
studies by Verba, Nie, and Kim (1978) and modified to suit the Chinese context. He
defined political participation as “activities by private citizens aimed at influencing the
actual results of governmental policy” (p. 21). Two characteristics of the original
definition by Verba and Nie (1972) were dropped. For Shi, political participation does
not need to be “legal.” It does not need to change government policy itself, but only its
impact. Shi’s study excluded many mass-mobilization activities in Townsend’s (1967)
study and thus better answered the question of the voluntary basis of political
participation. But he included many types of individual-based interest-articulation
behavior that relied on patron-client relationships and had a very limited range of
beneficiaries. Although group-based activities are not indispensable for political
participation, individual behavior with both individualistic means and ends, especially
bribery and corruption, can hardly be called political participation.

Burns provided a more balanced definition of political participation in China:
“activity by private citizens designed to influence public affairs. The concept includes
attempts to influence both the formulation and the implementation of policy” (1988, p. 9).
This definition is a balance between Townsend’s (1967) narrower definition of public
affairs as those having an impact on the entire community and Shi’s (1997) broader

definition of influence on government policy results to include those only benefiting

16



some individuals. Burns considers political activities initiated by individual interests—
but having an impact beyond individuals on the wider community—to be political
participation. Another difficult issue to deal with is the voluntary nature of political
participation. Burns allows those political activities persuaded by village cadres to be
counted as long as they are not coerced.

For my own study, I adopt Verba and Nie’s (1972) definition of political
participation but limit the scope to community-based voluntary cooperation. First, a
community that can cooperate is by no means conflict free, but community members can
at least achieve a commitment to the common good, which does not benefit some
individuals while inevitably coming at the cost to others. Second, although I include
individual activities in my study, I pay more attention to group-based interest articulation
and treat these individual activities as an expression of division of labor in cooperation
for collective interests. Third, both routine and contentious political activities are
considered political participation aimed at changing governmental personnel and
influencing policy formation and implementation. Fourth, I will examine political
participation through the analytical lens of three aspects: collective action, rule-

abidingness, and outcome assessment and perception.

A Civic Perspective on Political Participation

Why do people engage in public affairs and get involved in political participation?
This question is critical for democracy and governance. In a broad sense, scholars have
tried to answer it from three major perspectives: rational choice, historical

institutionalism, and a civic perspective that is often called Neo-Durkheimian or Neo-
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Tocquevillian. Historical institutionalists examine institutional development over a long
period of time and treat politics and policy as more than the receiving end of the civil
society, even in a democratic context. The behavior of societal actors should be studied as
an outcome of the opportunities provided by institutional arrangements, which are often
products of previous organized conflicts and struggles (Skocpol and Fiorina 1999). Rich
historical analyses help us understand individual behavior as constrained by institutions
without much focus on individual incentives, which are a major concern of rational
choice theories. Rational individuals do not voluntarily engage in political participation,
which is a public good. Selective incentives are necessary to solve the dilemma of
collective action (Olson 1965). This view has been criticized as treating political
participation merely as a means and not as ends (Verba and Nie 1972).

From a civic perspective, individual incentives have a normative aspect, which is
rooted in a social context. Thus, studies in this school often explain political participation
through examining both the social-structural factors and how they change individual
motivation and capacity. Verba and Nie (1972) first proposed a model of socio-economic
status determining participation through the intervening effects of civic attitudes,
including a sense of efficacy, psychological involvement, and a feeling of obligation.
This model was built from previous studies on civic culture (Almond and Verba 1963)
and was later developed into a civic voluntarism model, including resource, engagement,
and recruitment (Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995).

In recent years, perhaps no one has sparked more discussions and debate than Robert
Putnam (1993, 2000, 2002) in explaining political participation and democratic

governance from a civic tradition. He brought together two schools of thought—civic
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associations as a pillar of American democracy observed by Alexis de Tocqueville (2000)
and the social capital theory of James Coleman (1990)—and proposed to understand
democracy and governance through citizens’ engagement and participation driven by
their social capital. Putnam argued that participating in civic associations in a wide range
of forms helps individuals grow social capital—social networks, norms of reciprocity,
and trust—that leads to voluntary cooperation, political participation, and better
democratic government. He used this theory to explain why regional governments in
northern Italy, immersed in a long tradition of civic associations and communities, are
more responsive and effective than their counterparts in southern Italy, although they
have the same formal institutional design (Putnam 1993). Later, Putnam applied the same
theory in “Bowling Alone” to suggest democracy in America may be in trouble because
civic engagement and social capital have declined since the 1960s (Putnam 2000).

One of Putnam’s (1993) biggest contributions is to marry the theories of social
capital (Coleman 1990) and social networks (Granovetter 1973, 1985) with a long-
existing Tocquevillian tradition. He focuses on social capital more than individual
attributes, as a concept to describe groups, communities, and nations. He looks beyond
well-studied organizations—political parties, unions, and churches—and directs our
attention to the civic and potentially political influence of secondary associations, such as
choral societies, bird-watching clubs, and bowling leagues. But his lumping together of
various organizations, networks, and norms and calling all of them social capital has its
drawbacks. Discerning individual behavior from structural forces is difficult. Even more
problematic is the blurred line between cause and effect. Does engagement bring about

social capital, or does social capital push for engagement? Or are they practically the
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same thing? Putnam’s answers are ambiguous (Putnam 2000). The ambiguity is partially
caused by his ad hoc definition of social capital, defined by its social effect. His use of
the path dependence theory—the civic communities in northern Italy have better political
and economic development because they are rooted in better political and economic
traditions—has been criticized as “logical circularity” (Portes 1998). For empirical
studies on American democracy, whether social capital has significantly declined is still
highly debatable, and if so, for what reason and with what effect on democracy and
governance (Levi 1996; Rosenstone and Hansen 1993; Skocpol 1996; Skocpol and
Fiorina 1999; Skocpol 2003; Tarrow 1996).

Ample evidence shows that some social networks, norms of reciprocity, and trust
have contributed to democratic participation and governance. However, are they all
beneficial? Although Putnam did not make such statements, his theories strongly suggest
so. His lack of typology obscures important theoretical distinctions among different types
of networks, norms, and trust. Some are beneficial. Some are neutral. Some are even
counterproductive. Network structures and people’s mindsets play important roles in
deciding individual political behavior and the kind of government they have. Some
networks, mindsets, and institution building are driven by universalistic values and
principles—inclusive, rule-based, and equal-—and facilitate members’ political
participation and produce better government and governance. Some networks, such as
patron-clientelism, nurtured by particularistic values and principles, such as
exclusiveness, favoritism, and treating people differently based on personal relationships,
undermine civic engagement and political participation. Particularistic social capital

harms generalized trust, generalized norms of reciprocity, and voluntary cooperation

20



beyond a small group of special interests. Particularistic networks and mindsets can
undermine economic innovations, democratic development, and social tranquility
(Gambetta 1993; Greif 1994; Hardin 1995; Kaufman 2002; Levi 1996; Ostrom 1997,
Portes 1998; Rosenstone and Hansen 1993).

Like networks, organizations are varied. If we are convinced that civic virtue and
civic involvement are important to democracy, we need to carefully examine different
kinds of civic organizations. Some may encourage democratic participation. Some may
undermine democracy. And some are simply insignificant. To understand how they work,
organizational analyses of their structures, goals, and operations are necessary. If civic
life is in decline, what kinds of organizations are responsible and in what ways?
Empirically, did lower attendance in bowling leagues and dinner parties lead to civic
decline and less political participation in America? Skocpol (Skocpol 1996; Skocpol and
Fiorina 1999; Skocpol 2003) argued that, rather than these small groups, broad-gauged,
cross-class voluntary federations are the civic pillars of American democracy. These
membership organizations have declined and have been replaced by professionally
managed advocacy groups, which she suggests is why American democracy could be in
trouble.

A fundamental challenge to Putnam’s (1993) lump-sum approach to organizations
and associations is the assumption he makes between individuals’ social and political life.
The linkage should be treated as an important research question to explore rather than an
assumption that what is good in the former has positive effects on the latter. Some
associations, such as soccer clubs, that are very important in their members’ social life

may not directly motivate and enable them for civic involvement and political
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participation. If a civic organization plays an important role in democracy, it is because it
provides incentives and opportunities that facilitate its members to transform from social

actors to participating citizens.

Communal Organization and Political Participation

After his visit to America in 1831, Tocqueville (2000) noted that some principal
pillars of a democratic republic in the United States were laws, religion, and mores.
Residents of New England townships actively participated in local public life, formed
various associations, and made important decisions regarding themselves. Individualistic
Americans cooperated and associated with one other through the doctrine of “self-interest
well understood.” Such mores, or habits of the heart, are a crucial feature of American
democracy. Although Tocqueville pointed out such associations could take different
forms, the examples he enumerated went beyond private life and leisure-time social
activities. They linked individuals to public affairs with important decisions to make and
consequences to bear.

Many scholars have had doubts about whether “hobby clubs” (Verba and Nie 1972),
“lifestyle enclaves” (Bellah et al. 1985), and “loose connections” (Wuthnow 1998) can
really facilitate civic engagement. These organizations and social ties are often
homogenous, single-stranded, and casual. They may have important roles in a member’s
private life, but they are too thin to connect them to the public life. What I observed in
my fieldwork is that if a communal organization makes important public decisions about
its members’ core interests and has a structure of promoting members’ equal status and

encouraging their input, it provides incentives and opportunities for their civic
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involvement and political participation. Such organizations and social ties are often
multi-stranded, strong, and link members’ private and public lives. They provide formal
and informal channels for villagers to participate in public decision-making and to hold
leaders accountable in village governance. In addition to moral obligations and informal
accountability that “solidary groups” hold on village leaders to provide public goods
(Tsai 2007), these organizations serve as a platform for villagers to not only develop
communal solidarity, but to also facilitate effective political participation and formal
accountability.

One of the most important public decisions about individuals’ core interests is
economic, with its incentive structures and outcomes heavily influenced by property-
rights structures. Property rights comprise a bundle of rights.® Clearly defined property
rights and regular exercise not only help encourage investment, lower transaction costs,
and improve efficiency, but also bring about clear rules and expectations regarding
decision-making. Thus, coordinating individual requests and formulating a common goal
is easier. Organization members also better understand how to cooperate and lower the
chance of conflict. If communal organizations control important economic resources with
well-defined property-rights structures, members are motivated to influence
organizational decisions with clear rules to follow.

In rural China, the most important collective assets are collective enterprises and
land. Currently, the significance of land is even more prominent, because most collective

enterprises have dissolved since the late 1990s. After agricultural decollectivization and

¥ The bundle of rights is defined as “(i) the right to receive the residual after all other inputs have been paid
contractual amounts, (ii) the right, however qualified, to terminate or revise the membership of the team
(i.e., the possessor of these rights is a central party to a set of bilateral contracts), and (iii) the right to sell
those rights specified under (i) and (ii)” (Furubotn and Pejovich 1972, p. 1148).
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the implementation of the Household Responsibility System in the early 1980s, an
ambiguous structure of rural land rights has emerged. Rural farmland is nominally owned
by the collective but regularly used by village households. In most Chinese villages today,
collective organizations do not actively control land or other important resources
villagers are truly concerned about. The ambiguous land rights also make it hard to have
clear rules and expectations about how to make decisions regarding collective land. By
contrast, in some places, most prominently the Pearl River Delta Model and the Southern
Jiangsu Model, highly valuable land is both owned and used by village collective
economic organizations. Villagers have strong incentives to influence their land
management. How these collective organizations are structured—voluntarily formed
cooperatives with pooled land in the Pearl River Delta versus collectivized organizations
continued from the Maoist era that are often coupled with authoritarian leadership in
southern Jiangsu—Ilargely determines whether motivated villagers have a platform to
engage in village public decision-making.

Green Village Rural Shareholding Cooperative in Green Village manages the
collective land. It is a strong collective economic organization governed by villagers
autonomous from the government. It rents land to industrial and commercial investors
and distributes the profits to Green villagers. Each villager is an equal shareholder who
receives annual cash dividends and is paid by the cooperative for his or her medical
insurance, pensions, education, and so on. The cooperative has a dual collective
economic and political structure, also being the village administration to govern and
provide public goods. Taking on government administration tasks has not been the

mission of the cooperative, and the government does not have control over its personnel
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and management. This collective economic organization, founded in 1994, is the
registered owner and user of collective land, the most important collective asset. Green
villagers have had strong interests in holding the cooperative accountable, maximizing
profits, and having a fair and transparent procedure of dividends and welfare distribution.
As equal shareholders, they are entitled to participate in the collective organization,
which provides them with opportunities to engage in village public affairs.

By contrast, Prosperity Village has no such strong and autonomous communal
organization. The village committee is seen as the owner of collective land, but collective
land ownership has been dormant since farmland was leased to households. Although
they do not own their farmland, individual households have had full use rights. Due to the
ill-defined property rights of land and the lack of other significant collective assets
related to their lives, Prosperity villagers have had little interest in collective
organizations or village public affairs since the 1980s. Although the village committee
had several small factories in the 1980s and 1990s, their profits were not part of villagers’
life, but were used to pay the village cadres and carry out administrative missions. The
village committee’s most important tasks are government designated, and the government
closely oversees village elections. Without motivation or an organizational platform,
Prosperity villagers have not engaged in village public life for over two decades.

All Chinese villages have collective organizations, which by law are supposed to be
governed by and for villagers. In reality, do such organizations truly represent villagers’
interests and encourage their engagement? When it comes to the competing forces
between the government and villagers, almost all local governments want to control such

organizations to fulfill their administrative tasks and exert social control. Thus, what
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makes a difference in contributing to local variations is whether villagers have incentives
and capacities to use these organizations for their common interests and, as a
consequence, to fend off government control. Detailed organizational analyses of their
goals/tasks, personnel and structure, and resources and performance evaluation can reveal
whose input into these organizations is more important, whose interests they represent,
and whether they can facilitate villagers’ political participation.

Communal organizations and the collective assets they manage give villagers
incentives and opportunities for political involvement. But this potential alone is not
enough. People also need to build infrastructure, including informal networks and formal
institutions, that facilitates inclusive and rule-based participation. In this process,
people’s mindsets also change, developing understandings and preferences for
universalistic values and principles against individualistic and particularistic interests.
These three aspects—informal networks, formal institutions, and civic mindsets
influenced by universalism—are the key components of what I call civic solidarity. Civic
solidarity, as I will discuss in detail below, promotes voluntary cooperation and effective

political participation.

Civic Solidarity

Perhaps driven by similar concerns as Tocqueville, Durkheim (1984) also made the
observation that individualism is a defining feature of modern society. Unrestricted
individualism will cause societal decay, which leads to political authoritarianism and
paradoxically loss of individual freedom. Social solidarity, or in Tocqueville’s term

“mores,” is crucial in linking individuals to a functioning society. Organic solidarity,
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social bonds developed between diverse and autonomous individuals, is Durkheim’s
answer to the question of how to keep a modern society together. “Secondary
institutions” are an important means to cultivate the norms and bonds organic solidarity
requires.

Modernity poses a unique challenge—how to simultaneously maintain individual
independence and social connection. Very often, libertarian theorists put too much
emphasis on self-reliance, and those who study social solidarity associate it with
traditional society and value norms and collectivism over individuality. But both
autonomy and bonding are important to a modern society, and liberal democracy depends
on voluntary associations of free individuals. A new type of solidarity that links
individuality and commonality must exist. The value that this solidarity builds upon
cannot be particularism, which leads to results that undermine both freedom and broad
connection. Universalism is a core value of the type of solidarity I think is important in
bridging free individuals to society through civic engagement and political participation.

I define civic solidarity as solidarity based on a universalistic conception of
desirable social outcomes. Three components are essential: (1) individual commitment to
the common good, their embrace of universalistic values and principles, and attachment
and trust of fellow members; (2) interwoven communal networks that build bridges
connecting different groups in the community; and (3) effective formal institutions in
encouraging members’ civic engagement and facilitating social cooperation.

Two distinctions need to be addressed. First is the stark contrast between civic
solidarity and lack of solidarity. The latter is an individualistic scenario in which

individuals are atomized and isolated. No strong social ties and no commitment to the
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common interests exist. Second, civic solidarity differs from particularistic or “uncivic”
solidarity in that civic solidarity emphasizes universalism. Civic solidarity in its ideal
form is inclusive, rule based, and applies rules equally to members. It has no entrenched
boundaries based on certain characteristics to exclude some members and divide the
community into fragmented groups. Equally enforced rules have a central role in
members’ public lives and moral order. Particularistic solidarity emphasizes boundary,
the closeness of human relations rather than general rules, and often relies on patron-
client relations. Although it goes beyond complete self-interest and atomized individuals,
the scope of particularistic social bonds is narrow. Prior social interactions are a
prerequisite. Particularistic solidarity is often based on differentiated social relations and
particularized moral orders—treating family members and relatives more favorably than
others in the public domain—and keeps a closed boundary. In the following sections, I
will elaborate on three important aspects of civic solidarity: informal network, formal

institution, and civic mindset.

Informal Network

Individuals with incentives to engage in public affairs and influence public decisions
through collective action need to know how to reach out to one another, circulate
information, aggregate interests, and mobilize a large number of participants. These
reasons are why informal networks are important. In a community, an interwoven
network that supports universalistic values and inclusive actions is a key element of civic
solidarity. Unlike a network structure driven by particularism, such as patron-clientelism,

that emphasizes boundaries and tight social relations, an interwoven communal network
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is inclusive, reaching as many community members as possible. Traditional networks that
are built along family and kinship lines are often close-knit and hierarchically organized.
By contrast, an interwoven network cuts across different sub-divisions, and its members
are treated as more or less equal in status. An interwoven network often has bonding and
bridging ties, enhancing both intra-group and inter-group solidarity.” A wide-reaching
and cross-cutting communal network facilitates its members’ political participation. It
helps diffuse information, aggregate and articulate common interests, and recruit and
mobilize participants.

Since putting their collective land together in the Green Village Shareholding
Cooperative and using its profits to pay villagers back in cash dividends and welfare
provision, an interwoven communal network consisting of three groups has become
salient in Green Village public life. They are young entrepreneurs who rent collective
land to run small factories in the village, old-time activists who have been
enthusiastically involved in village affairs since the collective era and have a reputation
of being civic-minded, and ordinary villagers who are deeply concerned about the
cooperative and ready to join the collective effort. People of similar socio-economic
status, lifestyle, and thinking have naturally formed bonding ties, resulting in different
groups in the community. In the process of getting involved in the cooperative, these
three groups have also built bridging ties and connected people with diverse
characteristics to engage in public decision-making. Traditional village ties that are
fragmented and hierarchical, such as kinship and lineages, do not have an important role

in this interwoven communal network for public decisions. This network is cross-cutting,

? Bonding and bridging networks are two concepts Putnam (2000) uses to describe two types of social
capital. The former reinforces homogenous groups, and the latter encompasses diverse social cleavages.
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and its members have fairly equal footing. With different capacities, these three groups
have played different roles in Green Village public life. Young entrepreneurs have
emerged as leaders of the village. They are supported and counseled by old-time activists,
whose strong suit is connecting with other villagers and recruiting participants thanks to
ample time and good reputations. They are valuable in building bridges and establishing
trust between village leaders and concerned ordinary villagers.

Rather than an interwoven network made up of bonding and bridging ties, the
network structure in Prosperity Village is vertical, composed of patron-client relations.
The village network has a hierarchical structure of village cadres at the top, local
strongmen who serve as village representatives/villagers’ group committee leaders in the
middle, and ordinary villagers at the bottom. Village cadres, especially the village party
secretary, are the patron in the village and control access to public resources. In addition
to benefiting their families and friends, they cultivate local strongmen as their clients and
distribute resources to them. In exchange, local strongmen support village cadres in
keeping their positions and fulfilling administrative tasks. They in turn act as patrons to
their families, friends, and allies. Prosperity villagers are incorporated in this vertical
patron-client network. The patron provides special favors to the client, who supports the
patron when needed. Although in private life, horizontal ties among ordinary villagers
also exist, they only have a weak role in solving problems regarding their most important
interests in public life. When such matters as fighting for interests or settling disputes
come up, especially when they are related to public resources, villagers seek special
treatment along the hierarchical lines of the patron-client network, rather than reaching

out to fellow villagers. The results depend on their closeness to the patrons. Usually the
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closer the relationship is, the more special treatment they can get, which is often at the
cost of other villagers. This network structure hinders information diffusion and interest
aggregation at the village level. Prosperity villagers do not effectively cooperate with one

another or coordinate collective action for common interests.

Formal Institution

Individuals in an interwoven communal network know how to reach out to one other.
Furthermore, to have an impact on public affairs and local governance, changing its
personnel or influencing its decision-making, people also need institutions that facilitate
their political participation. They either rely on existing ones or have to build new
institutions and make new rules that encourage engagement and cooperation. The
facilitating institutions promote universalistic values and practices and encourage equal
and active participation of the community members. These institutions support civic
solidarity and provide incentives and platforms for community members to coordinate
collective action and strive for the common good.

In my study, I observed that three village institutions play especially important roles
in civic solidarity and villagers’ political behavior: village representative assemblies,
village governance information disclosure and accounting rules, and village elections.
Green villagers have worked hard to build these institutions and make new rules to
promote solidarity and encourage all members to engage in public life, cooperate with
each other, and express their common interests through political participation. By

contrast, Prosperity villagers have not been motivated to build new institutions. Thus,
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they are largely controlled by the government and its local agents. There is no platform to
bring villagers together and encourage them to participate in village affairs.

The Village Organic Law authorizes the village representative assembly to oversee
the village committee and important village decisions. But whether this assembly can
serve the purpose of encouraging villagers’ input and representing them to discuss and
make decisions about important village affairs varies locally, depending on how often
meetings are held, how meetings are convened, and how agendas are set. In Green
Village, village representatives genuinely care about their village and fellow villagers.
They have successfully set up rules and binding precedents about the assembly. They
meet at least once a month. They can convene meetings whenever important village
affairs arise. The representatives set the agenda. By contrast, in Prosperity Village,
village representatives come from the patron-client network. They meet twice a year only
to fulfill legal requirements. The meetings are convened only by the village committee
and often for the purpose of listening to village cadres’ speeches as required by the
township government.

All village administrations are legally required to reveal important information on
village affairs and village accounting to villagers. But how to disclose the information is
left to local discretion. Different village rules decide whether villagers can fully receive
important information. In Green Village, the village representative assembly has made
formal rules and set precedents that all important village affairs have to be discussed with
and approved by the assembly. Any decision and the discussion process must be posted
in the village bulletin board in a timely fashion. Three representatives are elected as the

village audit team, which can review the account books at any time. A certified
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accounting firm is hired to audit the village finances annually. By contrast, Prosperity
villagers know little about their village affairs and finances. The village committee only
sporadically posts notices with very vague information. The village party secretary
invited the village audit team. Auditing is only carried out every three years with scarce
details.

Village elections are one of the most important institutions of village self-
governance. Whether they are open, independent, and fair depends on the election rules.
One of the essential rules is about candidacy and the nomination process. If the rule
allows for the government to control the nomination of candidates, electing village
leaders who truly represent local interests is hard. As a result, villagers do not actively
participate or care about the results, because sense of efficacy is minimal. In Green
Village, villagers have pushed back against government nomination and instead hold one-
round open elections. This election rule convinces villagers the election is inclusive and
fair. They are equal, and each vote carries the same power. They also strongly believe
active participation can make a real change. By contrast, Prosperity villagers, who have
very limited collective assets, do not have strong incentives to fight the government and
set their own election rules. As a result, the government nominates official candidates for
the village administration. Villagers are accustomed to voting for these government-
endorsed candidates. They do not believe elections are open to all villagers or that they
can exert real influence. Ballots do not have equal power. For them, voting is more like

“mass mobilization” than genuine political participation.

Civic Mindset
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Civic mindset is a core aspect of civic solidarity. People with a civic mindset adopt
universalistic values and principles. They prefer inclusiveness and equal application of
rules to entrenched boundaries and special treatment based on social relations. Civic-
minded individuals choose to commit to the common good.'® They have generalized trust
in community members rather than limited trust in certain individuals or a fragment of
the members. People with a civic mindset are more willing to engage in public life and
cooperate with other members. Without third-party enforcement, voluntary cooperation is
a solution to the dilemma of collective action (Putnam 1993). Such individuals are more
likely to coordinate collective action effectively for political participation.

In the process of building infrastructure to guard their land interests, Green villagers
have begun to develop a preference for universalism, procedural justice, and distributive
justice. They dislike special favoritism from patron-client relations and advocate for
equal application of a set of rules to protect individual and collective interests. They
challenge traditional authority, ask for inclusion, and promote villagers’ civic
engagement. An aspiration is emerging for justice for all, whose conception of justice
encompasses both open and fair procedures as well as a more equal distribution of wealth
for all villagers.

By contrast, particularism is still the dominant principle and value in Prosperity
Village. Without shared collective interests, Prosperity villagers have seldom been
motivated to engage in village public life. Naturally, commitment to the common good is
minimal. Over the years, they have developed “uncivic” preferences for patron-

clientelism, opportunism, and individualism. Patron-clientelism is exclusive and based on

' This commitment to the common good is often called civic virtue, meaning “a steady recognition and
pursuit of the public good at the expense of all purely individual and private ends” (Skinner 1984, p. 218).
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hierarchical social relations. Prosperity villagers prefer special treatment. They would
rather ask a patron to solve their problems than appeal to a universal set of rules or seek
cooperation with other villagers. To serve personal or factional interests, people are

opportunistic and individualistic in both means and ends.

Research Design and Data

My research question concerns people’s political behavior in land development.
With such stakes tied to land development, why can people in some places coordinate
collective action and engage in electoral and non-electoral political participation to guard
land interests and resolve disputes in interest distribution? By contrast, why do people in
some other places rely on individualistic behavior to fight for individualistic interests in
land development and interest distribution? In such places, they cannot push for effective
collective bargains to get bigger collective interests and in turn strive for individual
interests often at a cost to others.

To try to explain the causes of these alternative scenarios, I chose cases in which
these two patterns of political behavior could be observed. Green villagers actively
participate in local politics to defend their land rights and solve the problems of interest
distribution through collective action. By contrast, Prosperity villagers do not actively
participate in local organizations and politics. They cannot get more collective interests
out of land development, and resort to individualism and opportunism to maximize
personal interests. In my research, I found these two different patterns were driven by
whether they have communal organizations that motivate and enable villagers to

participate in the village public life, whether they have built infrastructure that could
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facilitate engagement and cooperation, and whether they have a civic mindset regarding
desirable social and personal outcomes. These same underlying reasons also contribute to
two different land-development models in these two places.

Both these villages are located in city outskirts, where the interests of land
development are huge, driven by rapid industrialization and urbanization. The conflicts
coming out of interest distribution are also fierce. Villagers and different levels of the
government all have strong interests embedded in land development. In what way land
development is carried out depends on the strength of the village community versus the
government. Although the government has de jure power of mandatory land
expropriation for development, it is a rational actor and evaluates the potential resistance
from villagers. If the local community is weak and cannot coordinate collective action, as
Prosperity villagers demonstrate, the government dominates land development, takes land
away, and only gives villagers some compensation; if the local community is well
organized and has both the motivation and infrastructure for members’ collective action,
as Green villagers demonstrate, the government expects tenacious and effective
resistance. Thus, it chooses not to expropriate land and has to respect local practice.

I see both the village and the government in an endogenous model of determining
different forms of land development. The same reasons two different patterns of political
behavior exist explain why land development is carried out by the government in
Prosperity Village and by the villagers in Green Village, thus leading to different
outcomes of rural welfare. As a result, we observe in Prosperity Village large-scale
government land expropriation, often in the form of industrial parks and huge real estate

projects. In Green Village, land development is in the form of everyday land-rental
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business run by the Green Shareholding Cooperative, renting small pieces of land lots to
factories and shops and distributing profits among villagers themselves. Even if the
government made a big decision and used a lot of political capital to expropriate land, it
would be more like land rental than land expropriation elsewhere.

In a village near Green Village, the Nanhai District Government and the Guangdong
Provincial Government wanted to showcase a model village of “urban upgrade.” They
intended to expropriate some village land that had been rented to small factories and
upgrade it to a high-end real estate project. This effort even got support from the Ministry
of Land and Resources. However, villagers would not give up their land and engaged in
effective collective bargaining. After six years of negotiation, even this “model village”
promoted by the government ended up like a high-end land-rental business by the
villagers. Land ownership still resides in the village. A similar shareholding cooperative
and villagers’ solidarity made government land expropriation more like Green Village
than Prosperity Village. I will elaborate more on this shadow case in Chapter 5.

Land development is a politically sensitive research topic in China, as it has become
a major source of social unrest. At the time I conducted my fieldwork in 2007, 2008, and
2009, many media reports and academic articles had focused on urban and rural
grievances coming out of land development, especially land-expropriation incidents.
Most of them criticized the mandatory nature of land expropriation or the violent
behavior of local governments. Reports also circulated regarding corrupt village leaders

selling out villagers’ interests and thus igniting social unrest. What was under-explored
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was a systematic examination of how communities reacted in different ways to land
development, distributing interests and resolving disputes, and why they did so.""

Many suburban villages collapsed under government development schemes. Their
land was taken away piece by piece and often put into a government-designed
development zone. But some villages hold onto their land firmly, and the local
government has to respect their land rights and promote collaboration for profitable
commercial projects. During a field trip to Nanhai in 2006 with a research team in the
Development Research Center of the State Council, I found most factories there rented
land from village collective economic organizations, rather than using state-owned land
as is the case in most other places in China. In fact, industrialization on rented collective
land is an outstanding characteristic of the Pearl River Delta, although this practice
clearly violates the land-management law requiring state-owned land as the carrier of
industry. The Pearl River Delta is where Chinese market reforms started, and the central
government granted the area special treatment to enjoy more local freedom (Vogel 1989).
Comparing it with a more typical and recent case will not only demonstrate how the
process of land development is handled in different places, but will also provide an
indication of the changes in development driven both by the governments and the local
communities since the market reform 30 years ago. This examination also sheds light on
central-local relationships and discrepancies among law, policy, and practice in China.

Due to the sensitive nature of land development, both in the case of village land
rental and government land expropriation, and my research interest in how local

communities react to land development, immersing myself in the village network and

" Hsing’s (2010) book on the politics of land and property in China is an excellent work showing how
urban transformation shapes and is shaped by state and society. She examined three types of territorial
politics—in the urban core, urban fringe, and rural fringe of the metropolitan region.
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villagers’ daily life was important. Building trust and making people feel comfortable
with me was indispensable. It was often in casual conversations that people revealed their
true motivations and feelings about theirs and others’ behavior, which were sometimes
contradictory to what they did and said in public. Thus, my methodology was mainly
ethnography and interviews.

My fieldwork started in the summer of 2007. I first spent a month in the Ministry of
Land and Resources in Beijing to study land-related laws, policies, and the cases
collected by its news agency. To have a general picture of land development before
starting my own case studies, I accumulated information from both media and academic
sources. I kept in close contact with the Development Research Center of the State
Council during my entire fieldwork. I received help not only in gaining contact with
government officials, but also in reminding me of the larger picture beyond my own field
sites.

In the next 15 months, from July 2007 to October 2008, I primarily spent my time in
two villages, Green Village and Prosperity Village, and this dissertation is based on the
comparison of these two cases. (I spent another month in June 2009 in Prosperity Village
to follow up on the land-expropriation projects of 2008.) During that time, I often went to
nearby villages and made several small field trips with other land-related research teams
to suburban villages in Beijing, Shanghai, Tianjin, Guangzhou, and Dongguan. Because
my two villages were not randomly selected, but were based on my research purposes
and accessibility, setting them against other villages helped me sort out the peculiarities

of these villages, and suggest generalizations that can be tested in future studies.
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Green Village had a population of 1,844 in 2008. It is located in Guicheng Township,
Nanbhai District, Foshan City, Guangdong Province. Nanhai has always been a county-
level administrative area. It was turned into a county-level city in September 1992 after
Deng Xiaoping’s Southern Tour and later incorporated into Foshan Municipal City as
Nanhai District in December 2002, still administratively equivalent to a county. Green
Village is 0.75 km away from the Guicheng Township Government, 6.7 km away from
the Nanhai District Government, and 9.5 km away from the Foshan Municipal
Government. The area of Guicheng Township, Nanhai District, and Foshan City is 84.2
km?, 1,073.82 km?, and 3,868 km?, respectively. Their population is 206,000, 1,143,200,
and 7,194,300, respectively. Although still called a village, farming is long gone, and the
landscape boundary between Green Village and Nanhai’s core urban areas is
indiscernible. Green villagers get their income from family-owned factories, industrial
employment, and the dividends distributed by the Green Shareholding Cooperative.
Before 1992, Green Village had 912 mu of land, of which 85% was taken away to build
infrastructure and a new town center in 1992, which villagers understood would benefit
their land-rental business. Now Green villagers use 13.10 mu of land for housing and
90.40 mu of land for collective land rental. I will present detailed information on the
change in their land in Appendix B, and how Green villagers use their current land in
Chapter 3.

By current administrative ranking on paper, Green Village is one of the five
villagers’ groups (also called five natural villages) in North Village, the administrative
village. Table 1.1 outlines its administrative evolution from pre-collectivization to the

present. The handling of decollectivization and setting up the village committee in
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Guangdong and Yunnan were different from the rest of China. In the 1980s, the village
committee replaced the brigade in most parts of China. However, in Guangdong, the
village committee was built on the old natural village in 1986 (O'Brien and Li 2000). The
brigade was first called xiang (equivalent to rural township in other places) in 1986 and
the management district in 1989 as a subordinate branch of the township government.
After the 1998 Village Organic Law, the central government forced Guangdong to use
national standardized names for all its administrative levels. The management district was
renamed the administrative village, represented by the village committee. The natural
village was renamed the villagers’ group, represented by the villagers’ group committee.
Thus, from the onset of the village committee in 1986 up until 1998, during which time
the Green Shareholding Cooperative was founded in 1994, the Green village
administration had been called the Green Village Committee and served as the level of
local governance in villagers’ life. Although its administrative rank was demoted by

National Standardization (4= [E— JJ1J]), the primary change was its name on the books.

Important public decisions about villagers’ life, especially around collective land and
public goods provision, have been carried on by the same level, which is why Green
villagers today still refer to Green Village as “the Village” and North Village as “the
Brigade,” “the Xiang,” or “the Management District.” When I started fieldwork and
asked my informant to take me to his village committee, he naturally took me to the

office of the Green village administration.
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Table 1.1 The Administrative Evolution of Green Village

Pre-collectivization Collective Decollectivization | After 1998 Village
Farming to 1998 Organic Law
Nanhai County Nanhai County Nanhai County Nanbhai City (1992-
(1984-1992) 2002)
Nanbhai City (1992- Nanbhai District
2002) (2002-now)
*Pingzhou Xiang | Shangyou People’s Pingzhou Guicheng
(Township) Commune Township Township
(2005-now)
*k North Brigade North Xiang (1986- North Village
1989) (Administrative
North Management Village, 1998-now)
District (1989-1998) | -  represented by
- represented by the the North Village
North Committee
Management - comprises 5
District villagers’ groups
Committee - population: 6,409
- comprises 5
natural villages
Green Village i Green Village Green Villagers’
(1986-1998) Group (1998-now)
- represented by - represented by
the Green the Green
Village Villagers’
Committee
- comprised of 6 Group.
production Committee
teams - population:
1,844
Production Teams

Source: Nanhai Rural Affairs Office

* Pingzhou was an old xiang (township) in the Republican Era. It merged with Leigang
Township to form the Shangyou People’s Commune in 1958. It became once again an
independent township after 1984, before being merged into Guicheng Township in 2005.
** North Village did not exist before the communist rule.

*** Green Village was separated into 6 production teams in the collective farming era.
After decollectivization, it became the locus of the newly founded collective economic
cooperative organization. From the onset of establishing the village committee in 1986
until 1998, when the central government enforced the Village Organic Law in
Guangdong Province, the ranking of the Green Village administration had been the Green
Village Committee. During this time, the Green Shareholding Cooperative was founded
in 1994.
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Prosperity Village had a population of 2,111 in 2008. It is located in Datuo
Township, Tianxin District, Changsha City, Hunan Province. It was part of Suburb
District of Changsha City until the district was merged into Tianxin District in 1996.
Prosperity Village is 2.4 km away from the Datuo Township Government and 5.7 km
away from the Tianxin District Government. Although the Changsha Municipal
Government is located far away in another direction, the Hunan Provincial Government
is only 5.4 km away from Prosperity Village. The area of Datuo Township, Tianxin
District, and Changsha City is 42.25 km?, 102 km?, and 11,819 km?, respectively. Their
population is 55,000, 475,700, and 6,511,900, respectively. Prosperity villagers are no
longer farmers. A lot of them commute and work in the service sector in the city. A large
number also work in construction. Before major government land expropriation in the
2000s, Prosperity Village had 4,337 mu of land, most of which was small hills. Now they
have 110 mu of land for village resettlement. More information on government land
expropriation is provided in Appendix B and Chapter 2.

Prosperity Village comprises 12 villagers’ groups. It is a typical village in the city
outskirts that has gradually been incorporated into the city. The entire village was
enclosed in the Tianxin Industrial Development Zone in 2002. Land was expropriated
piece by piece, driven by different projects invested in the Development Zone. Table 1.2
outlines its administrative evolution, which is quite typical in China. As in most other
places, the village committee replaced the brigade after decollectivization. In 1984, the
Prosperity Village Committee was founded on Prosperity Brigade. Its 12 production

teams, corresponding to 12 natural villages, became 12 villagers’ groups. Because

43



collective farming has stopped and land has been leased to individual households, the

importance of villagers’ groups has waned. The village committee is the organizational

locus of villagers’ life, carrying out government administrative tasks, managing the local

society, and providing some basic public goods.

Table 1.2 The Administrative Evolution of Prosperity Village

Pre-collectivization Collective Decollectivization to After 1998
Farming 1998 Village Organic
Law
Suburb District Suburb District Suburb District (1984- Tianxin District
1996) (1996-now)
Tianxin District (1996-
now)

Datuo Township

Datuo People’s

Datuo Township (xiang,

Datuo Township

(xiang) Commune 1984-1996; zhen, 1996- | (zhen, 1996-now)
Now)
* Prosperity Prosperity Village Prosperity
Brigade (1984-now) Village (1984-
- represented by the now)
Prosperity Village - represented by
Committee the Prosperity
- comprises 12 villagers’ Village
groups Committee
- comprises 12
villagers’
groups
- population:
2,111
Gong Natural Gong Production | Gong Villagers’ Group | **Gong Villagers’
Village Team (1984-now) Group (1984-now)
- represented by the - represented by
Gong Villagers’ the Gong
Group Committee Villagers’
Group
Committee
- population:
149

Source: Prosperity Village Committee

* Prosperity Village did not exist before the communist rule.
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** Gong Villagers’ Group is one of the 12 villagers’ groups Prosperity Village comprises.
It was one of the 12 production teams Prosperity Brigade comprised in the collective-
farming era, built upon the old Gong Natural Village.

Summing up, the populations in Green Village and Prosperity Village are similar.
Both villages are located very close to the nearby city center, with blurry landscape
boundaries. Their economies are urban driven. Villagers stopped farming a long time ago
and now rely on non-agricultural employment as major sources of income. In neither
village do traditional village organizations have important roles in village life. They are
both multi-surname villages. Neither of them has lineage halls or temples. Neither has
community-wide activities to celebrate traditional festivals, such as the Dragon Boat
Festival. Their formal institutional set-up by the central government is similar. Both have
collective organizations that are called village self-governance organizations and
supposedly are elected and governed by villagers. Although on paper, these two villages
are located at two administrative levels, the complicated historical context in China
causes this nuance. At critical moments of decollectivization and voluntary
recollectivization, the Green village administration had always been a village committee.
Its demotion was nominal. In local perception, villagers identify with Green and
Prosperity as their “Village.” For the research purpose of local governance, they are both
the organizational locus of villagers’ lives. They are in charge of public goods
distribution. They make important village public decisions. They are the owners of
collective land and decision makers of land transactions, either by land rental or land
expropriation.

In both villages, I spent all day there for several months. I observed village elections

and attended meetings. I watched how villagers petitioned and negotiated with village
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leaders and government officials. I interviewed government officials and attended their
meetings to discuss strategies to deal with the local communities, their leaders, and
villagers’ demands. I hung out with village cadres and ordinary villagers, drinking tea,
having casual dinners, and chatting about their daily lives and concerns about collective
land rights and their own interests. Thus, I accumulated rich ethnographic and interview
data on the communal network, villagers’ thoughts on collective and individual interests,
and their motives for joining certain collective actions or relying on their own efforts.

To understand the organizational structures of these two villages, I did archival
research within the village and in the Rural Affairs Office in both the township and
district governments. I collected regulations and policies regarding the village committee,
villagers’ group committee, village representative assembly, and their collective
economic organizations. I went through all available documents within the village,
including land-rental contracts, accounting and auditing reports, and internal regulations.

Combining archival, ethnographic, and interview data in in-depth comparative case
studies helped me see the link between communal organizations and political
participation, and revealed the mechanism of how civic solidarity contributes to

community-based collective action through civic engagement and voluntary cooperation.

Overview of the Chapters

After laying out the theoretical framework in Chapter 1, I organize the rest of the
dissertation along analyses on communal organizations, civic solidarity, and political
participation. Chapter 2 (on Prosperity Village) and Chapter 3 (on Green Village) are

about the communal organizations in the two villages. Each chapter examines the
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historical context of decollectivization and the establishment of these organizations, the
property rights of collective land, and organizational analyses of their goals, personnel,
resources, and performance evaluation. As the only important communal organization in
the village, the Prosperity Village Committee has not managed collective assets villagers
care about. Without villagers’ influence while under government pressure, the village
committee serves as an administrative extension of the township government. By contrast,
the Green village administration/Green Village Shareholding Cooperative makes
decisions about all village resources, most importantly, collective land, that are of core
interest to villagers. Each villager is a shareholder of the cooperative and encouraged to
have an active input. Thus, this communal organization motivates and enables Green
villagers to get involved in village public affairs and join in public decision-making. As a
result, it pushes back government requests and serves only the local community.

Chapter 4 discusses civic solidarity, a core concept to explain the motivation and
capacity for community members’ political participation. I use empirical data from both
Green Village and Prosperity Village to unpack the three aspects of civic solidarity:
informal networks, formal institution building, and civic mindsets. I will demonstrate that
communal solidarity based on universalistic values and principles facilitates members’
civic engagement and political participation.

Chapter 5 (on Green Village) and Chapter 6 (on Prosperity Village) are about
villagers’ political behavior in interest distribution and dispute resolution from land
development. Around their collective economic organization, Green villagers have built
strong civic solidarity, voluntarily cooperated with one another, and engaged in both

electoral and non-electoral political participation to fight for their common interests in
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collective land. By contrast, political participation is lacking in Prosperity Village.
Confronted with huge interests from land expropriation, Prosperity villagers, who have
not been motivated or encouraged to engage in the village public life, cannot coordinate
collective action and push village leaders and representatives to make effective collective
bargains with the government for higher land compensation. Instead, they rely on
individual actions and opportunistic behavior—often undercutting each other and
bullying fellow villagers—to satisfy individual interests.

Finally, in Chapter 7, I lay out some further thoughts and extend discussions on the
role of the state in development and the transition of traditional society. The
developmental state model that praises government developmental schemes, through
policy manipulation and large-scale social engineering, often equates economic growth
with economic development and overlooks the devastating effect it may have on social

and political development.

Conclusion

Political participation is pivotal to democracy. Why do people engage in political
participation, which, after all, is a public good? Without third-party enforcement,
voluntary cooperation is a solution to the dilemma of collective action. Where does civic
voluntarism come from? Tocqueville provided one answer—mores/habits of the heart.
Habits are not bestowed upon people but are cultivated through associating with others
and making public decisions about themselves. It is in public life that one learns “self

interest properly understood.” My dissertation follows the Tocquevillian tradition to
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understand one’s decision to join in political participation through examining prior civic
engagement and the bridge that links social and political life.

In some communities with important collective assets people care about, if there are
organizations managing the collective assets and making important public decisions
related to members’ core interests, people have strong incentives to get involved. If the
organizations are structured in such a way as to encourage active and equal input from
members, they provide a platform to engage in the organizations and public affairs in
general.

Furthermore, in the engagement process, people need to build facilitating
infrastructure, most importantly, an interwoven informal network and effective formal
institutions that support inclusive participation in public affairs. Through an interwoven
network, information is diffused, interests are aggregated and articulated, and members
are recruited and mobilized. Formal institution building, most importantly, setting up
rules and precedents, facilitates involvement and cooperation. Meanwhile, the mindset of
engaging individuals becomes more civic, upholding universalism and embracing
generalized trust. These three aspects are the key components of what I call civic
solidarity, namely, universalism-based solidarity that promotes individual independence
and social connection at the same time, in which an individual chooses to commit to the

common good and join in political participation.
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Chapter Two
Prosperity Village:

A Declining Community without Organizational Representation

Organizations that make public decisions are important for effective political
participation. In Chapters 2 and 3, I undertake a comparative structural analysis of the
organizational basis—whether it helps community members become engaged, forge
common goals, and build up capacities—that leads to different political behavior
described in Chapters 5 and 6.

In this chapter, I focus on the communal organization in Prosperity Village, a case
representing the common pattern of Chinese villages. Here, the only strong communal
organization is the village committee. Although it provides some basic public goods, it
does not manage important collective assets that are directly related to villagers’ well-
being. Without incentives, villagers do not care much about the village committee.
Consequently, they do not get involved in its operation. Meanwhile, the local government
is strongly motivated to use the village committee for social control and to fulfill various
administrative tasks. Under weak influence from villagers and strong influence from the
government, the village committee has not developed into a genuine village self-
governance organization that can help facilitate villagers’ social and political engagement.

This argument will be elaborated in three aspects as follows. First, the historical
context of agricultural decollectivization is provided to understand the establishment of
the village committee and the change to collective assets and collective activities, most

importantly, collective farmland. Decollectivization freed labor and private property, but



the community also declined. Second, as a result of agricultural decollectivization and the
Household Responsibility System, a dual structure of property rights of farmland has
developed. Ownership lies in the village committee, but it is latent and nominal. Use
rights are actively exercised but scattered among individual households. Without
common interests in land or other collective assets, villagers do not have incentives to
participate in the village committee or village public life. They are too busy minding their
own private matters. Third, without input from villagers, the village committee is firmly
controlled by the township government. In contrast to villagers’ absence of interest, the
government is highly motivated and has long practiced administering the village
committee to serve government interests, that is, setting up its goals, maneuvering its

personnel, and closely monitoring its performance.

Decollectivization and Communal Decline

Agricultural collectivization from the 1950s to 1980s in rural China was a human
and social disaster. It has nonetheless created some collective assets and collective
activities. They collapsed once decollectivization started, because the regime had forced
collective farming upon Chinese villagers.' In most places, a village committee replaced
the old brigade in the early to mid-1980s. Although the village committee has replaced
production teams to become the de jure owner of collective land, the use rights of
farmland have been leased to individual households under the Household Responsibility
System. Except for those in coastal areas where TVEs became prosperous, most village

committees do not have significant collective assets. Villagers were kept busy with their

! Some scholars argued that China, unlike the USSR, saw some grassroots support for agricultural
collectivization (Bernstein 1967; Shue 1980).
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individual farming and later non-agricultural employment. In most Chinese villages,
traditional village organizations, such as temples and lineage halls, were long gone from
villagers’ public life.? Ordinary villagers found little interest in public affairs or the
village committee.

Prosperity Village is a typical case to observe the rise and decline of rural collectives,
which were a direct outcome of institutional design by the state. Local leverage was small,
and local initiatives were suppressed. The timeline and procedure strictly followed central
government guidelines. Here, I will briefly introduce the process of decollectivization
and communal changes in Prosperity Village. Decollectivization was implemented to free
peasants from collective farming and improve agricultural productivity.® Collective
organizations that were once the center of collective farming, such as the production
teams and brigades, were dismantled. Newly founded rural organizations, such as the
village committee and the villagers’ group committee, do not serve the purpose of
grouping villagers together. These organizations are not embedded in villagers’ common
interests or significant village norms. Without new types of communal organizations that
would make public decisions on matters about villagers’ core interests, villagers would
be disengaged.

The Prosperity Village Committee was established in 1984, when collective farming
was abolished and farmland was leased to individual households. Under the Household

Responsibility System, the importance of the village committee and villagers’ groups on

? These organizations are generally excluded from formal village governance, but could be a strong
informal force in some places or serve as informal accountability for village leaders to provide public
goods and services in some cases (Saich and Hu 2012; Tsai 2007).

? Studies have debated whether agricultural decollectivization was driven more by peasant resistance or
government design (Kelliher 1992; Zhou 1996).
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agrarian land has declined. The law forbids village-wide land redistribution.” Although
small-scale rearrangement is allowed within the villagers’ group according to
demographic changes, Prosperity Village has not had any land redistribution for a while.
In the city outskirts, farming has been less important to villagers.” They easily find ample
employment opportunities in the city.

Until recently the village committee had mostly been engaged in fulfilling three key
administrative tasks: collecting taxes and fees, administering grain quotas, and enforcing
family planning. But in recent years, the gravity of these administrative missions has
declined. The agricultural tax was alleviated nationwide by the central government in
2007, and family planning has become less restrictive and confrontational. Whether the
village committee plays an important role in villagers’ life largely depends on whether it
controls collective assets, mostly land and collective enterprises, and whether these
resources directly contribute to villagers’ well-being.

The Prosperity Village Committee had some small collective enterprises in the late
1980s and early 1990s. These small factories produced bricks, copper sulfate, and
chlorinated lime. At the beginning, they made some profits. But the profits were used to
cover the operational costs of the village committee, village cadres’ salaries, and small
amounts of subsidies to poor households and discharged soldiers. The collective economy
then was not meant to be “collective,” but to maintain a functioning administrative

organization and carry out tasks from the government to maintain social order.

* Although forbidden by the law, village-wide land redistribution had been fairly common in rural China
until gradually prohibited more tightly. This change was also noted by Brandt et al. (2017).

> Mandatory grain procurement quotas were abolished nation-wide in 2004. Long before that, Prosperity
villagers had mainly grown much more profitable vegetables rather than rice. It had been common to buy
grain to fulfill the grain procurement quota. Most villagers have stopped farming altogether since the 1990s.
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By the end of the 1990s, all these small factories were in debt. Some went bankrupt,
and some were sold. The rise and demise of these village factories had almost nothing to
do with Prosperity villagers, although they were called collective enterprises. Villagers
did not have influence over the enterprises’ personnel and operation, nor did they
financially benefit from them. The startup of the factories occurred under the government
policy to encourage TVEs with easy loans from the bank, and their bankruptcy also
occurred under the government policy to privatize TVEs.

After decollectivization, Prosperity villagers were no longer tied to collective
farming, and social mobility increased quickly. The small village factories could only
employ a small number of locals. Young people and adventurous villagers were not
satisfied with their income from agriculture. Because the village was close to the city,
many people went to find jobs there, although they still lived in the village. Most of them
worked in the service sector. Influenced by a big construction company in the town, a lot
of Prosperity villagers learned to become small construction contractors. Even before
government land expropriation, Prosperity villagers had already stopped farming, and the
quality of life largely depended on a person’s income from outside of the village.

As much of the modernization literature would predict, communal cohesion declined.
No strong collective interests were embedded in the local community. Land was used by
individual households. Village factories were insignificant to villagers’ well-being. No
one would invest in this small village. Without important collective assets they are
concerned about, Prosperity villagers for two decades have not been interested in village

public affairs. The dual structure of collective land ownership and land use rights
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exercised by individual households further contributes to their long-time indifference to

the village committee.

Dual Structure of Collective Land Ownership and Individual Household Land Use
Rights

The creative design of the Household Responsibility System was to bypass the
controversial debate on land ownership and the political taboo of land privatization. Rural
land is still collectively owned, but its use rights are equally distributed among villagers.
Because peasants can keep most of the residual, they are supposed to actively improve
agricultural production. Meanwhile, collective land ownership is inactive. When land
transactions were still rare, this ambiguous land-property-rights structure did not cause
too much trouble. But when large amounts of rural land were transferred for industrial
and commercial use through government land expropriation, as occurred in recent
decades, the ambiguity of land rights generated conflicts. This problem cannot be solved
under the current legal and political framework, which is a fundamental institutional
reason social unrest from land expropriation is ubiquitous across the country.

Under the Household Responsibility System, land rights in China are ambiguous by
design. A dual structure of collective land ownership and individual land use rights has
been put in place (Ho 2017; Kung and Liu 1997). The Prosperity Village Committee has
collective land ownership but does not exercise it; the land use rights are actively
exercised but dispersed to individual households. The collective has since significantly
declined. Villagers’ interests were absorbed into their own land lots and not embedded in

collective life. When land was solely used for farming, this dual structure did not create
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too much trouble. But when farmland was expropriated by the government for non-
agricultural use, both the ownership and use rights were transacted together. In practice,
with whom the government should bargain or how the compensation should be calculated
was not clear. This dual structure has created an unclear decision-making procedure.
Rules were fuzzy, and expectations were obscure, thus inviting contention.

Although which collective, the administrative village or the natural village-based
villagers® group, owns rural land is still ambiguous,’ in practice, the vast majority of
Chinese villages now see the administrative village as the owner of collective land,
managed by the village committee (Ho 2001, 2005; Oi 1989). This ambiguity is partly
due to the fact that villagers receive their land leases from the village committee. In
addition, the government intentionally promotes the village committee as the locus of
village administration. However, even government officials recognize this ambiguity will
potentially cause conflict, because collective farming from the 1950s to the early 1980s
was organized by production teams, now called villagers’ groups.’ Despite the
complexity, collective land ownership has been latent, because collective farming was
abolished and land transactions were initially rare.

The most important characteristic of the Household Responsibility System is leasing
farmland use rights to peasants. The contract was first validated by the 1984 Land

Management Law for 15 years and later extended to 30 years by the 1998 Revised Land

% Article 10 of the 1998 Land Management Law states that “The land owned by the farmers’ collective is
by law owned by the farmers’ collective of the village, and managed and administered by the village
collective economic organization or the village committee; what is already owned by more than two rural
collective economic organizations of the farmers’ collective is managed and administered by each of these
rural collective economic organizations or the villagers’ groups; what is already owned by the farmers’
collective of the township (town) is managed and administered by the rural collective economic
organization of the township (town).”

7 This view was presented by Ho (2001) and confirmed during my interviews with Hunan and the State
Council officials.
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Management Law. In the 1980s and 1990s, villagers could keep the residual after they
fulfilled grain quotas and various agrarian taxes and fees. It greatly motivated them to
invest in farmland, and contributed to the rapid agrarian growth since the early 1980s.
Taxes and fees were a major cause of rural unrest in the 1990s (Bernstein and Lii 2003)
and have gradually been forbidden and abolished by the central government. The agrarian
tax was abolished altogether in 2007. Today, individual households have almost complete
control over how to use their farmland in terms of agriculture.

Under unclear property rights of farmland, the decision-making structure is also
unclear. Each government land expropriation is a one-time land transaction. From the
government’s perspective, it only needs to deal with the village committee, the de jure
collective land owner. Then the village committee can decide how to distribute land-
expropriation compensation to villagers. But in practice, both the village committee and
villagers have partial rights to their farmland and feel entitled to participate in the
negotiations and decisions about land transactions. This situation has created ambiguities
on how to make the decision, that is, what procedure to follow, how to handle different
opinions, and who has the final say. When clear rules are lacking and clear expectations
are absent, contention emerges and the behavior patterns of the actors involved are often
chaotic.

The village committee in theory could play a pivotal role in village life. On the one
hand, it is the owner of farmland; on the other hand, it is both a decisive actor and
potentially a platform for villagers’ participation in government land expropriation
negotiations. If it is a genuine communal organization, it can provide both incentives and

opportunities for villagers to fight for collective interests and resolve disputes through
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collective action. By contrast, if it is an administrative organization following
government orders, villagers—who have only individually exercised their land use rights,
rarely engaged in cooperation and coordination of collective action, but nonetheless feel
entitled to influencing the results—will maximize personal interests through individual
efforts. When there are no rules to follow and villagers fear being taken advantage of,

opportunistic behavior is their natural choice.

Prosperity Village Committee: An Administrative Organization

Unlike a small fraction of Chinese villages, mostly along the southeast coast, neither
collective economic organizations nor strong lineage halls and temples exist in Prosperity
Village. After six decades of communist rule, traditional communal organizations are
weak in most Chinese villages. The village committee is often the only strong collective
organization that exists. Whether the village committee represents the government
administration or the villagers’ interests makes a great difference.

Influencing the village committee has been of little interest to villagers but a strong
priority for the government to reach its goals of social control and management of the
rural community. As a result, the village committee has evolved to function as an
extended branch of the township government. Without incentives from villagers
themselves, village elections installed in the past two decades have not changed this
nature. I will do an organizational analysis of the Prosperity Village Committee—{from its
goals, personnel, organizational capacity, to performance evaluation—to demonstrate that
its structure is set up and its operation is closely monitored by the township government.

The main purpose of the village committee is not to serve the local community, but to
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assist the township government in fulfilling administrative tasks it is assigned by its
superior government level. Because Prosperity villagers have not tried to make their
village committee a genuine communal organization, two decades later, when sudden and
huge interests and conflicts have arisen from land expropriation, the village committee
cannot serve as a platform to facilitate collective action or loyally represent villagers’
interests in collective bargains with the government.

The operation of the village committee can be best observed in an annual contract it
is required to sign with the township government. It is comprehensive. It is meticulous. It
serves the core interests of the township government, while of little interest to villagers.
The purposes of this contract are social control, such as social stability and monitoring
controversial social groups, and state engineering, such as family planning. Although
called a village self-governance organization, contracts of this sort are not signed with the
consent of its supposed constituents, Prosperity villagers.

The village committee-township government contract is a national practice, usually
called XX Township XX Village Responsibility Contract of Comprehensive Goals
Management Evaluation (JEELIEA 254G B AR E B 5T4E1)). 1t is given by the
township government to the village committee at the beginning of a calendar year as a

Notice (I# %) of their administrative goals and performance evaluation criteria. It sends a

strong signal about their hierarchical relationship, because a Notice is a typical intra-
governmental directive given by the superior to its subordinate government.

This Notice covers all the important work a village committee is required to do in a
year, including both regular administrative work and key tasks of that year. The notice

also specifies the evaluation standard and respective rewards and punishments. The
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village party secretary and village committee head are responsible in general for all these
tasks, and they sign a responsibility contract with the township government. For each of
the most important administrative tasks, such as family planning, the village committee
cadre in charge of the work signs a separate responsibility contract with the township
government.

In addition to their salaries, village committee cadres’ annual incomes are largely
determined by bonuses based on the annual evaluations of their performance. Their
administrative performance is also related to how much support the township government
gives them. Without government support, winning an election as village head, not to
mention as the village party secretary, a position that is heavily controlled by the
township party branch, is very hard.

In the next three sections, I will go into detail about the village committee’s goal
setting, leadership and organization structure, and its organizational capacity and
performance evaluation to show the Prosperity Village Committee, as the only significant
collective organization in the village, is more of an administrative branch of the township
government than a genuine communal organization. Although the village committee is
called a village self-governance organization, and village elections were installed,
enthusiasm is minimal and villagers’ participation is almost nominal. Without strong
interest expressed by villagers, the township government plays a decisive role in
choosing village committee leaders, by censoring the nomination process, and almost
always gets the candidates it endorses. The structure of the village committee is set up to
mirror the township government; most of village leaders’ time and organizational

resources are spent on fulfilling government assigned administrative tasks; and their
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performance is strictly evaluated by the township government, which in turn determines

their personal income and job tenure.

Goals/Tasks

Each year, the Prosperity Village Committee operates according to the Notice of
administrative goals received from the township government. These tasks generally do
not directly benefit the village but are important to the local government. Some of them
are difficult to fulfill. Village leaders are given little time and space to set up independent
goals for their village but are closely monitored to follow the comprehensive
administrative task list point by point.8

The township government usually distributes three types of tasks to the village
committee. The first is basic administrative goals. All village committees in the same
township are given the same Notice and required to sign a Responsibility Contract of
Comprehensive Goal Management Evaluation. Each item on the contract is assigned
some points. The performance of a village committee is evaluated based on how many
points it receives. The township government ranks all the village committees on the
points, awards bonuses to the top three, and punishes the lowest three financially and
with public shaming. The second type of task is essential administrative goals with veto
power. These tasks deal with the issues the township government cares about the most,
because its superior district government pressures it to fulfill these tasks without incident.
The village committee signs a separate contract for each of these essential tasks. If it fails

on any of them, the annual performance is vetoed, no matter how well the village

¥ For other studies of the importance of administrative performance goals and evaluation, see Edin (2003),
Heurlin (2016), and Landry (2003).
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committee accomplishes the first type of administrative goal. Village leaders lose all their
bonuses, suffer public shaming and political screening, and even have to pay fines in
some cases. The third type of task is important contingent administrative goals, usually
driven by some national policy or campaign. Although the frequency of national
campaigns created by the central government is much lower than in the 1950s and 1960s,
campaigns and competitions are still a practice to whip up local governments to reach
some goals set by the central government. When the township government is required by
the district government to participate in some movement, it distributes detailed
requirements to the village committee. Often the village committee has to put aside its
daily operation and fully engage in such a mission.

What the three types of administrative tasks have in common is that they are set up
by the government and for the government. Neither the village committee nor villagers
have input in goal setting. The village committee’s goal is to fulfill these tasks. No matter
who the village committee leaders are, they must do it. On the one hand, these tasks are
time and resource consuming. There is no time and space for independent goals. On the
other hand, in a place without significant collective assets, the village committee is not
motivated to be independent from the government.

In March 2008, the Prosperity Village Committee received its annual Responsibility

Contract of Comprehensive Goal Management Evaluation (255 H ¥ 8 2L% 1% 51 4L19).

The contract was signed by the village party secretary and village committee head. It

comprised two parts. One was the basic administrative work (Z&fili T.{F), and the other
was the key work (E #i _{F). The basic administrative work required by the township

government covered 24 items (Table 2.1), ranging from economic performance to social
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order control. The key work of 2008 was village resettlement’ and investment promotion.
These administrative tasks were not created specifically for the villages, but were passed
on from the district government to the township government and then down to the village
committee. The village committee responsibility contract had the same structure the
township government received from the district government (Table 2.2). At the beginning
of the year, the township government received its annual Responsibility Contract of

Comprehensive Goal Management Evaluation (44 H bR B %% 30 E ). It

distributed the administrative tasks to its subordinate village committees. Village
committee cadres then divided up these tasks and held regular meetings to check their

OWN progress.

? Village resettlement was brought about by government land expropriation. It was part of the
compensation, in addition to land-compensation fees. When the government expropriated the villagers’
residential land and demolished their houses, the village committee was required to build resettlement
housing within the village for relocated villagers.

' Among all the Basic Administrative Tasks, six items had more weights. They were Social Stability (143
1% LA IR ), Competition for a “Civilized City (3CHIf]%),” Urban Management (3§ 1% #), Family
Planning (1% &), Neighborhood Management (#1:[X #1%), as well as Employment and Social Welfare
(oL AN 25 1), If a township government did very well in any of the items, it could get bonus points in
its annual evaluation.
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Table 2.1 Datuo Township Prosperity Village Responsibility Contract of
Comprehensive Goal Management Evaluation (2% & Hin B EEZ L)

1. Basic Administrative Work (100 Points)

Work Item Points

Taxation (Fil LAE) 8

Economy (£ 51 4815

Statistics (& 1T L1F)

Village Accounting (£ 2%V 55 £

Village Affairs and Agriculture; Fire, Flood, and Disease Control (f< 4}
LA K B B LAE)

Residence Plan (J{#8 2 %)

Village Affair Transparency (Ff 55/ JT)

CCP Local Party Branch Operation and Mass Organization (%% #¥[4]
TAF)

Anti-corruption(FFE T 1E)

Local Administration (3&/Z2H 2R &2 %)

Propaganda and Civilization Cultivation (E 4% 8. SCHA)% T1F)

Social Stability, Letters and Visits, and Anti-Fa Lungong Work (. X6
2R Fw k610 TP

S || IN| & (|| b |0

Local People’s Congress (N K TAF)

Workplace Safety (Z£4%7=1T1F)

Militia (N LAF)

Economic Development Environment (4357 & JE ¥ 35%)

Administrative Obedience (B2 1%1H)

City Inspection and Public Hygiene (85« & P T1E)

Civic and Disability Affairs (FCEUREE TAF)

Work Insurance and Welfare (57 2l 4t & (R [ TAF)

Family Planning (7141

Local Hygiene (24 T.AF)

Education (& L1F)

—_— == (S [N [W N[N N |W

Environment Protection (P f£ L1E)

2. Key Work (55 T1F)

- Village Resettlement (% & L 1F)

- Taxation and Economy (W #i 285 TAF)
- Investment Promotion (7 51 % T.1F)
- Central Task (F .0 LAF)

Source: Prosperity Village Committee
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Table 2.2 Tianxin District Datuo Township Government Responsibility Contract of
Comprehensive Goal Management Evaluation (4% & Hin BB EZ L)

Total: 100 Points

Work Item Points

Economic Performance (&35 _LAF) 40

- Local Government Revenue and Taxation (H77 B & F ‘ﬁ?)

~
LN

- Investment Promotion (47 i 5] %)

- Agriculture and Village Affairs (R MV A H TAE)

- Fire, Flood, and Disease Control (5K« By Bij T1F)

- Gross Product Value of Industrial Enterprises above Designated
Size (B T & 2 1H)

- Total Retail Sale of Consumer Goods (#1437 2% it = B2 40

- Science and Technology (£} T.1F)

- Urban Construction (37 & %)

- Economic Development Environment (£ 5F & &34 1%)

Office Management (#pA % T.1F)

CCP Local Party Branch Operation (412 T.1F)

Anti-corruption (5 X FEEE (D)

Propaganda and Civilization Cultivation (B4 A8, SCIH G T1F)

N NG NN RO KUCR I O3 I N O KUCR B O I O O

Social Stability and Anti-Fa Lungong Work (45762283 % 610 “L1F)

United Front Work (4i/% _L1F)

[\
V)]

W | -

Local People’s Congress (N K TAF)

(98]

Local People's Political Consultative Conference (B 1/} L_1F)

Militia (N LAE)

[\
W

City Inspection (/& LAF)

Family Planning (1141

Civic Affairs and Community Construction (F&IE AR M AL X 2 %)

Work Insurance and Welfare (55 a4t £ R & T 1F)

Local Hygiene (4= T.4F)

Workplace Safety (Z££E/=1T1F)

Personnel Management (A 3+ T.{F)

Environment Protection (Ff £ T.1F)

Letters and Visits 1507 L1F

NN N =N =[BB[N]

Mass Organization (#f 4] LAF)

Source: Datuo Township Government
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Among all the requirements the township government placed on the village
committee, five items were essential, with veto power over their annual performance. In
addition to the Comprehensive Goal Contract, each of these five tasks was independently
assigned to the village committee, each with a separate responsibility contract. These five

tasks were Anti-corruption (FEIE T.1F), Social Stability, Letters and Visits, and Anti-
Falun Gong Work (Z2i64Ef2 . 1515 & 610 1), Workplace Safety (%4477 T.1F),
Family Planning (114 T.{F), and Village Resettlement (% & T.1/F). These issues were

what the government was most concerned about, especially social stability. The district
government held the township government to the same veto criteria.'' Most of these tasks
were very difficult social and political issues that did not benefit the village committee or
the village. Incidents, such as Falun Gong petitioners or workplace accidents, often
happened suddenly, and they were beyond the village committee’s control. Nonetheless,
the township government held the village committee accountable.'?

Treating the first four tasks as veto points is a national practice. They are stringently
enforced. The township government creates open competition among village committees
for better performance. In addition to these more daily based administrative tasks, land
expropriation and resettlement construction were two special tasks the Prosperity Village
Committee and others close by invested most time in, with the former called a “Central

Task” and the latter a veto task.

" The township government’s veto criteria were taxation (I EUFLUX), Anti-corruption (FEEL T.1F), Social
Stability, Letters and Visits, and Anti-Falun Gong Work (2876482 {517 & 610 T.{E), including
Workplace Safety (%2447 T.1F), and Family Planning (114 T.1F).

'2 The requirements put on the Prosperity Village Committee were the following: If any of the village
committee cadres were under party discipline or arrested for corruption, the annual performance of the
village committee would be vetoed. For social stability, the government required “three zeros,” meaning
zero social unrest, zero letters and visits to the higher levels of the government, and zero Falun Gong
incidents. If any accident occurred involving the deaths of more than three people, the Workplace Safety
task would be vetoed. For Family Planning, the government required zero violation of the one-child policy.
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For the district and township governments, land expropriation is the top priority, and
thus they have put huge pressure on the village committee to assist their work. For every
single expropriation project, the village committee had to sign a mission contract with the
township government. This contract not only designated deadlines of finishing the
expropriation, but also made the village committee guarantee no villager could petition
the provincial or central government regarding the expropriation. The village committee
was also required to keep the expropriation-project construction sites in good order,
preventing any forms of protest, unrest, or petition.

Land expropriation was initiated by the government and served its interests, but
housing resettlement, which was one of the promises the government made to relocated
villagers and should have been its responsibility, fell on the shoulders of the village
committee.'’ Resettlement housing construction and distribution were in every way a
very difficult task, and, for villagers, two of their biggest concerns. They wanted bigger
houses for less money. Unlike in a free market, choices were very limited. Different
requests had to be coordinated and accommodated. For the housing supplier, potential
benefits were small, but potential risks were high. Thus, the government left this difficult
task to the village committee, designating it as one of the veto criteria. The village
committee received detailed guidelines on when to pass the resettlement plan, when to
apply for the construction permit, when to finish foundations and sewers, and when to

start the main building construction. It also had to guarantee no social unrest or

'3 The veto criteria highlight the core interests of different levels of government. The district government
does not take direct responsibility for village resettlement but cares more about taxes related to its own
economic performance evaluation. Thus, taxation was a veto criterion for the township government.
Housing resettlement is important and indeed the township government’s liability, but the government does
not want to do it and can hold the village committee responsible. Thus, housing resettlement was a veto
criterion for the village committee.

67



petitioning. If it did not make as much progress as necessary, the Village Resettlement
Goal would be vetoed. However, the government offered the village committee little help,
instead wanting to shield itself from the burden, unless social contention went beyond the
village committee’s control. It put tremendous pressure on the village committee. On the
one hand, village leaders do not have the necessary skills and experiences for housing
construction. On the other hand, demands on them are high. They receive pressure not
only from villagers, but also the township government, which is concerned about social
stability that may be challenged by relocated households.

Regular and veto-based administrative goals, pressed upon and closely monitored by
the township government, have taken up most of the village leaders’ working hours. But
every once in a while, the village leaders have to push aside these tasks and put all their
resources and time into specially designated one-time tasks coming from the government.
Governments both on the national and local level hold themed competitions to encourage
lower levels of government to achieve certain goals. The competitors will assign the tasks
to their subordinates, who then assign the tasks to the lower level until reaching the
bottom, namely, the village committee. This type of administrative mission is contingent
and often urgent. Most of the time, it does benefit the village. Nevertheless, village
leaders have to prioritize it. As with the five veto criteria, the village committee signs a
responsibility contract with the township government in accordance with detailed
requirements. In 2008, the Changsha Municipal Government participated in a national
competition called “Constructing Civilized Cities (8! C B3 T17).” The Prosperity
Village Committee received a long list of specific tasks and a timetable for completion.

The list included comprehensive items related to public hygiene, publicity of social
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morals, family models, and legal knowledge, as well as promoting socialist ideals to
replace traditional norms. Village cadres followed the instructions, putting up publicity
banners, taking photos of collective activities, and creating a comprehensive file for the
record. A township government official closely monitored the progress each village
committee made. One village cadre out of five village committee members devoted
almost his entire work to the government-assigned competition, costing money and time,
but winning almost nothing for the village.

The township government sets the goals and tasks of the village committee. These
goals do not benefit the village or bring direct benefits to village leaders but are vital to
government control. The government handed the detailed point-by-point administrative
task contract to village leaders in a forceful and meticulous way. Some of the difficult
problems were caused by the government, but the village committee was forced to solve
them. The village committee was occupied with these administrative tasks, including
regular and vetoing, daily and urgent ones. In theory, village elections could result in
more community-leaning leaders. Under the framework of village self-governance, in
theory, if village leaders do not want to carry out these administrative tasks, they should
be able to set up goals that are independent from the government. But in reality, as I will
show in the next section, the government still has a very strong influence on village
elections, especially through the candidate-nomination process. Electing someone the
government wants to exclude is nearly impossible. What makes the situation worse is that
in a village lacking collective assets, villagers do not have strong incentives to participate

in the process. Village elections are often a nominal procedure for government-supported
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candidates. Whoever performs poorly on these administrative tasks, not to mention those

who refuse to carry them out, would lose government endorsement and the election.

Personnel and Structure

Although called a self-governance organization, the township government still has a
dominant influence on village committee personnel, in addition to firmly controlling the
village party branch. Every three years, elections are held for both the village committee
and the village party branch. In villages where collective assets were lean, villagers had
little interest in participating and organizing or in cultivating capacities and building
infrastructure in order to make elections meaningful. By contrast, the government has
incentives to control these two village organizations. Since the introduction of village
elections, the government has built a strong structure to achieve its goals. Two major
institutional arrangements exist. The first is firm control of the village party branch:
defining the village committee under the leadership of the village party branch, and
promoting the village party secretary as the chief decision maker of village affairs,
leading the village committee head. Second, although the Village Organic Law requires
an open election, it does not forbid the local government from censoring and nominating
candidates. Without overt violation of the law, the township government almost always
gets its favored candidates to be “openly” elected by villagers.

Because the village party secretary is only elected by communist party members, the
township party branch as its direct leader can usually have the final say. The township
party branch nominates the candidate in the name of “Two Recommendations and One

Election (P #f—1k),” meaning the candidate is first recommended by both village party
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members and village assembly representatives, then approved by the township party
branch, and finally elected by the village party convention. The results of
recommendation by popular opinion are not announced until after the township party
branch has approved and nominated the official candidate. Being elected as the village
party secretary is nearly impossible without endorsement from the township party branch.
The village committee election poses more serious challenges to the township
government. The village committee head cannot be appointed directly but is elected by
villagers. Thus, the township government has to work hard to control the procedure.
More than one month before the election was held in April 2008 for the Prosperity
Village Committee, the township government established a temporary Leading Group on

Village Elections (¥ mik 4 T{E4 S /N4), headed by the township party secretary,

which also included the township officials in charge of social stability and village
auditing. The township government set the procedures and timetables of elections after
conducting an investigation on current village leaders and other potential competitors.
They also audited the village committee before the elections, with results that could
potentially be utilized against current village leaders if they were unwilling to follow the
government’s orders.

Two rounds of elections were held in 2008. In the first round, villagers wrote on a
blank ballot any name they wanted to fill a position. Two candidates for each position on
the village committee were designated as formal candidates. Their names appeared on the
ballot as official nominees in the second round of election. Villagers could choose one of

them or write down a new name if they were not satisfied with either one.
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Although the government could not control who received more votes in the first
round, they could disqualify a candidate if several conditions were met, especially if the
candidate was under investigation for corruption or under surveillance for stirring up
social unrest. The township government could rule out candidates on whom they had
strong negative evaluation. Although villagers were allowed to nominate a different
candidate than either of the two official nominees, one’s name not being on the ballot was
a significant disadvantage. People were used to checking one out of two, and they usually
did not think someone the government did not favor could win. On election day, each of
the 12 villagers’ groups in Prosperity Village had a ballot box and was assigned a
township government official to supervise the election process. The government officials
kept the election under control and sometimes influenced the voting by instructing
villagers who did not have clear opinions.

As aresult of close government supervision, the same leadership, which had decades
of working relations with the township government, was re-elected to the Prosperity
Village Committee in 2008. Although land expropriation had already started and
Prosperity villagers now had incentives to elect strong communal-interest defenders, they
were incapable of making changes. As I will elaborate in Chapter 6, building
infrastructure and capacities to coordinate collective action and hold effective elections
takes time and practice. Change does not easily happen. When people have not
previously engaged in such activities, strong interests and incentives that suddenly
emerge do not automatically lead to political participation. Trust, solidarity, and
organization are lacking. Unfortunately, what happens more often is that facing such

strong temptations, people instead resort to other means, often individualistic and
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opportunistic, to maximize personal interests. By contrast, the government has had a long
history of effectively setting rules to put their favorites into village leadership positions,
through appointment in the past and candidate nomination for village elections at present.
The same village leadership that had been obedient and accustomed to carrying out
government administrative tasks in the past was kept in the village committee to facilitate
government land expropriation in the future.

The structure of the village committee or the village party branch is not self-
determined or voted on by villagers. The township government, which also largely
decides who can fill each position, decides the positions within the organizations and the
responsibilities assigned to each position. The party branch in Prosperity Village is made
up of three members. The party secretary is the de jure head of the village, in charge of
the whole party branch and leading the village committee. His most important task now is
land expropriation and resettlement construction. Two other members are in charge of
party branch operation and intra-party discipline, respectively. The Prosperity Village
Committee also comprises three members. Its head is in charge of the same things as the
party secretary. The two together are mainly responsible for answering to the township
government to fulfill comprehensive village administrative goals and, most importantly,
land expropriation and village resettlement. One village committee member is the village
accountant, who also manages social stability and workplace safety. The other member is
in charge of family planning and village welfare. All these village officials have worked

with the township government for a long time.

Organizational Capacity and Performance Evaluation
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Resources often determine the capacity of an organization. In an ordinary village
where industry is not well developed and land is used for agricultural purposes, the
village committee has very limited resources and consequently very low organizational
capacity. Due to its legal status as a village self-governance organization, the village
committee is not covered by government financing. It does not receive a budget from the
township government, although it can make efforts to get earmark transfers for public
projects, such as irrigation or road construction. In the past, the major income came from
village enterprises and taxes and fees collected from villagers. Unfunded development
programs initiated by the central government compelled the collection of taxes and fees,
thus bringing about countrywide social unrest in the 1990s (Bernstein and Lii 2003). The
practice thus has gradually been forbidden by the central government. Lots of village
committees have also lost control of collective enterprises in the late 1990s under
privatization promoted by the central government (O1 1999). Some of the enterprises
went into bankruptcy, but some became successful private companies. Most village
committees in China are now facing financial difficulties or have become dependent on
government-appropriated funds, often with designated purposes.

In Prosperity Village, the village committee seems to have a big budget now. But if
we look into the specifics, we see the vast majority of the cash flow comes from the
government land expropriation and goes into government-mandated projects. Revenue
generated within the village is still very small, a continuation from before land
expropriation, not even enough to cover the operational costs of the village committee
and village leaders’ salaries. Prior to government land expropriation, village finances had

been under stress for more than two decades from agricultural decollectivization. The
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organizational capacity of the village committee has been greatly constrained by its lack
of resources in the past and heavy government control at present.

The Prosperity Village Committee seems quite well off these days, not because of its
own village enterprises or land rental, but due to the big cash flow from government-
land-expropriation compensation. After distributing most compensation fees to villagers,
the rest goes into resettlement housing construction brought about by land expropriation.
In 2007, the annual revenue of the Prosperity Village Committee was over 45.41 million
yuan: 42.04 million yuan came from compensation for land expropriation, 3.03 million
yuan from land-expropriation-related government subsidies, and only 0.34 million yuan
from within the village. Although the village committee seems to possess a huge amount
of money, the funds are provided by the government and have to be spent on
government-designated tasks. In 2007, the annual expenditure of the Prosperity Village
Committee was 43.10 million yuan: 0.77 million yuan was spent on the management
operation, including village cadres’ salaries and welfare; and 0.32 million yuan was spent
to fulfill various administrative tasks, including family planning, militia, party branch,
and medical insurance subsidy. The biggest item of expenditure, which cost 41.67 million
yuan, was villager-relocation subsidies and resettlement housing construction.*

Resettlement housing is a difficult task and should be the responsibility of the
township government. But in the name of rural collective housing, the township
government assigns it as a key task to the village committee and holds the village
committee accountable for it as one of the veto criteria. In terms of construction, the
village committee lacks the expertise to apply for permits, recruit high-quality

construction teams, and supervise progress. Villagers have different opinions on houses

' Source: Prosperity Village Committee.
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versus apartment complexes, five floors versus six floors, and more commercial units
versus more residential units. Ultimately, options are limited. People with different
preferences have to be coordinated and fit into one single housing plan.

If the village committee fails villagers’ expectations, sometimes due to problems of
construction and sometimes simply because villagers changed their minds after agreeing
to a plan, resettlement could become the impetus for social unrest. The township
government holds the village committee responsible by setting resettlement construction
as a veto criterion in its annual performance evaluation and thus binding village cadres’
economic well-being to the progress of resettlement housing construction. In 2008, the
Prosperity Village party secretary and village committee head were each required to put
down a deposit of 5,000 yuan out of their own pockets in the township government as
their commitment to resettlement housing construction. The township government
required 3,000 yuan from the deputies and 2,000 yuan from the other village committee
and party branch members. The village committee received a separate notice of
resettlement requirement from the township government, together with the Contract of
Comprehensive Goal Management Evaluation. If the village committee fulfilled the
resettlement housing requirement, each village cadre would be rewarded three times his
or her deposit. Otherwise, the deposit would be confiscated. By the time I left Prosperity
Village, resettlement was far behind schedule. Village leaders were expected to lose all
their deposits and likely have their annual performance vetoed. They ran back and forth
among different government agencies—such as the bureau of housing plan, fire
department, utility companies, and so on—for all kinds of unfamiliar permits. Prosperity

villagers in principle had agreed to a resettlement plan but still wanted bigger houses and
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declined to pay until the construction was finished. Every month, the township
government required the village committee to submit a schedule, which was almost
always delayed.

Despite pressure from the township government, the village committee received
little help from it. Prosperity village cadres were frustrated at the slow pace of
resettlement construction, because they lacked connections and capacity to fulfill all the
requirements from different government departments, such as fire, electricity, and
transportation. They were facing tremendous pressure from both the township
government and fellow villagers, but no one was willing to help them. The party
secretary of a neighboring village had been dismissed from his position by the township
party branch and humiliated openly in a township-wide convention, because resettlement
housing in the village was long overdue. The village committee did not have enough
funds to finish construction on its own, and village leaders could not convince villagers to
pay their share in advance to help finish the construction.'’

The rationale of the township government requiring the village committee to carry
out resettlement housing construction comes from its regular exercise of imposing
various administrative mandates on the village committee through the performance-goal
notice and evaluation, seen in the annual Contract of Comprehensive Goal Management
Evaluation. At the end of the year, the township government evaluated each village
committee based on the 24 items of the Basic Administrative Work (Table 2.1), in

addition to three previous quarterly and one semi-annual evaluation. The points the

' The cost of resettlement housing construction is mainly covered by the village committee using residual
funds from land compensation fees. Villagers also pay a small amount for their housing, usually at 300-500
yuan/m?, much lower than the construction cost, which is above 1,000 yuan/m?.
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village cadres earned strictly determined their bonuses.'® They had to pay fines if their

performance was vetoed.

Conclusion

Civic engagement and collective action require practice. Before people effectively
participate in politics, they need facilitating infrastructure, which is often built in the
process of organizing themselves and in the organizational life. For two decades,
Prosperity villagers have not engaged in village public affairs or communal organizations,
due first and foremost to the lack of incentives. Agricultural decollectivization brought
about scattered and individually exercised farmland use rights. No collective assets
concerned villagers or led them to organize for collective ends. The only strong
organization today is the village committee. When villagers do not have incentives to
participate but the government is highly motivated to exert control, the village committee
serves as an extended administrative branch of the government. It is not a communal
organization that can genuinely represent villagers or function as a platform for collective
action.

As aresult, as [ will elaborate in Chapter 6, after two decades of a lack of collective
benefits and organizational representation, collective action is missing from Prosperity
villagers’ toolbox, even when sudden and huge financial interests are pouring in from

government land expropriation. Simply put: no deposit, no withdrawal. Villagers have

' If a village committee earned more than 80 points out of 100, they were eligible for the reward. The
baseline was 8,000 yuan. The extra reward was 100 yuan for every point above 80. If a village committee
earned between 70 and 80 points out of 100, 100 yuan would be taken off from the baseline of 8,000 yuan
for every point below 80. If a village committee earned between 60 and 70 points, it was not eligible for the
reward. If a village committee earned below 60 points, it would be punished, with the party secretary and
village committee head paying 1,000 yuan, deputies paying 800 yuan, and other village cadres paying 500
yuan (Source: Prosperity Village Committee).
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not been motivated to put effort into making the village committee their platform to join
in public decision-making and have left it to the control of the local government. When it
comes to negotiating with the government for higher compensation for land expropriation,
villagers are not able to use the village committee to push village leaders for effective
collective bargains with the government. Instead, they rely on individual actions and

opportunistic behavior to advance personal interests.
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Chapter Three
Green Shareholding Cooperative:

A Genuine Collective Economic Organization

When self-interested individuals have the opportunity to come together to cultivate
common interests, they are more likely to develop “self interest properly understood,” as
Tocqueville so strongly emphasized as the mores of participatory democracy. Such
opportunities can be provided by various associations or organizations. Very often, the
assets the organization owns and people care about are what give individuals the first
push for involvement. One type of such organization is collective economic organization,
which is especially important in rural China.

Chapter 2 analyzed Prosperity villagers’ lack of incentives in village engagement,
causing the Prosperity Village Committee to become an administrative organization
heavily influenced by the government. The story is very different in Green Village. In
1994, driven by industrial demand for land, villagers voluntarily pooled their leased
farmland to establish a new form of collective economic organization, the Green
Shareholding Cooperative. All villagers are shareholders in this organization. The
cooperative is the registered owner and user of collective land. This collective
organization is a dual economic and political organization, being a cooperative and
village administration at the same time. It makes business decisions to rent out land to
small factories, and makes administrative decisions to provide public goods and distribute
the profits to villagers in cash dividends and welfare provision. The property rights of

collective land are now clear, also making clear the incentive structure and rules of



decision-making. The Green Shareholding Cooperative makes public decisions regarding
the most important collective assets that are related to villagers’ core interests; thus,
villagers are motivated to participate in the organization and village public life. As
shareholders, they are entitled to be part of the decision-making process. The cooperative

is structured to provide a platform for villagers’ civic engagement.

Decollectivization and Voluntary Recollectivization

Decollectivization in Green Village was not that different from the rest of China,
with the People’s Commune system formally abolished in 1984. Farmland was
distributed to individual households to use. Some village enterprises were still around in
the early 1990s, but they had failed and disappeared by the late 1990s. Traditional
communal organizations, such as temples and lineage halls, were inactive. But unlike
Prosperity Village, where land had been leased to individual households until recent
government land expropriation, Green Village experienced voluntary recollectivization in
the early 1990s. This time, not for the purpose of farming but for industrial needs,
villagers voluntarily pooled their leased and individually used land and established a
shareholding cooperative as the owner and user of land. The cooperative rents out land
and distributes its profits to villagers, who have now each become an equal shareholder
of the cooperative. Strong collective assets were recreated, most importantly, based on
their collective land. Now villagers have developed very strong incentives to get involved
in their collective assets and the managing organization.

Two characteristics of this voluntary recollectivization in the 1990s are worth noting.

First, it was driven by industrial interests. Land was no longer used for farming, but

81



rather was consolidated to rent out to factories and small shops. Second, it was a
voluntary organizing process. Villagers understood they could get much more money out
of industrial land rental than farming. They came up with the solution of a collective
economic organization to manage all the reconsolidated land. From the beginning, the
purpose of this organization has been to serve Green villagers’ collective interests in land,
and it has not been controlled by the government. This revival of collective economic
organization driven by industrial demand was dramatically different from the mandatory
agricultural collectivization of the 1950s. The then so-called collectivization was forced
upon Chinese villagers by the state without their consent. The purposes were state
building and incorporating rural communities into a planned economy. Recollectivization
in Green Village in the 1990s was voluntary in terms of its means and genuinely
collective in its ends.

Cities and counties in the Pearl River Delta have had a different path of supplying
land for industrialization than most other places in China. The common practice across
China today is that district/county or higher-level governments expropriate land from the
rural community, convert the ownership form from collective to state, and then sell the
use rights to outside investors. Industrialization is mostly carried out on state-owned
construction land. Throughout, the government is the dominant force. In Nanhai, by
contrast, industrialization in the late 1980s and early 1990s was mostly carried out on
land owned by rural collectives through land rental. This practice is a clear violation of
the Land Management Law, which specifies only state-owned construction land can be
used for industry. But it was encouraged as a special site of market-reform

experimentation and is tolerated today as a historical legacy.
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Green Village is in the center of Nanhai District, the heart of the Pearl River Delta.
When the market-reform experimentation first started in the late 1970s and early 1980s,
the Pearl River Delta accumulated small investments from Hong Kong and some local
factory owners, once business was again encouraged. Industrial development had put
increasing demand on land. Small factories first used the land around villagers’ houses or
some small lots customarily used to grow vegetables or cash crops, called private plots
(ziliu di). But these small plots soon ran out. At that time, Pearl River Delta villages were
still constrained by the planned economy and the state’s quota of grain procurement.
Farmland, which was called grain-quota land (kou liang tian), was leased to individual
households but restricted to agricultural use.

By the end of the 1980s, revived industry and commerce had used up private plots.
It became clear that land was the most precious resource available to attract investments.
The only possible solution to land shortage was to use the grain-quota farmland. However,
some big hurdles had to be overcome. First, each village had its grain quota mandated by
the central government. Second, after the Household Responsibility System was
introduced in 1978, farmland had been distributed to individual households. Unlike
farming, which can be and traditionally was done by individual families, industry needs a
concentration of land. Villagers would not give up their land unless they had an
institutional guarantee that the village land ownership and their use rights would be
recognized and they would benefit from the new arrangement. Third, industrialization
had clearly become a trend and the government was building industrial parks. Villagers
knew their land had great potential and demanded a share of the profits, but an

institutional innovation was needed to transcend the dual structure of collective land
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ownership and scattered use rights and to shield the national law and policy of
constraining farmland for agrarian use.

To meet the demand for land, driven by industrial development, the small pieces of
farmland in individual households had to be amalgamated for the rental business.
Villagers had strong motivation to push for land rental, because the rental fees were much
higher than agricultural income. But the decision was not an individual one, because land
was owned by the collective, and villagers only had use rights for farming. The
government also realized that converting farmland for industrial use would contribute a
lot to local development. Thus, it encouraged villagers to stop farming and use land for
industrial rental by promising them the government would buy grain from other places to
fulfill the grain quota. This practice was further encouraged by the new policy
Guangdong Province started in 1992 to abolish the grain quota for all villages. But more
urgently needed was an institutional mechanism for villages to voluntarily consolidate
their leased land. Although farming was not a prosperous venture, villagers still held onto
their land. To motivate them to contribute their land for industrial land rental, the
establishment of some institution that would enable people to share the benefits on a
stable and long-term basis was necessary. Whether this arrangement would succeed also
heavily depended on local organizations to manage the rental business and pay villagers
back—organizations villagers trusted and the government would endorse.

In the early 1990s, a new form of collective economic organization emerged in
Nanhai. Like many other successful institutional innovations in China, it was initiated by
villagers themselves and later adopted by the government. After Deng Xiaoping’s

Southern Tour in 1992 encouraging local experimentation with the market economy,
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three villages in Nanhai tried a new form of collective economic organization to solve the
problem of industrial land shortage. They called it the Rural Shareholding Cooperative.
All the villagers gave their leased land to the cooperative, and each person became a
shareholder. The cooperative rented land to investors and distributed dividends to its
shareholders annually. The experimentation attracted the then Provincial Party Secretary
Xie Fei to pay visits to the villages. He thought the Rural Shareholding Cooperative
would be a promising path for rural economic development. In 1993, urged by Xie Fei,
the central government sent an investigation team to Nanhai, led by respected experts on
rural affairs. Their research and debate concluded that the practice of rural shareholding
cooperatives could be a model for rural reform, especially in coastal areas.

After receiving confirmation from the provincial and central governments, the
Nanhai county government quickly promoted rural shareholding cooperatives to all
villages. Collective assets and land are registered as the property of the shareholding
cooperative. Each person who is registered locally is a natural shareholder. The so-called
“three types of ten shares (sanquan shigu zhi)” was a prototype then promoted by the
Nanhai government to determine how many shares each person would receive. The
nature of the cooperative as a collective economic organization emphasizes both
membership and individual contribution. Ten shares were the highest amount anyone
could receive. Each villager was a natural shareholder regardless of gender and family
size. Among the 10 shares, 30% were the basic share (jiben guquan), which was the same
for any member. The second type was the responsibility land share (chengbao guquan),
which was determined by whether and how much land a person had had since the

introduction of the Household Responsibility System in 1983 and the three subsequent
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small land adjustments. The third type was the labor contribution share (/aodong
gongxian guquan), which was determined by the shareholder’s age, an equal standard for
men and women, which was a way of counting this person’s contribution to the collective.

The shareholding cooperative rents land to outside users and collects rental fees as
profits. Each year, a fixed percentage of the profits—most of them—is distributed in cash
to shareholders as dividends. The rest of the profits are kept within the cooperative to pay
for shareholders’ welfare expenditure—such as pensions, health care, and education—
and to reinvest into the collective asset. Each shareholding cooperative has its own
regulations on shares, dividends, and management, which villagers often call the “Village
Constitution.” Before 1998, the process of selecting cooperative managers had no clear
rules. After the 1998 Village Organic Law, it became clearer that the cooperative as a
collective economic organization would overlap with the administrative organization in
the village. Consequently, cooperative managers would also be the village administration
leaders. Village election became the only legitimate means for selecting village leaders to
represent villagers to manage collective assets and provide public goods.

This institutional innovation was compatible both with the Constitution and the
Household Responsibility System. Land was still collectively owned, and villagers’ use
rights were incorporated into the cooperative. Only in this way were villagers willing to
pool their leased land in the collective. The success of this transition can be attributed to
three reasons. First, this organization came into being from the bottom up, rather than by
a top-down administrative approach. Villagers who lived in the same residential area put
their land together. This process was not driven by some administrative arrangement or

ideas of social engineering, but a natural occurrence. Green villagers’ land lots were
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adjacent to each other in the same geographic location. They also had an equal ration of
land lots. Voluntary recollectivization was simply much easier within a village than
across village borders. Only later did people realize this convenience would have
important implications for villagers’ participation in the political process to defend their
interests. I will elaborate on this point in Chapter 5. Second, villagers were assured they
would retain control over land, and not lose it to the government or outside investors. The
ownership of collective land was registered in a collective economic organization, and
their use rights were formalized as shareholder rights. Third, the sole purpose of the
shareholding cooperative was running land rental to serve shareholders’ interests. It was
not an administrative institution to serve government interests. Villagers would receive
dividends, and the rest of the profits would also be used for their welfare provision.
Villagers would clearly benefit much more in this way than through individual farming.

Green Village, a case of the Pearl River Delta Model, distinguishes itself from
Prosperity Village by a strong resurgence of collective economy, managed by a
voluntarily formed collective economic organization. It is also different from the well-
studied collective economy mostly consisting of collective enterprises run by the village
committee or the township government (Oi 1999). The content of its collective economy
is land rental managed by Green villagers and serving their interests only.

One of the biggest institutional contributions of the shareholding cooperative was
creating well-defined property rights of land. Both the ownership and use rights of land
are now embedded in the collective economic organization. Because their personal
interests are now bound together, villagers have very strong incentives to participate in

and influence the organization. The structure of the rural shareholding cooperative also
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provides such opportunities, because each land user has become a shareholder.
Shareholders are entitled to have a say in the cooperative’s decision-making. Through
long-time practices in and around the collective economic organization, villagers have
developed a communal network and built local institutions to facilitate cooperation and
engagement in public affairs. When political opportunities opened up, the villagers
coordinated collective action and joined in political participation to defend their

collective interests.

Clear Property Rights Structure of Land: Ownership and Use Rights in the Rural
Shareholding Cooperative

Well-defined and regularly exercised property rights have at least two positive
effects. The first is that they provide a clear incentive structure. People are motivated to
participate and improve efficiency. The second is that they lay out clear rules and
expectations, thus leading to a clear decision-making procedure. How to coordinate
different opinions and make the final decision is clear. Participants also have clear
expectations and do not create contingencies afterwards as a result of conflicting
expectations.

The property rights of land in China are usually unclear. As shown in Chapter 2,
there has been a dual structure: latent collective land ownership represented by the village
committee and individually exercised land use rights divided among households. This
situation is not only present in Prosperity Village, but also in rural China, where farmland
has been leased to individual households. Besides farmland, village-owned and -managed

collective assets are scarce.
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The picture is quite different in Green Village, which now has clearly defined
property rights of land. Land is legally registered as the asset of the rural shareholding
cooperative, instead of an ambiguous and latent collective ownership managed by an
administrative organization. The cooperative also has the use rights, which villagers have
given up in exchange for the shareholder status of the cooperative. Cooperative managers
make business decisions about how to rent out land to industrial and commercial users.
They are hired by and responsible to the shareholders. Shareholders not only enjoy yearly
dividends, but also have input on the cooperative’s most important decisions, such as to
whom to rent land and for how long. They also evaluate and supervise the managers’
performance. Through such economic-oriented civic activities, Green villagers have not
only developed skills, but also the civic virtues of maximizing personal interests through
collective action, a Pareto improvement. This practice started after Green villagers pooled
their land and bound their personal interests to the collective asset. This voluntarily
founded collective organization intensifies their incentives and provides opportunities for
their participation. Rules and expectations being clear, they have also gradually acquired
the skills to channel different opinions and have effective input into decision-making.

Green Village is located in the center of Guicheng Township, the seat of Nanhai
District and the fastest developing town. By the early 1990s, a deadlock was presented to
Green villagers. Industrial demand for land grew rapidly, but land was leased to
individual households and restrained to agricultural use. To solve the deadlock, the
government and villagers made a deal that later became a policy. For any farmland the
government would take away from the village, 15% of it would be returned to villagers

for industrial purposes, and they were freed of grain quotas. This transaction was an equal
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deal between the government and villagers. Green villagers were eager to be freed from
farming and rent their land for industrial and commercial use. The land the government
took away was for building infrastructure and a new town center, which villagers
understood would benefit their land-rental business.

Green villagers did not divide up the remaining land. Instead, they learned from the
experimentation in some other villages in Nanhai, consolidated the land, and established
the Green Shareholding Cooperative in 1994. At this point, the property rights of
collective land became clear. It was both owned and used by the cooperative. Villagers
authorized the cooperative managers to rent out land and distribute profits.

In exchange for their land, each villager became a shareholder of the Green
Shareholding Cooperative. Villagers held two types of shares: resource and property. The
rationale was that both the equality of membership and individual contributions to the
collective should be considered. The resource share was a 0.1 share, equal for everybody.
All the members automatically received it without having to pay anything. The property
share was calculated based on two things. One was the amount of collective funds a
production team had when it joined the cooperative. This part ranged from a 0 to 1 share.
The other one was a person’s age, a proxy for one’s contribution to the collective.
Members younger than 16 years old were granted 1 share; 17-26 years old, 2 shares; 27-
36 years old, 3 shares; 37-46 years old, 4 shares; and above 47 years old, 5 shares, which
was the upper limit. Considering historical contributions and to support themselves later
in life when land was gone, the cooperative made an exception in 1994. Members who
were above 40 years old received an extra share. Now, people born after 1994 do not

receive collective funds-based shares but have a 0.1 share of resources and 1 share of
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property. When it is time for a person to get one more share beyond a certain age
threshold, it is not given automatically, because people ceased to contribute to the
collective as in the past. They have to pay a certain amount of money based on the total
assets of the Green Shareholding Cooperative. In 2007, that amount was 2,800
yuan/share.'

Unlike the former production teams or brigades, the voluntarily joined shareholding
cooperative runs like a modern company, operating in a market economy. Its land now
has monetary value, which generates revenues to give its shareholders dividends and pay
for their welfare provision. It is a collective economic and village governance
organization whose aim is not to carry out tasks assigned by the government, but to earn

profits, pay back shareholders, and provide public goods.

Green Shareholding Cooperative: A Genuine Collective Economic and Village Self-
governance Organization

In 1994, the Green Shareholding Cooperative was established on the then Green
Village Committee. Consequently, this organization is more than a collective economic
organization, but is rather a dual political/administrative and economic one. It is “two
signs with one set of personnel,” in charge of both making money like a company and
providing public goods like a local government. Motivated villagers are concerned about
how the organization operates and work hard to make sure it represents their collective
interests. From strong economic interests to more general concerns about their
community and village public affairs, Green villagers have gradually made the effort to

build infrastructure and participate politically based on the platform of their communal

" Source: Green Shareholding Cooperative.
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organization. Because of the cooperative, village elections introduced in 1998 and the
legal status of village administration as a Village Self-governance Organization had
substantive consequences, while being nominal in many other Chinese villages. Although
its official name was changed from Green Village Committee to Green Villagers’ Group
Committee, the Green Shareholding Cooperative remained the same and carried out the
same mission of serving villagers. Village elections opened up political opportunities and
gave Green villagers a clearer direction for where to make effort.

In Green Village, traditional communal organizations, such as temples and lineage
halls, are weak. Without the cooperative owning and making decisions regarding
collective assets villagers cared about, the village administration in Green Village would
have been similar to Prosperity Village. Without incentives and input from villagers, the
local government would have made the village organization an administrative one. Green
villagers are equal shareholders of the cooperative, an economic organization. They have
worked hard and firmly held onto a legitimate claim to collective property autonomous
from the government. They solidify the communal organization with a dual economic
and political nature as a genuine village self-governance organization, through setting its
goals, making independent decisions from the government on its management personnel,
and evaluating its performance using villagers’ own standards.

Here I will do an organizational analysis of the Green Shareholding Cooperative.
Through its goal setting, personnel and structure, and performance evaluation, we can see
it is a communal organization by villagers and for villagers. The shareholders, that is, the

Green villagers, are the meaningful owners of their collective assets and the collective
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organization. They enjoy its profits and make decisions regarding management/board of

directors—electing managers and holding them accountable.

Goals/Tasks

The goals of the Green Shareholding Cooperative are quite simple: one, maximize
land rental income; and two, improve villagers’ cash dividends and welfare provision.
Due to villagers’ strong will, the Green cooperative/village administration does not
engage in or spend money on government-assigned administrative tasks, which are
usually costly and do not benefit villagers. The cooperative provides village leaders’
income, which further weakens the government’s leverage.

Unlike the Contract of Comprehensive Goal Management Evaluation that the
Prosperity Village Committee signs with the township government, the Green
Shareholding Cooperative does not sign anything with its superior government. Although
on paper it also receives some administrative tasks, they are generic and mostly nominal.
As a long-term village party secretary said, “We are not their bosses. We can only give
them opinions and instructions. They are a self-governance organization.””

In contrast to the annual notice of government administrative tasks that the
Prosperity Village Committee receives with meticulous requirements holding them

accountable, the Green cooperative/village administration only gets a Working Manual

(CLAE4HI]) at the beginning of their three-year term. The requests are quite general and

non-compulsory. The Working Manual the cooperative received in 2008 was composed

of three parts: (1) general principles; (2) duties and term goals of the villagers’ group,

? Interview, May 27, 2008.
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shareholding cooperative, and the accounting group; and (3) regulations on the cadre
positions, accounting, payment, and working principles. The Green village head casually
picked the document without having to sign any performance contract.

Green villagers hold a deep belief that fulfilling government administrative tasks is
not the responsibility of their collective economic organization. They keep a close eye on
the cooperative and try to make it responsive and responsible to its shareholders. The
goal of the cooperative is to maximize land-rental profits for villagers’ benefits. The
budget is a good measurement of the goals and tasks of an organization. Examining the
cooperative’s budget shows its profits are directly provided to villagers in dividends and
welfare provision.

Unlike the Prosperity Village Committee, whose annual budget parallels the
administrative goals it receives from the township government, the Green
cooperative/village administration makes its budget following simple logics. It does not
make a budget to cover government administrative tasks, such as for family planning. It
does not preserve profits for other purposes unrelated or indirectly related to villagers’
well-being. Their budget is simple: Subtract operational costs from the revenue, and all
the money left is called distributable profit. Similar to other shareholding cooperatives,
the Green Shareholding Cooperative takes 10% of the distributable profit as collective
savings, 50% as dividends, and 40% as welfare provision, including pensions, medical
insurance, public hygiene, and public order and maintenance fees. In 2007, the budget of
the Green Village Cooperative was 2,833,000 yuan as its revenue and 622,500 yuan as its

operational costs. The net profit of 2,210,500 yuan would all be distributable profit, with
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1,105,250 yuan (50%) as dividends, 221,050 yuan (10%) as collective savings, and
884,200 yuan (40%) as welfare provision.3

The Green Shareholding Cooperative is an autonomous and strong collective
economic organization. Operating as a company, it sets its own goals of making profits
through land-rental business and distributing profits to shareholders, not constrained by
higher levels of government. It is neither an extended government administrative branch
nor a modern private corporation, but has its imprint of the peasant collective. The
cooperative cannot freely engage in economic activities or use its money for government
administrative purposes. The fixed ratio of 50% of the profits is given directly to
shareholders. How many shares each villager has are based on seniority, a simple
egalitarian principle inherited from the collective era. The welfare expenditure is also
villagers’ direct interests. Naturally, villagers have strong claims and expectations on the
cooperative, justified by their indigenous membership. They are strongly motivated to

voice their interests and actively seek ways to influence the cooperative.

Personnel and Structure

As Prosperity Village shows, the local government usually influences the personnel
of a village committee in two ways. First, the village party branch is designated as the
leader of the village committee. The village party secretary is encouraged to also run the
village committee. Second, the government often maneuvers the nomination process of
village election. Candidates are censored, and some of them are disqualified. Government
nominees usually win the election. These two weapons, however, do not work with

collective economic organizations. The Green Shareholding Cooperative does not have a

* Source: Green Shareholding Cooperative.
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party branch. All the important public decisions regarding villagers’ essential interests are
made by the cooperative, to which the government does not have de jure power. The
government has no administrative procedure for nominating cooperative manager
candidates. Motivated shareholders vigilantly guard the cooperative from government
control.

Although there is also a small party branch in Green Village, it is established outside
of and has no role in the cooperative. As a result, it does not affect Green village
administration or public decision-making. Thus, party discipline, the most important
means for the township party branch and government to continue manipulating the
village administration despite village elections, is insignificant in Green Village. The

powerful promotion of “Two Positions on One Shoulder (— /8§ #k)” that is common in

Chinese villages, meaning the party secretary also acts as the village committee head, has
no role here. None of the Green village leaders is a party member or feels obligated to the
party branch.

Green village leaders do not have interest in fulfilling government requests, out of
either the organizational or personal motive. They are the managers of the Green
Shareholding Cooperative and the communal leaders of Green Village. Their duties are
making profits and increasing the well-being of their fellow villagers. Government-
designated administrative tasks, such as family planning, are carried out by the higher
levels of administration. In addition, Green village leaders’ personal interests are
embedded in the local community. They do not have opportunities for political promotion.
Both their legitimate income and possible gray income from rent seeking in leasing land

are based on their status as managers of the collective property—Iand. As a result, Green
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village leaders almost always side with their fellow villagers when their collective
interests are in conflict with the government, especially with a threat to collective land.

Village elections are now the only legitimate channel of personnel selection for
village self-governance organizations, including both the village committee and villagers’
group committee. The Village Organic Law has clear regulations on village committee
election, vague terms on villagers’ group committee election, and no specific terms on
collective economic organizations. Green villagers draw clear boundaries between
themselves and outside influences. They strenuously resist higher levels of government to
defend their collective interests.

Green villagers understand the importance of procedure. In village elections in 2008,
against the will of the local government, they insisted on a one-round open and direct
election without the name of any candidate on the ballot. Whoever received more votes
would win. Thus, no nomination process would take place, which could otherwise give
the government an opportunity to control election results. Green villagers were vigilant
against nomination manipulation. In this situation, government endorsement might not be
a blessing. As the Guicheng Township Party Secretary commented, “It is hard to
nominate candidates for them. The more the government endorses some candidates, the
less likely they will be elected.”

The personnel as well as the organizational structure and operations of the
cooperative/village administration are autonomous. The collective economic organization
is independent and powerful, compelling its political form not to follow government
orders against collective interests. The community determined not only the election, but

also the structure and tasks of the organization. Having overturned the government’s plan,

* Interview with the township party secretary on June 5, 2008.
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Green villagers decided their cooperative management/village administration would be
composed of three people. Whoever received the biggest number of votes would be the
head, and the others would be vice-heads. The division of labor among the three leaders
is not as clear as that of a local government. All of them are engaged both in running the
shareholding cooperative to rent land and distributing profits. The leadership only
answers to Green villagers, who closely watch their performance and make strong claims

on land ownership and organizational autonomy.

Organizational Capacity and Performance Evaluation

The major resource the collective economic organization in Green Village owns is
collective land, which largely determines its organizational capacity. As a shareholding
cooperative, its performance is evaluated by shareholders and not by government
administrative standards. The Green Shareholding Cooperative’s land-rental business had
a modest start. Green villagers simply pooled land and rented out small lots to factories
and shops. Little planning was needed. No permit was required. Land development has
been incremental, which did not demand a big sum of investment at the beginning. Thus,
the cooperative, a small and local organization, could handle land rental and collective
economic development without much help from the government or the bank. Villagers
prefer land rental to collective enterprises because it is less risky and more independent
and sustainable.

The most important asset the Green Shareholding Cooperative now has is 136.80 mu
of collective land. From 1992 to 2008, the amount of collective land in Green Village

changed a few times due to small-scale land expropriations for new roads and receiving
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new pieces of land from the township government as compensation. Over the years, the
cooperative has accumulated some collective savings. It used the money to build factory
workshops and parking lots. Land-rental fees collected from these collective properties
were higher than undeveloped land lots. In 2008, the Green Shareholding Cooperative
rented out 80,407.65 m?, including 74,727.65 m? direct land rental and 5,680 m? village-
built factory workshops.’

Green villagers have strong feelings of entitlement to their land. Although they
admit people no longer wanted to farm in the early 1990s, when the government took
away some of their land to build roads, bridges, and a town center, and although they
were happy at that time to see their grain quote alleviated, they now regret they did not
realize the importance of keeping their land. Rationally, people know the 15% land-
retention policy was good, but their emotional response is different. They are also
unhappy with the higher-level administration, seeing it as a government conspirator. Not
surprisingly, villagers now vehemently guard their land and collective organization
against outside influence. Even presented with government proposals of joint commercial
projects that potentially have much higher profitability, Green villagers still feel “land is
safer in our hands.”®

Green villagers and their elected village assembly representatives conduct the
performance evaluation of the Green Shareholding Cooperative/village administration.
Supervision is the privilege and responsibility of shareholders. Unlike the government,
which has a long list of evaluation criteria and complicated calculations, Green villagers’

evaluation standard is simple—higher dividends and better welfare provision. With a

> Source: Green Shareholding Cooperative.
% During my fieldwork, similar statements were often made by different people.
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simple standard and calculation, an ordinary villager, who does not have accounting
expertise or much time, can easily evaluate how the cooperative performs and what
villagers should do to the management team.

The gross income of the Green Shareholding Cooperative in 2007 was 2,963,250.46
yuan, with 1,269,744.30 yuan from workshop rental and 1,683,190.87 yuan from land
rental. Taking out management costs, its net income was 2,331,914.86 yuan. 10% of the
net income was saved in the organization as deposit and future investment, 50% was
distributed to each shareholder as dividends, and the remaining 40% percent was spent to
cover a variety of welfare items. Overall, 1,165,957.43 yuan was distributed as dividends.
The total number of shares was 5,511.2. Its 1,698 shareholders received average annual
dividends of 687 yuan.’

The rest of the net income, 932,765.95 yuan, was spent on welfare provision,
including pensions, retirement insurance, medical insurance, public security, and public
hygiene.® The cooperative hired a few native villagers to patrol and maintain order
around the factories and shops. Keeping a clean and safe environment was also important
to attract investment. Apart from the unified rural medical insurance required by the
government, the Green Shareholding Cooperative subsidized the rest of villagers’
medical costs. The biggest item of expenditure in Green Village was pensions.” Senior

villagers are naturally among those who care the most about the operation of the Green

7 Source: Green Shareholding Cooperative.

#106,559.50 yuan on public security, 728,820.00 yuan on pensions, 513,986.77 on public hygiene,
122,894.50 on medical insurance, and 241,050.00 on retirement insurance. Source: Green Shareholding
Cooperative.

% In 2007, 268 people qualified for pension. Each of them received 255 yuan/month, with retirement
insurance of 150 yuan equally shared by the cooperative and the township government, 50 yuan from the
village committee, and an additional 55 yuan from the cooperative. Each of the pensioners also received
bonus money during big festivals, usually 600 yuan/year. Source: Green Shareholding Cooperative.
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Shareholding Cooperative, because their dividends and pensions are closely related to its
performance.

Without much debate, Green villagers saw the Green Shareholding Cooperative as
under-performing. The fact that their dividends are lower than those of nearby villages,
despite the fact that Green Village is located at the center of the richest township in
Nanhai and has much more land than others, is frustrating to Green villagers. In 2007,
their annual dividends amounted to 220 yuan/share, but one of their neighboring villages,
which was only one third of its size, distributed more than one thousand yuan per share.
Angry Green villagers were motivated to find the reason for the difference and seek a
solution to improve their economic well-being through collective efforts.

In recent years, Green villagers have realized that not only are the results important,
but also the procedures. Without a fair procedure, they could gain a small amount of
money while losing long-term benefits. Thus, they have developed another evaluation
standard, demanding an open and transparent procedure for running the Green
Shareholding Cooperative. Green villagers elected village assembly representatives to
routinely supervise the cooperative management. They have paid increasing attention to
the cooperative’s information disclosure, such as reporting to the financial supervising
team, keeping a transparent accounting system, consulting with village assembly
representatives regarding big decisions, and keeping villagers updated on the operation of
the cooperative.

Land, the most important collective asset now registered as the property of a
grassroots collective economic organization, the rural shareholding cooperative, which is

also the village administration, gives villagers strong incentives to get involved in public
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affairs and their representative organization. The cooperative has to answer to the
villagers/shareholders, providing them with a platform to engage in public decision-
making regarding their own interests. A prosperous market economy in Nanhai, mostly
run by small enterprises, helps the land-rental business generate increasing profits for the
shareholders’ well-being. Thus, villagers strenuously defend their rights to land and their
collective organization. Their collective efforts to demand higher economic benefits and a
transparent procedure are naturally and strongly motivated when they perceive the
differences between expectation and reality.

Although the government always wants to exert control on the village, it has to
respect its autonomy. One the one hand, the government is afraid of offending villagers
and arousing social unrest, because the collective economy has become so strong and
collective interests are so well-organized. As the Guicheng Township Party Secretary
commented, “The cooperative/village administration is the real local organization. It has
land. It has people. So it can lead villagers to confront the government.”'® On the other
hand, the rural shareholding cooperative and the community have gained some genuine
appreciation. Despite frustration, the township party secretary and other district
government officials agreed the rural shareholding cooperative has made great
contributions to industrialization and improving villagers’ life. It took the place that
should have been taken by the government to provide public goods. Thus, the

government had to tolerate and to some extent respect their autonomy. "'

Conclusion

' Interview with the township party secretary on June 5, 2008.
" Interviews with the township party secretary and district government officials on June 5 and June 13,
2008.
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Since the early 1990s, the Green Shareholding Cooperative has met Green villagers’
economic interests and public goods provision. The cooperative is a collective economic
organization, voluntarily established to manage land-rental business and distribute profits
to villagers. Because of this cooperative, the property rights of collective land are also
clear, both owned and used by the cooperative. Self-interested villagers understand
properly that they have strong common interests in holding the cooperative accountable
to maximize profits and develop a fair and transparent procedure to distribute profits.
They are strongly motivated to provide their input into the cooperative, select responsive
and responsible management, and fend off government influence they see as a threat to
collective interests. All these measures are well within their rights as shareholders of the
cooperative. They made their cooperative/village administration a genuine village self-
governance organization. The local government has to respect the determined and well-
resourced villagers, and cease efforts to control the Green village administration. Green
villagers themselves set the goals for the cooperative, select its personnel, and evaluate its
performance. This collective economic organization gives Green villagers incentives and
opportunities to engage in village public decision-making, which leads to their future

political participation.
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Chapter Four

Civic Solidarity and Political Participation

Communal organizations can provide a platform for members to participate in
public affairs. Motivations and capacities are important potentials for effective
coordination of collective action and political engagement. To fulfill such missions,
community members also need to build infrastructure, including informal networks and
formal institutions, that could facilitate voluntary cooperation and pave the way for
political participation. During this process, people’s mindset also changes.

To influence public decisions, motivated individuals need to know whom to reach
out to, how to diffuse information, aggregate and articulate collective interests, recruit
members, and mobilize them. Informal networks are important in providing such
opportunities. In a community, especially if the community is diverse, fragmented and
entrenched networks cannot lay the foundation for community-wide collective action. If
this community comprises cross-cutting and wide-reaching ties, more specifically
bonding and bridging ties within and between heterogeneous groups, the interwoven
network facilitates inclusive political action—getting a large number of members
working for the common interests and joining in decision-making.

Furthermore, motivated and connected individuals need to build local institutions in
order to partake in political participation, especially if the larger political environment is
not encouraging and democratic institutions do not function well. Formal institution
building often sets up rules and binding precedents about public decision-making. People

thus have clear expectations and know what strategies and actions to take in the future.



Effective institution building that can facilitate political participation is usually based on
universalistic values and principles—inclusive, rule-based, and equally enforcing.

Motivated, connected, and empowered individuals who have engaged in building
inclusive informal networks and formal institutions often develop a more civic mindset.
They are committed to the common good, embrace universalism, and trust and are
attached to one another not based on ascribed or particularistic social relations but driven
by individual choice and shared commitment.

These three aspects—interwoven informal networks, effective formal institutions,
and civic mindsets—are the key components of civic solidarity, a type of solidarity
driven by universalistic conception of desirable social outcomes. A community with civic
solidarity is more likely to overcome the dilemma of collection action, voluntarily
cooperate with one other, and engage in political participation to fight for common
interests and shared values. In this chapter, I will delve into detail to demonstrate that
civic solidarity has emerged in Green Village but not in Prosperity Village.

Green villagers have strong collective economic interests in their land and the Green
Shareholding Cooperative. Since the early 1990s, they have all stopped farming. The
village has become very diverse, with different jobs and lifestyles. What binds them
together is the cooperative that manages collective land. Driven by strong incentives to
have a better cooperative, different subgroups within the village came together and
forged an interwoven network made of bonding and bridging ties. They have also made
the cooperative/village administration a genuine village self-governance organization,
setting up rules about the village representative assembly, village finance and information

disclosure, and elections free from government influence. In this process, their mindset
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has also evolved from an intuitive calling to address grievances and unfair treatment to a
broader understanding and demand for universalism, procedural justice, as well as some
distributive justice.

By contrast, Prosperity villagers have not been motivated to be concerned about the
village committee or village public affairs. Without putting effort into making changes,
they inherited a traditional village network with a communist make-over—patron-
clientelism. The party secretary cultivated close allies with village strongmen by giving
them access to village public resources in exchange for their support when needed. These
strongmen also have support from their friends and families by giving them small favors.
The communal networks are fragmented and hierarchically organized. At the village level,
no horizontal ties exist among villagers when dealing with public affairs. When interests
or disputes arise related to public decisions, they follow the traditional hierarchical
network to pursue individual favoritism from their patrons rather than seeking
cooperation with fellow villagers. Because villagers’ private interests are addressed
through the patron-client network, they have little motivation to build formal institutions
and settle issues with rules. They rarely try to solve problems in a collective way or
satisfy private interests through maximizing collective interests. Naturally, their mindset

is particularistic, upholding patron-clientelism, opportunism, and individualism.

Informal Network Structure: Bonding and Bridging Networks vs. Patron-
Clientelism
Informal networks play very important roles in political participation—mobilizing

the community, diffusing information, and aggregating and articulating their interests.
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Isolated individuals cannot accomplish such missions. However, different types of
networks exist. Networks that are built on particularism—defending entrenched
boundaries and playing favoritism based on social relationships and personal loyalty—
cannot drive cooperation among a general population beyond the limited group of special
interests. The informal network that facilitates community-wide civic engagement and
collective action, especially if the community is heterogeneous, must help build bridges
to connect different individuals and groups. It needs to be inclusive and wide-reaching,
cutting cross different subgroups and welcoming diverse joiners. It should support
universalistic values and principles and promote civic solidarity. In this network, people
are treated more or less equally. Coming up, I will elaborate on two different informal
network structures in Green Village and Prosperity Village.

In Green Village, the Green Shareholding Cooperative owns and manages its
collective assets, most importantly their land. Each villager is an equal shareholder.'
Farming was altogether stopped in 1994. Since then, some villagers have become small
factory and shop owners. Some are employed in local factories. Some are retirees living
on dividends and pensions provided by the cooperative. Because of the cooperative
holding common interests and encouraging their public involvement, Green villagers,
who are now quite a heterogeneous people, have engaged in the cooperative and
gradually built a salient network structure encompassing both bonding and bridging ties.
Young entrepreneurs bond together to lead political activities and manage the collective
economic organization. They are supported and advised by the old generation of political

activists, whom villagers trust because of their long-term reputation of being selfless and

! Although Green villagers have slightly different shares of the cooperative due to age differences, they
have equal voting rights and are equal owners of the collective assets.
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righteous. The two groups take on different roles in village public life, thus forming a
strong political leadership. Concerned ordinary villagers, who usually do not participate
in village affairs on a daily basis, are well informed by the activists, mobilized and
recruited into village decision-making, and connected with village assembly
representatives and village leaders.

By contrast, almost no significant collective asset exists in Prosperity Village. Land
use is in the hands of individual households. The only important village organization, the
village committee, is an administrative organization. Although it also provides some
basic public goods and controls some collective resources—such as maintenance of roads,
sewage, and utility facilities—it mainly serves government administrative purposes and
follows bureaucratic rules. Who is in charge of the village committee is the gatekeeper to
the limited village resources. Without clear rules and sufficient accountability, these
gatekeepers almost always turn into rent-seekers, who often cultivate patron-client
networks to make public decisions and stay in power. In Prosperity Village, three
subgroups are salient in public life. The first is village cadres. They control village
resources and act as power brokers between the government and the village. The second
is various kinds of local strongmen. A lot of them are the heads of their respective
villagers’ group committees or village assembly representatives. Village cadres and local
strongmen have developed a close-knit patron-client network, monopolizing village
resources to serve their personal interests, controlling powerful positions in the village
administration, and excluding other villagers from village decision-making. The third
group is ordinary villagers. Kinship and friendship ties exist in private life, but no

horizontal ties exist among them in village public life. Although not core members, they
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are also part of and at the bottom of the village patron-client network, which is deeply
rooted in traditional village social relations. When interests or disputes arise that involve
public resources or public decisions, they do not reach out to fellow villagers but seek

favors from their patrons along the hierarchical ties.

Green Village: Bonding and Bridging Networks

Common interests in their land and the platform the Green Shareholding
Cooperative provided were the initial reason Green villagers were motivated and able to
get involved in village public decision-making. Their will was strengthened by a shared
grievance. Compared with nearby villages, Green Village had more land but lower
dividends. Villagers all knew this disparity was due to the unreasonably low rental fees
handled by the former village head, Mr. Luo. Although villagers commonly understood
Mr. Luo was corrupt, they had no idea how serious the situation was, because they were
never informed of how those decisions were made, and land contracts were concealed
from them. Compelled by their crucial economic interests and a strong sense of injustice,
villagers often gathered together, talked about their land and cooperative, and discussed
what should be done to make a change. Gradually, a consensus emerged among villagers.
They believed they could increase villagers’ economic well-being by correcting Mr.
Luo’s wrongdoing and re-leasing their land. To shield their long-term interests from
possibly irresponsible leaders in the future, a fair and transparent procedure had to be
established to decide important issues in the village. Green villagers, who otherwise may
have had little in common and would have only minded their own business, forged cross-

cutting and wide-reaching ties. This interwoven network links together three groups:
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young entrepreneurs as leaders, old-time activists as the council and bridge, connecting

with concerned villagers as active participants.

Leaders: Young Entrepreneurs

Green Village is a community that flourished in its entrepreneurship. Since the
founding of the Green Shareholding Cooperative in 1994 when Green villagers were
relieved of farming and their land could be used for industrial and commercial purposes,
101 local families have opened their own factories (among its population of around
1,700). In addition, some have small convenience stores. Some run automobile repair
shops along the major roads. Those who started their family business in the 1980s and
early 1990s are now in their 60s. A lot of them have retired, and their children inherited
the factories.

The second generation of entrepreneurs is young, in their 20s and 30s. They are
relatively well educated, almost all with high school diplomas and some with college
degrees. One of the most outstanding characteristics distinguishing them from their
parents is that they are well connected to and concerned about the outside world. They
read newspaper and online news. They watch Hong Kong TV programs that broadcast
voices contradictory to party ideology. They travel frequently to other cities and
provinces, sometimes for business and sometimes on vacation.

Growing up in the same village and sharing similar backgrounds, these
entrepreneurs have formed a strong club and have dinners or tea together regularly. Some
of these activities are for the purpose of business, which requires market information. But

their topics often go beyond business per se. They share personal stories, exchange
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information from all kinds of media, and discuss various social and political issues. They
have created a strong bond and identity.

Bian, the leader of the young entrepreneurs, is 38 years old. He owns a factory
making exquisite wooden gift boxes. His factory has 330 m?, employs 20-30 workers,
and produces an annual revenue of 200,000-300,000 yuan. He started participating in the
fight against Mr. Luo after receiving unfair treatment in land rental for his own factory
and becoming outraged at the dramatically low collective economic benefits Green
villagers have relative to nearby villages. Bian and his best friends, Kuan, Ceng, and Dai,
all owners of enterprises, have known each other for years and often hang out together.
They were all enraged by Mr. Luo’s rudeness and favoritism toward his friends and
relatives. They sought justice in ways that were beneficial not only for themselves, but
also for fellow villagers to get the dividends and welfare provisions they deserved.

Without the Green Shareholding Cooperative, the young entrepreneurs might have
very little in common with other fellow villagers. Naturally, they started fighting for their
business interests individually. But they soon realized that individual effort or their small
group effort was not enough to change the rules and power structure in the village. The
possibility of change would only come from the entire village. The more fellow villagers
joined the effort, the more likely it would lead to success. However, young leaders had
significant constraints. First, as Bian said, “We did not know the specifics about the
village.” Because the land contracts were not open information, the young leaders did
not know who rented land at what price. Thus, discerning who could be potential allies
was difficult. They also did not well understand the nuances in the village life. This

knowledge is often only acquired through experience. For example, although they knew

? Interview, May 14, 2008.
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who and who were relatives, they did not know well who and who were truly close.
Second, they had not established sufficient credibility for fellow villagers to trust them
and follow their lead. To cope with the constraints, these young leaders reached out to
old-time political activists in the village, who understood the village life well and earned
respect and trust among villagers due to their decades of devotion to the common good.
These senior activists quickly accepted and supported the young leaders because “they
are good kids,” who were trying to help the entire village, and also because their own
well-being depends on higher land-rental fees in a market economy the young

entrepreneurs are much better at managing.

Activists: Retired Old-Time Political Activists

When the young political leaders are fighting at the frontier, they are backed up by
a group of older activists who are in their 60s and 70s and thus have plenty of time to
engage in public activities. They are former production team cadres or political activists
who retain a genuine interest in public affairs. Although not in power, they are still
enthusiastic about politics. They do not have as much education as the younger
generation but are literate and articulate. Unlike some other old-time collective cadres
who opened up their own business or took over collective enterprises during the market
transition period in the 1980s, they worked in local factories or small state-owned stores
and are now retired. Because they are not state employees, they are not entitled to
pensions and other related welfare. Their major income now is dividends and welfare
distributed by the cooperative, as well as rentals of extra rooms in their houses, all

depending on their collective land. Often hanging out with other people in nearby villages,

3 Interview with Ms. Mei on May 12, 2008.
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they are well informed about the dividends and welfare provision in other places, which
are in stark contrast to their own.

Unlike the younger generation, who usually have a more sophisticated view on
corruption, the old-time political activists have little tolerance. Carrying on their political
enthusiasm from the past, they enjoy participating in public affairs and take such
involvement as their responsibility. Their credentials are their seniority in the community
and their previous contributions to the collective. Thus, fellow villagers respect them and
trust them to hold the village leaders accountable. When young people in the village
either run their own business or work in other enterprises, the retired old-time activists
count on the dividends and welfare to improve their livelihood, and therefore have an
even stronger feeling of aspiration and obligation to pressure village leaders to increase
benefits.

However, they are also aware of their limited capacity. They lack business
experiences. They do not have enough knowledge through education and networks to
understand how to run an election campaign. They enthusiastically endorse the young
entrepreneurs to be village leaders, whom they believe are honest and have public spirit.
They run for the village representative assembly instead, serving as consultants and
supervisors. They follow the young leaders’ strategies, support their decisions, and at the
same time keep an eye on them.

Two prominent activists are Mr. Sai and Ms. Mei. Mr. Sai is 67 years old and is
nicknamed Old Party Member (lao dangyuan). He was a long-term production team
leader in the collective-farming era and is considered a selfless public figure. Ms. Mei is

a 71-year-old married-out woman whom Green villagers considered a fierce fighter and
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who fought for more than 10 years to get her farmland under the Household
Responsibility System.

These senior activists know they cannot change the cooperative or fight corruption
alone. Thus, they reached out both to young village leaders and to fellow villagers. They
know their village well—who lives where, who has what kind of job, who is friends with
whom, and how well the family is doing. Fellow villagers trust and respect them. They
have time to visit their homes, chat at ease, and understand their daily lives and concerns.
Although everybody wants the Green Shareholding Cooperative to distribute more
dividends, each person has his/her own perspective. Senior activists collect information
from villagers, discuss their concerns with young village leaders, and help make well-
grounded decisions. After decisions are made, they not only inform villagers, but also
discuss and collect their opinions for revision and implementation. Facilitated by their
long-term credibility in the community, senior activists support and advise young village

leaders as well as mobilize and recruit fellow villagers in the decision-making process.

Participants: Fellow Villagers

Other than entrepreneurs, most Green villagers are employed in local factories in the
village or nearby city center. Their income is modest but enough to support themselves.
They value their membership for the collective assets. Even though the current dividends
and welfare distributed by the Green Shareholding Cooperative are not high, they still
represent a significant amount of cash. More importantly, people understand the market
value of their collective land. Through comparison with neighboring villages, they know

their land rental has been low, and thus hold high hopes to increase their profits.
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Although ordinary villagers do not have much time or capacity to frequently make
public decisions, they are ready to be mobilized to participate in the collective economic
organization and political activities as their shareholder status entitles them to. They often
hang out after work and share information about village affairs. Informed by the auditing
of the Green Shareholding Cooperative led by Bian and Mr. Sai, they are outraged by Mr.
Luo’s corruption and infringement on common welfare. They appreciate the effort of the
leaders and activists to improve procedural transparency and general welfare, and
understand the difficulty of achieving their goals.

Since the early 1990s when they put all their land together in the cooperative,
especially after they realized how valuable their land was, Green villagers have gradually
built an interwoven network with inclusive and far-reaching ties. Young entrepreneurs,
senior activists, and fellow villagers not only form close relations in groups with similar
characteristics, but also reach out to other groups. This informal network structure
encourages and facilitates their participation in the village decision-making process. By
contrast, since the Household Responsibility System was implemented, Prosperity
villagers have had few interests in common. Their public life is very limited. What makes
the situation even worse is the patron-client relationship cultivated between village cadres
and village strongmen, shutting most villagers out of village resources and public
decisions. Village cadres, especially the village party secretary, control the village
committee and distribute village resources to a small group of local strongmen for
material benefits and mutual support. A network structure of patron-clientelism and lack
of horizontal ties among villagers in public life hinders formulation of common interests

and collective action.
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Prosperity Village: Patron-Clientelism

The communal network structure in Prosperity Village is quite different from that in
Green Village. Instead of an interwoven network with cross-cutting ties among different
social-economic groups within the community—who have common interests and moral
commitment to having a well-managed Green Shareholding Cooperative and trust each
other in achieving the same goal—the sub-groups in Prosperity Village are formed in
accordance with the resources they control and their power positions within the village.

Village cadres control the most important organization within the village, the village
committee, and its administrative resources. In the past, the village had some small
factories. Now it has a small budget to provide some public goods to villagers. The
village always has some projects going on, such as infrastructure construction and
maintenance. The village party secretary, Mr. Man, makes these decisions through the
village committee. His own well-being is largely satisfied by village funds. For example,
he often reimburses his personal expenditures in the village committee in the name of
village business. He once received reimbursement of more than 20,000 yuan for dining
and lodging. To keep his position, Mr. Man needs strong support both from the
government and within the village. On the one hand, he has been a long-term client of the
township government, carrying out its administrative tasks and helping manage the
village. On the other hand, he has also cultivated clients within the village committee and
among local strongmen by sharing village resources.

Mr. Niu, a village committee member, is one of the millionaires in Prosperity

Village. Mr. Niu’s father is Mr. Man’s cousin, who bought a village-owned electroplate
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factory at a very low price. When his father passed away, he and his siblings inherited 3
million yuan from factory profits. Mr. Niu leased another electroplate factory from the
village, but he never had to pay any rental fee.

In addition to village committee members, Mr. Man also forged strong patron-client
relationships with local strongmen. Prosperity Village is a place where a lot of young
people learned construction from a nearby construction company and became small
contractors. Small-scale construction is a highly competitive industry because its
threshold is low and its profit margin is high. Almost anyone who acquires a small
amount of knowledge and experience can enter the industry. What is difficult, however,
is accessing projects. As long as the contractor can lease a project and get paid on time, a
profit is guaranteed. A village always has construction projects, and the village head
decides to whom to give these construction projects. Mr. Man has four godsons* who are
all small contractors. They take care of almost all infrastructure construction in the
village. This business is very profitable. Because contractors both build and repair
infrastructure, this business is self-sustaining. They are under very little scrutiny. No one
supervises construction quality, and the budget is often flexible. Only they and Mr. Man
truly know the cost and profit, all paid from the village account. Mr. Man and his four
godsons are like a family, often sharing banquets, reinforcing their bonding, and
supporting each other. Mr. Man is the patriarch of this family, distributing resources and
retaining his authority. The four godsons benefit from village resources and support Mr.
Man making decisions about the village. They are capable young men who serve as heads

of their villagers’ groups. These four are the most important leaders within the village

* Godson in the Chinese tradition is non-religious and is mainly for strengthening social ties.
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under Mr. Man. To achieve goals, they often combine tactics of promising favors and
threatening their fellow villagers.

Construction is an industry often bordering gangster activities. Those successful
small contractors are usually the ferocious kind who often organize gangsters to fight for
their territory and protect construction sites. Mr. Man’s four godsons are nicknamed the
“Four Heavenly Kings” in Prosperity Village.” They are in their late 30s and early 40s.
They grew up knowing each other and are key members of a local loose gang across
several villages. Their annual income is about 100,000-200,000 yuan. For them, the
purpose of being the heads of their villagers’ groups is to serve personal interests.
Administrative tasks involving villagers’ groups need their endorsement and thus give
them rent-seeking opportunities. They cultivate their own clients by sharing small favors
with relatives and friends. They sometimes help their villagers’ group by asking for more
resources, if this practice is beneficial to themselves. Meanwhile, they do not hesitate to
take advantage of their fellow villagers if doing so serves them better.

All 12 villagers’ group heads in Prosperity Village have had long-term relationships
with Mr. Man, especially his own nephew and four godsons. This close patron-client
network makes decisions regarding the village and its resources. Apart from their own
very small circle of relatives and friends, most ordinary villagers are excluded from the
decision-making process. Most villagers also do not benefit from the outcome or know
the procedure.

In this hierarchical patron-client network, ordinary villagers are incorporated at the

bottom and separated into different sub-factions. This network is quite similar to the

>t is called VYK 4= in Chinese, and has no religious meaning but is often used to describe those strong,
mighty, and ferocious individuals.
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traditional one, with patriarchs at the top and villagers following their orders. Even
though the village party secretary replaced the traditional patriarch, Prosperity villagers
are structurally embedded in the network and habitually seek help along the hierarchy.
When interests or disputes arise regarding public resources or decisions, they do not
collaborate with fellow villagers to solve problems by collective action or fight for their
position at the decision table. Each tries to appeal to their patron and looks for favoritism
and special treatment. As a result, Prosperity villagers are fragmented and do not have a
network structure to cultivate common interests and practice cooperation. When it comes
to public life and public decisions, they are isolated from each other. The traditional
kinship and friendship networks may still be abundant in their private life. But those
cross-cutting and wide-reaching horizontal ties that are critical to villagers’ participation
in village public life and village decision-making are not present. Patron-clientelism is
built on particularistic values and principles, being exclusive, cultivating personal loyalty
above rules, and playing favoritism. Prosperity Village does not have an interwoven
communal network with inclusive and wide-reaching ties to share information, discuss
important public issues that concern all members, and help express their common

interests.

Institution Building

In addition to informal networks, formal institution building is also imperative to
provide opportunities and platforms for political participation. The building process is
critical in places where democratic institutions are not well established. In China, without

functioning democratic provisions, people need to build facilitating institutions at
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grassroots levels in order to effectively take part in political participation. Whether
villagers can set up rules and precedents regarding local decision-making is a determining
factor to whether “village self-governance” has real democratic meaning or an empty
promise on paper. The kind of institution building that facilitates civic engagement and
cooperation among a large group of heterogeneous people is usually driven by
universalistic conception of desirable outcomes—building a platform that is inclusive,
rule based, and equal. It promotes civic solidarity among members.

Here I write about three critical institutions of village governance—village
representative assembly, village governance information disclosure and accounting rules,
and village election—to show the contrast between Green Village and Prosperity Village.
Green villagers took great effort over a long period of time, especially from 2005 to 2008,
to build institutions and make new rules. These institutions were beneficial to their future
participation in village public life and village organization. These new institutions were
not in direct conflict with the Village Organic Law, the major national law regulating
Chinese villages, but opened up new opportunities and made the platform operational.
Prosperity Village, however, only meets basic requirements in the Village Organic Law
and does not actively try to build a local and operational infrastructure that encourages

villagers’ participation.

Village Representative Assembly (cunmin daibiao dahui)
According to the Village Organic Law, villagers can authorize the village
representative assembly to oversee and evaluate the village committee. It should be

assembled by the village committee and held quarterly. If more than one fifth of the
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village representatives suggest a meeting, it should be held (Article 26). These
regulations are only about very general principles without specific rules on enforcement.
Whether the village representative assembly can really oversee the village administration
and play an important role in village decision-making depends on local practice—the
frequency of their meetings, who convenes meetings, and how to set agendas. If village
representatives took great effort to hold regular meetings to discuss important village
affairs and participate in decision-making, and more importantly make this practice a set
rule or a binding precedent to follow, the village representative assembly could become
an important institution to facilitate their further political participation. If no great effort
is taken, the village representative assembly often is a rubber stamp for the village

committee.

Green Village The village representative assembly can be a strong institution for
villagers to have relatively easy and regular access to village affairs, if the representatives
truly represent villagers’ common interests and are willing and able to oversee the village
administration. Before 1999, Green Village had village representatives, but they rarely
held meetings. Between 1999 and 2005, the village representative assembly held
meetings once a year, and the rule of voting was “raise your hand if you are against it.”
Decisions made by the village head were passed with a “unanimous vote.” But during
this period, Green villagers had already formed collective interests in the cooperative,
started to demand change, and developed a strong communal network. The institutional
arrangement finally made a breakthrough in 2005 after the young entrepreneurs and
senior political activists successfully got elected as Green Shareholding Cooperative

Shareholder Representatives who automatically became representatives of the village
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administration. The first thing they did was building the village representative assembly
as an institution to truly represent villagers’ interests and making new rules about how it
operates.

Because they occupied half the seats of the assembly, they could convene meetings,
set agendas, and make decisions by majority rule. Since 2005, Green village
representatives have set a binding precedent for the village representative assembly. The
rules had to be followed in the future even when changes happened to the assembly
members. They have kept a record of all the meetings, detailing dates, attendees, agendas,
and tally of votes. They have also been working on codifying the following rules: (1)
Meeting frequency. The assembly has to meet at least once a month. In addition to regular
meetings, whenever important village affairs emerge, a meeting with more than half the
representatives will be held. For example, in addition to a regular November meeting on
the 4th, they held two additional meetings on November 18th and 29th in 2005, after the
audit report about village finances was produced. (2) Convening a meeting. In the past,
only the village head could convene a meeting. Now, village representatives can also
convene a meeting. (3) Agenda control and majority ruling. All important issues about
the village, especially land-rental contracts, have to be presented to the assembly to
discuss and vote. Decision is made by majority rule. All decisions then are posted on the
village bulletin board to inform Green villagers, who have the right to make suggestions.
As one of the 25 members of the village representative assembly, the village head has
only one vote and cannot control agendas or make decisions by himself. Village

representatives set their meeting agendas.
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Prosperity Village  The Prosperity Village Representative Assembly was a more typical
case of rural China, where villagers did not have incentives to build a strong assembly or
get their input into this institution. It would take highly motivated villagers to elect their
true representatives, and these representatives had to care about the institution enough to
painstakingly try to change the rules. Before land expropriation, these incentives did not
exist in Prosperity Village. The village representative assembly had been a government-
required rural institution without independent functions from the village committee.
Regardless of population and land, each of the 12 villagers’ groups had five
representatives, one as the group head, one as the group party branch head, one as the
women’s work head, and two others as representatives. There were 60 village
representatives. Some of them had been representatives for a long time with a habit of
saying yes to the village committee. Some of them were long-term allies of village cadres.
Some of them were part of a close-knit patron-client relationship with the village party
secretary.

Without strong pushes from village representatives, the village committee controlled
when and how often the assembly met, and set agendas for their meetings. The village
committee convened meetings to fit its needs, and there were no clear rules about these
meetings. (1) Meeting frequency. As one of my interviewees said, before land
expropriation, they “never” met. The village representative assembly often met at the end
of a year to listen to speeches from the village head and other village committee members.
(2) Convening a meeting. Village representatives had little reason to convene a meeting,
nor was there a procedure to do so. All their meetings were convened by the village

committee, which simply notified them of when and where to meet. (3) Agenda control.
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The village representative assembly in Prosperity Village was not an institution for
discussion and decision-making. When the representatives were convened by the village
committee, they had no idea what the agenda of the meeting was, nor was their input
encouraged or needed. The meeting was often quite similar to the National People’s
Congress. The village head read a written report about what the village committee had
accomplished. The report was about administrative tasks, such as family planning, social
stability, and village party branch activities, that the government was deeply concerned
about but were not closely related to the village. They listened to the report, received
compensation for their time (often a pack of cigarettes or 20 yuan), and then the meeting
was over. Sometimes they would be asked to vote on certain irrelevant administrative
decisions, and no one bothered to vote no. Those issues that were related to personal
interests and could cause controversy, such as small construction projects in the village,
were not presented in the meetings. The village head decided how to handle them within
the village committee. Naturally, with its meetings and agendas firmly controlled by the
village committee, the village representative assembly in Prosperity Village could not

facilitate villagers’ public engagement.

Village Governance Transparency (cunwu gongkai) and Accounting Rules (caiwu
zhidu)

All villages are supposed to make their village governance “transparent” to villagers
and have some “democratic management” of their village finances, according to the
Village Organic Law. But the differences across villages are vast. In some places,

villagers have strong incentives to get information about village governance. They try
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hard to make rules, especially accounting rules, that the village administration has to
follow. When the precedent is set, and the enduring practice is commonly accepted, the
new institutions function smoothly. The longer and better these accounting and
information disclosure rules are applied, the better informed the villagers are; the better
they are informed, the more forces there are for these rules to keep going. By contrast, if
villagers are not highly motivated to build new institutions on village finance and
information disclosure, no one would. As a result, the village committee sets rules not in
outright violation of the Village Organic Law but, in reality, not helping villagers engage

in village governance.

Green Village Before 2005, Green villagers knew little about their village finances.
Land contracts were locked. They did not know the details about how much profit the
cooperative made and where it was spent. They did not understand exactly why their
dividends were much lower than their neighboring villages, because the village
administration sealed information. Although the Village Organic Law vaguely required
the disclosure of information to villagers, no institutional arrangement existed regarding
how to disclose and what villagers and their representatives could do. Green villagers
understood that to change their village governance, they had to know how it worked.
After 2005, Green village representatives successfully made new rules and built their
assembly as an important institution for village governance. The assembly’s first big
institutional decision was setting accounting rules and the procedure of information

disclosure.
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(1) Information disclosure. All important village governance decisions have to be
discussed and approved by the village representative assembly, especially those about
land rental. The cooperative management/village administration has to promptly post
each decision on the village bulletin board, including the minutes of discussion and its
voting record in the assembly meeting. All villagers are entitled to consultation and
suggestion. (2) Accounting rules. First, the village representative assembly elects three
members as the audit team. The audit team can make a request to audit village accounting
books at any time. Second, a comprehensive annual audit of the village account books, all
its land-rental contracts, and receipts and other supporting documents has to take place.
This audit has to be done by an outside certified accounting firm, which then produces a
report containing detailed information. The village audit team assists the annual auditing.
Because the auditing is about the most important information of village governance, each
household will get a copy of the audit report with a table containing important
information about the land-rental contracts. This approach is a much more efficient way
of helping villagers make informed decisions than simply posting a copy on the village

bulletin board.

Prosperity Village  The procedures of information disclosure and accounting rules in
Prosperity Village were quite similar to those in Green Village before their village
representative assembly successfully changed the institutional arrangement and made
new rules. These procedures did not violate the Village Organic Law, meeting the basic
requirements on paper. Without input and demand from Prosperity villagers, these

institutional set-ups were more about formality than content. The rules were vague and
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sketchy, leaving them at the village committee’s disposal and not encouraging villagers
to participate.

(1) Information disclosure. The village bulletin board is the place where the village
committee posts information it sees as relevant. This posting is only about very big
numbers of the village finances, how much money it makes, and how much it spends on a
list of items that cover some basic categories, such as “village management, public goods,
and others.” This “village governance open information” is posted quarterly with the
same format. But these numbers and big categories do not reveal much information about
village governance, not to mention what decisions the village committee has made and
what procedure it has followed. Prosperity villagers would not bother to study the posts
and they would not get much out of it even if they tried. (2) Accounting rules. First,
Prosperity Village also has an audit team. But it is made up of people “that the village
head put there as his allies.”® This practice is evidenced by the Prosperity Audit Team led
by Mr. Ni, one of the village head Mr. Man’s godsons. The village audit team only meets
in June and December to produce two nominal reports. These reports are documents the
township government prepares for the two big evaluations on the village committee. “A
few sophisticated village heads would collect a nominal vote on the report in the village
representative assembly. Some just notified them such a report was done. This
institutional arrangement is meaningless.”’” The Prosperity Audit Team was not elected
by villagers to represent their interests and to oversee the village finances and disclose
information, but was another institution embedded in the patron-client network. On the

one hand, they help the village head fulfill the administrative requirements and cover his

® Interview with the Township Government Deputy Chief of the Bureau of Finance on July 2, 2008.
7 .
Ibid.
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tracks. On the other hand, they are also rent-seekers. As a township official scolded, “The
so-called village audit team is so degraded. In order to get their signature on report

»8 Second,

approval, you have to treat them banquets. You have to give them favors.
Prosperity Village does not conduct an annual audit. Every three years, before village
election, the township government recruits an accounting firm to audit the village
finances. This institutional arrangement serves the purpose of the township government.
The documents containing generic information are open to villagers, but the process

provides ammunition if the township government needs leverage to control the village

committee.

Village Election Procedure

Village elections are the most important institution of village self-governance. One
fundamental election rule is about candidacy, whether any eligible villager can be a
candidate or if there is a nomination process by which the government can assert control
by naming “official candidates.” The government always has incentives to nominate their
favored candidates. What makes a difference is whether villagers can fend off
government intervention and set their own rules about candidacy, making it a real open
election. If they can set the institution as direct voting with simple rules that villagers see
as legitimate and easy to operate, villagers will be greatly encouraged to participate, thus
improving the chance of a good result. In some villages where villagers have strong
incentives and are able to build infrastructure—forming strong leadership, mobilizing the
entire community, and setting election rules that make villagers believe their votes are

meaningful—village election is the most effective institutional arrangement to encourage

8 Interview, September 6, 2008.
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villagers’ political participation and select village leaders to genuinely represent
collective interests. By contrast, in other villages where villagers are not highly motivated
to build an institutional platform, village election itself will not advance village self-
governance, because an undeterred government will nominate its favored candidate to
control village administration, serving its political and social agendas. Without some

feelings of efficacy, villagers do not take voting seriously.

Green Village Mr. Luo, a corrupt village leader in the eyes of Green villagers, had been
the village head ever since the Green Shareholding Cooperative was founded in 1994. He
easily won the first two village elections in 1999 and 2002, endorsed by the government.
During this period, however, conflict had accumulated, and Green villagers were
motivated and took great effort to participate in the cooperative. In 2005, the opposition
leaders got themselves elected into the village representative assembly. The assembly
was a legitimate institution for them to make a request to hold the coming village election
without government nomination. Under pressure from villagers, the government
conceded and recognized one-round open voting as the election rule. Every vote by each
eligible villager directly affected the result. In such an open election without “official
candidates,” whoever got more votes would win. As a result of Green villagers’ effort,
Mr. Luo finally lost the 2005 election.

Green villagers were proud of their success in building an independent and fair
election procedure and demanded this precedent had to be followed in all future village
elections. But the government was greatly disappointed and enraged by losing their

agents in the village. Thus, when another village election came up in 2008, it made a new
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election rule, negating the simple one-round open voting. Expecting great resistance from
villagers who had already set a precedent, the government did not try to have an overt
nomination, but to have a complicated two or multiple rounds of voting. The first round
of voting was open election. If anyone got more than 50% of the votes, he/she was
automatically elected. If nobody got more than 50% of the votes, the ones who got the
highest votes would become official candidates recommended by the government to be
voted in the second round. If again no one got more than 50% of the votes, another round
of voting would be held until someone finally won more than 50%. According to the
schedule, election in Green Village would be held on April 24, 2008.

However, Green villagers would not accept the government’s arrangement. They
insisted on holding a one-round open election. Whoever got the highest votes would win.
Their thinking was quite clear. The election procedure has to be independent and fair.
First, simple rules and open process encourage villagers’ participation. The more
complicated and indirect the rules are, the more disenchanted the voters become. Second,
simple rules and open process are more independent. The more rounds of voting there are
and the more complicated the rules are, the more likely the government can successfully
interfere with the election. Because competition was high, villagers believed that if the
election was fair, nobody could get more than 50% of the votes in the first round. If
somebody did, the only explanation was bought votes or fake ballots. Once the second
round produced a list of official candidates, the government manipulating results would
be highly possible. At the same time, villagers would feel their votes were not that

meaningful anymore.
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The Green village representative assembly held a meeting to vote no on the
government-made election rules and decided they would go for a one-round open election.
Whichever three got the highest votes would be elected as the Cooperative
Managers/Village Administration leaders, with the highest one as the head. Green
representatives presented their proposal to the township government election office and
expressed strong resolve and support from their fellow villagers. Without changing to
their procedure, Green Village would not hold elections. Pushed by their persistence and
concerned about offending Green villagers, the township government had to concede and
finally granted their petition. Green villagers won the first step toward an independent
and fair election and successfully built an important self-governance institution that
facilitates villagers’ political participation. As they expected, chaos happened in other
villages using the government-made election rules. A neighboring village collected one

more ballot than the number of eligible voters in one of their multiple rounds of voting.

Prosperity Village  Before land expropriation, very few common interests had been left
in Prosperity Village. Collective resources were slim and controlled by the village
committee, an organization villagers did not see as a genuine communal organization.
Villagers did not have incentives to build village institutions that would benefit their
future participation, not to mention changing election rules and demanding an
independent and open procedure, which would require a great amount of resolve and
stamina as well as capacity and effort. On the one hand, the government has very strong
incentives to control village elections and has been doing so for a long time. One the

other hand, without incentives in the first place, Prosperity villagers did not take great
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effort to change election rules. As a result, the township government makes election rules
that are best fit to elect village cadres to serve government interests.

The election procedure the township government enforces in Prosperity Village is
the same as all the other villages in the same township, and it has been the same since its
start in the 1990s. As I have elaborated in Chapter 2, the township government decides
when, where, and how to hold the election. Influencing village election is one of the
township government’s most important political missions. Who becomes the village head
will affect the government’s agendas for at least three years until the next election.
Government officials spend several months planning, meeting, making rules, and
appointing government supervisors to each village. The government keeps a firm hand on
the process each step of the way. First, the township government makes the election rules.
Most importantly, two rounds of voting take place. The first round is open voting. After
the township government evaluates the qualification of those who receive the highest
votes, they are nominated to be the official candidates. Villagers then vote on them in the
second round of voting. After the rules are made and given to the villages, government
officials frequently meet and evaluate possible candidates and challengers. Then they
help select a village election commission made of village representatives, register voters,
attend and instruct their meetings, hold the first round of voting, review and nominate the
official candidates, and report the candidate list to the district government. The township
government has thorough investigations on possible candidates. Those challengers are
often disqualified in the nomination process. Finally, after the official candidates are

approved, usually a few weeks after the first round of voting, village election is held to
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vote on them. Almost all the township government officials go to different villages to
supervise elections.

In the election process, Prosperity Villagers did not raise questions about the
procedure. They did not have motivation to make changes. They all voted, because the
township government officials brought ballots to their homes and they would receive a
compensation of 20 yuan if they voted. But most of them voted for the official candidates
without much thought. Elections seemed peaceful and orderly, not because people were
happy about it, but because they did not bother to complain. But things changed
dramatically when large-scale government land expropriation started. Suddenly, a great
amount of collective interests was at stake. Villagers now desperately wanted village
leaders to represent them and negotiate with the government for higher compensation. To
their great disappointment, village cadres only cared about their own private interests and
helped the government when under pressure. The system is against them. Under the
procedure and rules set by the government for nearly two decades, suddenly electing
village leaders to represent their common interests in controlling village administrative
and institutional resources is nearly impossible. Building institutions and setting rules that
could facilitate villagers’ participation and produce results to their benefit takes great
time and effort. Prosperity villagers cannot abruptly make such institutional change, even

though they now have strong interests and motivation.

Civic Mindset

Mindsets do not change overnight. It is often in the process of engaging in public

life that people are transformed. In Chinese villages, traditionally, personal trust and
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attachment are often based on the stratification of social relationships. People treat
families and kinship differently than others in public affairs. This mindset is not
beneficial to mobilization and collective action beyond a limited group of people. People
with a civic mindset—an embrace of universalistic values and principles, trust, and
attachment based on inclusiveness and equal application of rules—are more likely to
voluntarily cooperate and join in political participation, especially if they are a large
group of diverse individuals. Civic solidarity is the solidarity among people with a civic
mindset, which has its structural foundation in informal networks and formal institutions.
Driven by their collective interests in land and the opportunities their collective
economic organization provides, Green villagers have come together to get involved in
village public decision-making. They have forged a cross-cutting and wide-reaching
network consisting of bonding and bridging ties that help diffuse information and
mobilize the community. They have also built local institutions to make rules and set up
precedents that encourage villagers’ input and facilitate them to make informed decisions.
In this process, their mindset has also changed. A mindset to uphold universalism,
demand fair and transparent procedures, and promote equality among villagers is
emerging. By contrast, the village has no significant collective assets that motivate
Prosperity villagers to be interested in village public life. Consequently, they do not have
a representing village organization. Social relations and communal networks have
remained patron-client. Villagers do not have horizontal ties in public life. They seek
special treatment from patrons rather than cooperating with fellow villagers when
interests or disputes arise involving public decisions. Prosperity villagers have not made

an effort to build local institutions, leaving the village committee to be a government-
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maneuvered administrative organization. Here, villagers’ mindset remains particularistic,

embracing favoritism from patron-client relationships, individualism, and opportunism.

Green Village

To secure private interests, one can seek patron-client protection and individual
favors. Alternatively, one can try to establish an open and transparent procedure and a set
of fair rules. In a village with non-contract-based social relations, such as Green Village,
establishing universal rules would take a great amount of effort. When Green villagers
first got involved in village public life, they did not have a clear and general
understanding of democracy. Individual and collective interests were the starting point,
especially when they were in conflict with corrupt leaders. As they said, “When we
started three years ago, we only had some gut feelings. But we have accumulated three
years’ experience, thus we are developing fast and can make real changes now.” They
were against corruption and favoritism. They disliked patron-clientelism cultivated by the
corrupt leader and started to demand rules, open and fair procedures, and justice for all.
After three years’ effort and engagement in the cooperative, they have now begun to
develop a broader understanding of universalism, procedural justice, distributive justice,

and some basic ideas of rights consciousness.

Universalism

The young entrepreneurs who have actively built networks and institutions for
villagers’ participation in village affairs denounce favoritism and patron-clientelism.

Instead, they try to promote the idea that everybody is equal and fairness should exist. An

? Interview, May 14, 2008.
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aspiration for universalism is emerging—open and transparent procedure, democratic
participation, and justice for all. Although their fathers who started their businesses in the
late 1980s and early 1990s often received favoritism from the village leader, Mr. Luo, the
sons do not want to seek patron-client favoritism. On the one hand, they think a corrupt
leader with unchecked power is not reliable. He may not be responsive to their requests
and handle them fairly. Set rules with steady expectations and fair-minded leaders
responsible to villagers will benefit everybody, including themselves. On the other hand,
sentiment against patron-client favoritism is strong. It is unfair and unjust, contradictory
to their beliefs and ideals of democracy and justice. The contrast between their ideals and
the reality of a corrupt leader playing favorites callously and taking advantage of
villagers is so stark. They have observed it, understood it, and deeply felt it. Especially
when direct conflicts happened, they rose up against not only the leader, but also patron-
clientelism as a norm.

The young entrepreneurs who are now participating in village affairs and asking for
fair and transparent operation of the Green Village Shareholding Cooperative were
motivated not only by material interests, but also by their aspiration for democracy and
justice. On the one hand, although their income is mainly from their own factories and
does not depend on the dividends and welfare provision from the cooperative, they rent
land from it. Not only how much rent they pay, but also what regulations and constraints
the cooperative may put on them is important to them, as are various needs they have
from the cooperative, such as water and electricity. A corrupt leader with unchecked
power will not handle their requests responsibly. On the other hand, growing up watching

Hong Kong TV, frequently traveling to other places, reading newspapers and online news,

136



paying attention to the world, and even watching American presidential primaries, they
have begun to develop genuine admiration and aspiration for democracy and freedom.
They often discuss these ideas together. They feel the fact that they have surpassed their
fathers by enlarging business as well as understanding the outside world better and
having a new set of ideas on democracy and justice is honorable. These young
entrepreneurs are proud of themselves for knowing the world better, having a broader
perspective of important social and political issues beyond the local community, and
having adopted the “Universal Values'® of democracy, justice, and the rule of law.”"!
Bian, the young leader who later got elected as the new village head, made
passionate statements about their understanding of democracy. “We young buddies all
aspire to democratic countries. Only democracy can circumvent corruption. The
communist party should not worry about it. They only need to control the army and
taxation. All local governments under the county level should be directly elected.
Judiciary should be independent. Now they are only responsible to the party branch. . . .
Democracy is a general trend. More and more young people are getting involved, as it is
also related to their own interests. The older generation has experienced too many
political movements in the past. They have experienced the horrific political environment.
Lots of them do not dare to raise opposition. When we the young people participate, we

9912

can make a change.” “ He enjoys reading editorials on the Southern Metropolitan Daily

(nanfang dushi bao)" in his spare time, especially those by Professor Ren Jiantao from

' The term of Universal Values, pushi jiazhi (& {118), has its special political meaning in China. It is
forbidden by the Chinese Communist Party as a political threat to promote the ideal of democracy and
liberty as universal values across times and societies.

! Ethnography, May 13, 2008.

2 Interview, May 13, 2008.

1 South Metropolitan Daily is a leading liberal newspaper in China.
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Zhongshan University, because Bian thinks he is politically provocative and dares to
challenge the party ideology.

Bian has a story similar to those of other young leaders and old-time activists of how
he got involved in participating in village affairs. He wanted to rent a land lot in the
village to expand his family factory. Although Bian’s father had been a long-time friend
of the village head, Mr. Luo, he did not want to subordinate himself to Mr. Luo’s
authority and saw such subordination as demeaning. Mr. Luo ended up renting out this
land lot to a relative at a much lower price than what Bian offered. Later, when he and his
sister went to pay their rental fees for their factory, Mr. Luo was rude and insulted them.
Many other Green villagers have similar stories of being unfairly treated. After sharing
these stories with one other, they reached a consensus that patron-clientelism hurts the
village as a whole. Except for a few who benefit from Mr. Luo’s special favors, all
villagers have been taken advantage of.

As a result, they prefer universalism to patron-clientelism. They demand a set of
universal rules and equal treatment to all villagers: “We only accept principles, not
relatives (renli bu rengin A ZZ12A 7). If we support someone, it is because of what this
person upholds, not because of the relationship. In front of fundamental principles (dayi
A X), relationships (renging A /&) are secondary.”'* With this mindset, Bian led the
effort to vote off his father’s cousin, one of Mr. Luo’s long-term allies in the village
administration.

Green villagers advocate for open and transparent procedures and democratic

participation. In their understanding, the set of universal rules that are equally applied to

" Interview, May 12, 2008.

138



everybody have to be fair and just. For them, justice encompasses both procedure and
result. A fair procedure has to be open and transparent. All villagers should benefit from
it, rather than just a few. As a community, people should care about each other’s well-

being. The village should not have too much inequality.

Procedural Justice

In the process of building infrastructure, Green villagers have developed a very
strong sense of procedural justice. A central theme in their participation is “fairness and
justice” that is based on procedures and rules. They demand openness and transparency.
In elections and decision-making in village affairs, a fair procedure that is agreed upon by
villagers beforehand has to be followed. They believe that if fair procedural standards are
met, justice is served and the results should be accepted peacefully.

For Green villagers, what is considered fair is first and foremost openness and
transparency in village decision-making. They are the owners of their collective assets
and entitled to know what happens to them. Information disclosure is the basic
requirement for village administration. Sealed information and secretive decision-making
are not fair, regardless of the results. “Villagers have the right to the information

(zhigingquan #7/g#X). If you are not open and transparent, people will be suspicious,

even if you have not done anything illegitimate.”"

Villagers are entitled to information and participation in the decision-making
process. For them, procedural justice means a fair procedure made by villagers
themselves that has binding power for all individuals, including village leaders. Village

decisions should not be made by some village leaders without proper procedures. Once

'3 Interview, May 14, 2008.
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the villagers set the rules, the village leaders, whoever they are, have to follow the same
procedure. Their performance will be evaluated according to the same set of rules and
how well they execute villagers’ collective decisions. “The most important thing is

having village rules (cungui minyue F¥{[X.2) about land rental, in order to close the

loopholes. Villagers then vote on them. If the majority agrees, the rules have binding
power, just like legal documents. There will be a trajectory that everybody has to follow.
When procedures are set, the foundation is built for future village administration. No
matter who gets into the village administration has to execute these rules. Otherwise, it
will be chaotic in dealing with different opinions. Many of the old problems in the village
were caused by the lack of proper procedures. The village head made decisions at will.
Once the rules are made, future village heads will be judged by them. These are
commonly recognized principles by villagers. This is fair.”'®

Fair procedures do not guarantee satisfactory results. Should people keep fighting
and refuse to accept anything less than their ultimate goals? Green villagers’ answer is
that once procedural justice is met—a fair procedure they have agreed upon—they will
accept whatever the result is. What they ask for is not necessarily a result to their ultimate
satisfaction, but equal participation and fair procedures. “It is all about fairness and
justice. No matter what the result is, we will obey it as long as there is procedural justice.
If there is not a just procedure, we do not recognize the result.”!” When the government
wanted to nominate candidates in their election, Green villagers fought hard with great

resolve, because government intervention violated their understanding of procedural

justice. “We have our principle. We ask for justice. We are not trying to make a mess. It

' Interview, May 12, 2008.
' Interview, May 14, 2008.
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is only because the government upholds injustice that there is conflict. ... We are not

asking for any favor. We only demand a fair election.”"®

Distributive Justice

In addition to a fair procedure, Green villagers also ask for a more equal distribution
of wealth. As members of the same community and equal owners of their land pooled in
the cooperative, Green villagers should all benefit from their collective land. Because
their land was rented at a low price for a long time, villagers’ annual dividends were low.
The livelihood of those who depend on dividends is hard. Green villagers see unfairness
in some villagers who own factories getting very rich because their land-rental fees have
been very low. These factory owners should have compassion for the well-being of their
fellow villagers. Too much inequality in the village is unjust. As a community, there
should be some common good and justice for all.

Bian and his sister run their family factory and benefit materially from the low land-
rental fee. They candidly pointed out that “although some factories’ rental fees were
absurdly low, all the others’ were also unreasonably low, including our own. Some
villagers, especially those senior people, cannot find employment. Their livelihood
depends on dividends from the cooperative. It is hard. There should be increase of land
rental fees. There should be increase of dividends. Thus, a family will have a better life.
With such low dividends and income, if you were sick, relatives would not even lend you

money.”"” Bian stressed many times that most villagers did not sufficiently share the

'8 Ibid.
" Interview, May 12 and May 16, 2008.
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benefit of collective land ownership and land-rental business. This sentiment has strong
echoes among villagers: “If something is not what you want, do not do it unto others.”*
Bian went further to criticize his father for having extended his land-rental contract
with the former village head at an extremely low price, without thinking of the common
good. “Of course, he is happy about it,” Bian said. “But it hurts the wellbeing of all the
other villagers.””' As a village, there is a common good to be achieved. Land is a
collective asset. “Those who rent land cannot benefit infinitely and see it as their right. In

that case, land became private propelrty.”22

Those who have greatly benefited from low
land-rental fees and gotten rich have a moral obligation to their fellow villagers. They
should support increasing land-rental fees and higher dividends for all villagers. “Those
who have greatly benefited should be decent. They should compensate those who are hurt
by low land rental fees. This is what is most important. Now they do not have dignity.
They simply have money. ... It is a principle that they also agree to. There should be
meetings and consultations with them to increase land rental fees. Now the relationship
between them and ordinary villagers has been improved a lot. They have earned so much
that they should give some back to the village.”*

For Green villagers, social inequality that is too high is unjust: “It cannot be that you
eat seafood every meal and I do not even have tofu.”** Justice means justice for all. Land
is a collective asset. Every villager should benefit from it. As community members,

people are obligated to each other. They should be committed to the common good and

not only think about themselves.

2 Interview, May 14, 2008.
2! Ibid.
2 Interview, May 12, 2008.
3 Ibid.
** Interview, June 14, 2008.
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Prosperity Village

In contrast to Green Village, Prosperity Village is a place where particularism
flourishes. When people need help or get business done, they prefer patron-client
favoritism to resorting to institutions or formal rules that apply to everybody. They also
do not reach out to fellow villagers to cooperate and solve problems through collective
action. Opportunism and individualism are the common sentiments and practices. Some
villagers often seek opportunities to take advantage of others and the community. Very
few people care about collective interests. A communal feeling and moral obligation to
the common good, fair processes, or something preferable because it benefits all villagers
is missing. For a lot of villagers, maximum private gains regardless of means and social
costs are desirable. What they embrace is particularistic values and principles. And trust
and attachment are personal, limited to a small group. Only fragmented solidarity exists
within special interest groups. At the village level, no communal solidarity is present. In a
village absent almost anything that is communal or binds people together—land use is in
private hand, there are no significant collective assets, no communal activities, no
temples or lineage halls or communal rituals—there is no foundation for civic-
mindedness. In such villages, understanding the dominance of an “uncivic” mindset is not

difficult.

Patron-Clientelism

Patron-client favoritism has sometimes worked out well locally. Sometimes people
prefer it and seek protection and exchanges of favor, but usually at a cost to others and

the principle of fairness. To break this cycle, people need to have a different set of ideals
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and aspirations, such as those young entrepreneurs in Green Village who have deep
admiration for democracy and universal rules. In addition, people have to work very hard
to build institutions that can achieve the same goal or produce even better results than
what patron-clientelism can offer, such as the village representative assembly, accounting
rules, and election rules in Green Village. Prosperity villagers neither have the ideal nor
make the effort. They take it for granted and try hard to build patron-client relationships
and to cash in such relationships if needed. It is a strong norm. When they need help to
get things done or seek arbitration in conflict, they actively pursue other individuals in a
position that might give them special treatment.

Village cadres build patron-client relations within the village, giving favors to a
small group of local strongmen. Exchange of favors is the norm. Village cadres prefer
such relationships because they can count on the agents as “popular support from the
village representatives” when decisions are made in the name of village self-governance.
As the Village Party Secretary advised, “You have to get things under control. You have
to make friends here and there. You call each other buddies. When they need help, you
lend them a hand. They will support you when you need it.”*

Local strongmen are highly motivated to join the circle of patron-client relationships.
On the one hand, the village head controls village resources. They often get small
construction contracts from him. With his support, the local strongmen gain access to
village institutions, such as the village representative assembly and the village auditing
team. These deals are not chances to serve villagers or set rules, but rather are rent-

seeking opportunities for themselves. On the other hand, the village head has many more

* Ethnography, July 26, 2008.
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connections with the outside world, especially government officials. If local strongmen
need help beyond the village, their patron is the most convenient source.

Ordinary villagers who are not core members of the patron-client inner circle but at
the bottom of the hierarchical network accept the norm as it is. When they need help, they
also seek favoritism through their relatives or friends who are part of the inner circle or
know someone who is. “Those who are capable get favors for themselves. If you have
access, you get these small construction contracts. People do not oppose to that. It has

26
been a norm.”

Opportunism

When favoritism is a commonly accepted norm, opportunism is natural. There is no
effective demand for an open and transparent procedure. People do not think about the
common good. They try to take advantage of the loopholes in the institutional
arrangement and the lack of information disclosure. Those who have access to village
institutions use it as a bargaining chip for their individual benefits.

Mr. Ding was a village representative, and his brother was the head of their
villagers’ group. When the village committee held an auction on its brick factory, it made
the rule that all bidders had to put down a deposit. The winning bidder would get the
factory. The losing bidders each would get their deposit back with an extra 20,000 yuan.
Mr. Ding knew how much the highest bidder would pay. Because there were no clear
accounting rules about collective funds in the villagers’ group committee, he borrowed
100,000 yuan from the villagers’ group committee and used the money to participate in

the bidding. He then kept the entire 20,000 yuan without sharing it with anyone. No one

28 Interview, August 20, 2008.
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in his group knew. But the village cadres and old brick factory manager knew and called
him “extremely selfish.””” Whenever he had the opportunity to take advantage of the
system, he would.

Local knowledge is not easy to acquire for people outside the village, including
government officials. They need local informants when implementing government policy.
These local informants are rent seekers. If the policy negatively affects their personal
interests, they fight back hard. If it does not, they do not hesitate to assist government
officials in dealing with other villagers. Mr. Da is another villagers’ group head in
Prosperity Village. “He fights like hell if it concerns their interests. If it does not concern
their group, he advises township officials and village cadres on how to handle other
villagers’ groups. He has so much insider information that his advice always works out. It

is almost funny that he cares so much that other groups cannot do better than his.””®

Individualism

Individualism is a common practice and motivation for Prosperity villagers. They
want to maximize private interests for themselves, immediate family members, relatives,
or someone very close to them. In addition to being an individual preference,
individualism is almost the community norm. Although sometimes people are also
frustrated with this common practice and tend to criticize others for being selfish, they
often are driven by the same motives. As a result, secrecy, suspicion, jealousy, and even

extremism are the prevalent sentiments here.

7 Interview, July 27, 2008.
% Interview with a township official on July 12, 2008.
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In villagers’ eyes, “all village cadres take advantage of the village. All villagers’

»2 For those who do not have access to institutional

group heads get special favors.
resources, individual actions are how they maximize personal interests. “Kind people lose
out.””” As a result, “everybody is selfish. People harm others to benefit themselves. They
would harm others even if it did not benefit themselves. People cannot accept that others
are doing well. They would rather see only themselves doing well while all the others
doing badly. They will not even accept that people all do well. There were quite a lot of
fish ponds in the village before. Ms. Cui had run a very successful fishing and dining
business. But her fish were often poisoned by neighbors whose business was not as good.

The same thing happened to another successful business.™"

Conclusion

To coordinate collective action and facilitate political participation, people need to
build infrastructure—forging informal networks and building formal institutions. The
communal networks that are most helpful are often interwoven, made of cross-cutting
and wide-reaching ties, which lay the foundation to recruit and mobilize a large group of
diverse individuals. Facilitating formal institutions are those that encourage individuals to
actively, regularly, and equally get involved in public decision-making. People who make
the effort to build infrastructure often change and develop a more civic mindset,
embracing universalistic values and principles, committing to the common good, and
trusting toward other members. Interwoven informal networks, facilitating formal

institutions, and civic mindsets are three key elements of civic solidarity. Unlike

¥ Interview, August 20, 2008.
3 Interview, July 7, 2008.
3 nterviews, August 6, August 7, and August 14, 2008.
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particularistic solidarity, civic solidarity is based on universalism—inclusive, rule-based,
and equal. Community members with civic solidarity are more likely to voluntarily
cooperate with one another to engage in collective action and political participation.
Without civic solidarity—either lacking solidarity of any form or having particularistic
solidarity—community members cannot look beyond private interests or fragmented
interests of a limited group and thus choose individual actions or opportunistic behavior
to advance their interests.

Revolving around their collective economic organization, Green villagers have
forged bonding and bridging ties in the village and built local village self-governance
institutions to mobilize the community and make informed decisions. They have
gradually developed preferences for universalism, procedural justice, and communal
equality. This newly emerged civic solidarity propels and enables them to further pursue
political goals and engage in political participation to fulfill collective interests. By
contrast, without collective assets and a representing organization, Prosperity villagers
have not been motivated to make changes to their village. They are habitually embedded
in a patron-client network. There are not horizontal ties among villagers in public life.
They seek special treatment from their patrons when interests or disputes arise in public
decisions. They also do not have initiatives to change village institutions to encourage
villagers’ input in public decision-making. Reality and practice shape people’s mentality.
Prosperity villagers are used to and embrace patron-clientelism, individualism, and
opportunism. Without infrastructure and a civic mindset, when huge interests and

conflicts suddenly arise, the villagers are incapable of cooperation or collective
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bargaining. Rather than collective action, they choose individual actions and defect to

opportunism to maximize private interests.
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Chapter Five
Green Village:

Political Participation to Guard Communal Land Rights

When Nanhai District Government promoted a policy of “constructing common
interests with villagers” in 2005, Green villagers were uninterested. They saw right away
that the so-called “common interests” the government sought were their collective land.
In their eyes, the government simply wanted to take collective land away for industrial
and commercial purposes, which they were perfectly capable of using their land for, too.
For them, land is a collective property they do not want to share with anyone else,
especially not the government. Green villagers have unwavering resolve to defend their
land rights, and are strongly committed to their common good. It is a community with
civic solidarity. Since the founding of the Green Shareholding Cooperative in 1994, the
villagers have formed an interwoven communal network and built institutions to
encourage civic engagement and facilitate cooperation. They have cultivated capacities
for collective action through involvement in their cooperative. Although the government
has de jure power of land expropriation, it would meet fierce and effective collective
resistance from Green Village. As a result, although the district government incorporated
Green Village in its urban planning in 2007, it foresaw great difficulties and had to give
up land expropriation. Villagers’ strong motivation to defend land rights and the capacity
of collective action they have built since the early 1990s are why, Nanhai, one of the
fastest-developing areas in China, has no large-scale government land expropriation for

profit generating commercial projects today.



This chapter and Chapter 6 are about the comparison of two modes of villagers’
political behavior in distributing profits and settling disputes in land development when
arable land is used for industrial and commercial purposes. As I argued in Chapter 1, |
treat both the village and the government in an endogenous model of land development.
The same underlying reasons that contributed to coordination of collective action and
political participation in Green Village versus individual action and opportunistic
behavior in Prosperity Village brought about different government calculations and
actions in land development. Facing a weak community where people had not had
incentives to engage in public life and consequently had not built infrastructure to
facilitate collective action, the local government was able to carry out land expropriation
in Prosperity Village and only give them some compensation. By contrast, enabled by
their cooperative and the facilitating infrastructure they have built, Green villagers are
ready to put up a fierce fight if the government intends to take their land. As a rational
actor, the local government gets pushed back and concedes to land development by the
village itself for long-term land rental.

Land development brought huge benefits. When there were disputes about interest
distribution, how would villagers act? Theoretically, in both Green Village and Prosperity
Village, villagers now facing big interests have strong incentives to participate in village
decision-making and hold their leaders and representatives responsible for obtaining
higher land rental fees and fending off government intervention or having effective
collective bargains with the government for higher compensation. But in reality, without
prior effort put into building organizations and infrastructure, Prosperity villagers were

not able to engage in effective collective action. Sudden and one-time interests from land
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expropriation paradoxically worsened their lack of cooperation. Villagers instead resorted
to individual action and often opportunistic behavior to advance personal interests. By
contrast, Green villagers actively participated in their village organization, elected
representatives to manage collective land, and evaluated their performance. They actively
engaged in electoral and non-electoral political participation to increase benefits for all
villagers.

Although these two behavior patterns seem quite different, from an analytical point
of view, they were both directed at pursuing interests and resolving disputes. The rich
details presented in this chapter and Chapter 6 can be examined through three analytical
points. The first is whether their behavior is collective action or individual action. Green
villagers were able to overcome the dilemma of collective action to fight for the common
good. The situation in Prosperity Village is still “a sheet of loose sand” as famously
claimed by Sun Yat-sen. Villagers relied on individual means for individual ends, often
undercutting each other and failing to produce better results benefiting everybody. The
second is whether their behavior is rule-abiding. Because they tried to settle disputes
through political participation, Green villagers played within the set of rules both sides
accepted. They were reasonable and predictable. Although there was contention, it was
confined. Their behavior did not lead to violent confrontation. By contrast, Prosperity
Village has no established rule to follow. As a result, extreme behavior on both sides was
common. Their conflict tended toward violence. The third is assessment of results and
evaluation of the actors involved. Green villagers feel good about the result and about
themselves. They trust and cooperate with each other. Although the government is not

happy about their political action, it usually accepts the result and to some extent respects
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villagers’ choices. By contrast, Prosperity villagers have negative views about the process
and the result. Deep resentment is common both among villagers and between them and
the government.

This chapter is about Green villagers’ political participation to guard their land
rights. The reason they could coordinate rule-abiding collective action that produced
satisfactory results lies both in motivation and capacity. Villagers are motivated not only
by collective interests coming out of land rental, but also by a civic mindset—seeking
inclusion, fair procedures, and justice for all. Their capacity has an organizational
foundation and comes out of their collective effort to build infrastructure. The Green
Shareholding Cooperative that clearly defines the property rights of collective land and
distributes collective benefits is a genuine communal organization. It gives them a
platform on which Green villagers formed an interwoven communal network and built

institutions that facilitated political participation.

Claim: “It is Our Land!”

When asked whether the government can expropriate land from Green Village, any
Green villager will tell you, “Of course not! It is our land!” Green villagers are using
their land in exactly the same way as the government. They rent land to factories. They
open shops along major roads for commercial use. They build village roads, bridges, and
parks. They use land-rental fees to cover health care, pensions, and public security. The
Green Shareholding Cooperative does a better job than the government of benefiting its
members directly through land rental and public goods provision. In their eyes,

government land expropriation does not have any legitimacy.
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For Green villagers, the claim that “this is our land” has two profound meanings.
First, it shows their strong motivation and resolve for collective action. This motivation is
based on collective interests from clearly defined land rights as well as a civic
commitment to their community. This incentive structure is founded both on rational
interest and a civic mindset. Second, it implies their capacity for collective action. The
Green Shareholding Cooperative is the owner of their collective land, making collective
land ownership a clearly defined rather than a nominal concept. The dual structure of this
collective economic organization and the village administration as a political organization
has given them the opportunity and platform for political participation to defend their
land rights. Green villagers are well connected with one another in an inclusive and fairly
equal communal network. They have also built a local institutional arrangement that
facilitated “our” participation. As a result of their motivation and capacity, they are able
to make a strong claim that appeals to all villagers and helps organize their political
behavior.

It is well studied by institutional economists that property-rights institutions protect
private citizens from the state and powerful political elites (Acemoglu, Johnson, and
Robinson 2005; North 1981). When confronted with the government, the Green villagers
know clearly who is “us” and who is “them.” No matter how much disagreement exists
within the community, it is internal business. If the government intends to take away their
land, the well-defined collective land ownership will propel the villagers to temporarily
put aside their differences and join in collective action to resist government intervention.
Empowered by the shareholding cooperative and legitimized by village elections, the

village administration is held responsive and responsible to the villagers. It does not carry
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out any administrative task from the government. It is not the government’s subordinate,
but an independent village self-governing organization, in terms of both economic and
political operations.

The fact that communal property inevitably leads to the tragedy of the commons
seems to be common knowledge. The usual prescription is either private property rights
or centralized regulations (Hardin 1968). The Green case shows that as long as the
collective ownership is well defined with clear boundaries of membership and agreed-
upon rules of residual distribution, it will contribute to collective-action coordination.
Green villagers do not want to maximize their short-term interests without considering
long-term effects, but instead make rational plans and pass on the property to their
descendants. They have clear definitions of membership, and each member is an equal
shareholder of the collective assets. Dividends are distributed according to one’s shares,
largely decided on a communal equalitarian principle. These rules are well set and rarely
challenged.

The Green Shareholding Cooperative was founded in 1994. Because village
elections were not implemented yet, the government usually appointed village heads
without consulting with villagers. After village elections were implemented in 1998, in
the first two elections in 1999 and 2002, the same village head, Mr. Luo, easily won.
However, the situation changed very quickly. People realized how important village
leadership was for their economic well-being and general welfare. They came together,
changed the institutional arrangement of the cooperative, and built infrastructure to

facilitate engagement and cooperation. Through these efforts, they were better equipped
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to keep the government out of their collective land and increase their own benefits
distributed by the cooperative.

In the following section, I will show the modes of their political participation,
including both electoral and non-electoral ones. It is through active participation that their
claim of “This is our land!” is realized. They elect trusted leaders to run the village
administration and the Green Shareholding Cooperative. They elect widely respected
activists to the village representative assembly to advise and supervise the leaders. They
do not hesitate to confront corrupt village heads and petition the government. Green
villagers are able to mobilize the community and coordinate their collective action. They
have strong interests embedded in the cooperative and they care about each other. Their
collective action is in the form of political participation encouraged by the infrastructure
they themselves built. They play within the set the rules. Although confrontations occur,
they are confined and do not lead to violence. It is predictable and reasonable. They are
willing to compromise and accept results, as long as the procedure is open and
transparent. In the end, although the government prefers more obedient villagers, it

accepts their choices.

Modes of Participation: Routine and Contentious

Verba and Nie’s (1972) definition of political participation encompasses both
electoral and non-electoral behavior. What the leaders, activists, and ordinary villagers
have tried to do in Green Village is not simply get more money, but, more importantly,
change the rules and the decision-making process. Two modes of participation are

decisive: community-based routines and contentious activities. Bian and other activists
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first resorted to non-electoral means to fight against previously corrupt village leaders
and influence the current leadership. When these efforts failed, they decided to mobilize
the entire village to participate in village elections and successfully ran election
campaigns to elect leaders supported by villagers. Three new leaders, including Bian and
two other young entrepreneurs, were closely advised and supervised by the old-time
activists, who were also village assembly representatives, to fulfill their campaign
promises. Through their interwoven communal network and facilitating formal
institutions, Green villagers have been well informed, actively engaged in public
discourse, and joined in collective action. They followed the rules they had set up and
that were accepted by all sides. Despite the fact that competitive politics are always
intense, Green villagers’ political participation was peaceful, and they were content with
the results.

Verba et al. (1978) exclude “irregular” ways of influencing politics, such as protests
and riots, from political participation. In my research, I found they were not mutually
exclusive but often correlated. I count contentious forms also as political participation, as
long as they are not violent. In Green Village, Bian and other activists strategically and
skillfully combined routine and contentious means under different circumstances. But all
their efforts were aimed at the goal of enhancing villagers’ participation in village public
affairs. Petitioning the government and protesting were part of their campaign strategy, in
order to achieve the civic goals of increasing villagers’ well-being and establishing an

open and transparent procedure for villagers to participate in public decision-making.

157



Non-electoral Political Participation: Confrontations with Corrupt Former Leaders
(2005-2008)

Young entrepreneurs had their businesses to tend to and thus at the beginning were
not willing to spend much time engaging in village politics. When Mr. Luo infringed on
Bian’s interests, Bian was persuaded to run for the village representative assembly.
Although he got involved in village affairs in 2005, he did not spend much time and
mainly focused on his own business. Jie, who had been the vice head of the village
administration under Mr. Luo, was supported by the young entrepreneurs and political
activists to run for the village head. After Jie got elected on May 25, 2005, Bian and Mr.
Sai started working with him on his promises to fight corruption and improve villagers’
welfare. They had taken a series of actions to inform villagers of the real situation,
inviting an independent accounting firm, and petitioning the government. To their
disappointment, Jie became intimidated by the complex situation and confrontations
along the process. He decided to step back from his promises. Bian and Mr. Sai had no
other choice but to begin the impeachment process against Jie. However, they did not

collect enough votes. In the end, they had to wait until the next election, in 2008.

Audit

As promised, Jie handed over all land contracts to the audit team led by Mr. Sai in
June 2005, marking the first time Green villagers had seen the land-rental contracts since
1994, which determined their dividends and welfare expenditure. In the past, Mr. Luo’s
friends carried out village finance audits. Now under the leadership of Bian and Mr. Sai,

Green Village made new accounting rules stipulating an independent audit had to be done

158



annually. Thus, the Green Audit Team retrieved 80,000 yuan, a significant amount of
village funds, from the cooperative and hired IH, a respected accounting firm from
Foshan City, to audit the operation of the cooperative/village administration from 1994 to
2005.

The first obstacle they encountered was missing and unverified accounting books.
The entire village was mobilized to help with the auditing. Mr. Sai asked villagers to turn
in their receipts if they had ever bought residential land lots, paid any fees, or contracted
any construction project from the village administration. Green villagers got involved in
the process, and these receipts served as a check to village accounting books.

Under the new rule made by the village representative assembly, all important
village information has to be disclosed to villagers. The information villagers care about
the most is village finances. A month after the auditing firm started the project, the Green
Audit Team distributed a copy of the land-rental contract catalogue to each household,
including detailed information on the date, contractor, measurement, price, lease term,
and yearly increase rate. This information release was the first time Green villagers
learned about the most important village affairs related to their collective benefits. In
general, the rental fees were much lower than in nearby villages. In addition, different
tenants were treated very differently according to Mr. Luo’s own standard. Most people
got to understand why their dividends and welfare provision were so low and how corrupt
Mr. Luo was. Driven by economic interests and strong sentiments of injustice, ordinary
villagers became concerned and were motivated to express their opinions and ask for the
collective benefits they deserved. They demanded fair village policies and responsible

leadership.
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Two months later, IH produced an audited financial report and raised 29 issues.
Besides small problems with cadres’ salaries, the major problems involved accounting
procedures, questionable revenues and expenditures, as well as inaccurate numbers of the
collective properties.' The financial report was also used as evidence for Bian and Mr.

Sai to lead Green villagers to petition the government.

Petition

Petitioning the government is a common strategy for Chinese villagers to express
their grievances and invite resolution from the government. Green villagers are no
exception. In November 2005, the new Green village administration submitted the
financial report together with a petition letter to the Township Party Discipline Inspection
Commission( 20K AT % 1 27).2

Urged by the leaders and activists in Green Village, the township government sent
down an investigation team to work on the 29 issues raised in the audit report. The
investigation team arrived on December 7, 2005, and produced an investigation report on
March 9, 2006. The investigation report did not address the issue of corruption at all, nor
did it find revenues and expenditures problematic. It attributed missing contracts and bad
documentation to previous village leaders’ ignorance and incompetence.

Not surprisingly, Green villagers were greatly disappointed. The investigation report

did not address their biggest concern of corruption and why Mr. Luo spent so much

! From 1997 to 2002, the accounting books did not record land-rental contracts. For the biggest
expenditures on public project construction, there was no contract, budget, or receipt. How the village
administration spent 3,315,169 yuan to build two bridges, fill in a pond, and fix the sewage is unclear. On
the books the measurements of the Season Bridge and Green Bridge were 131.6 m? and 72.4 m?,
respectively, but the real measures were 72.67 m? and 59.47 m? (Source: Green Shareholding Cooperative).
? This commission is an intra-CCP discipline department in charge of investigating officials before turning
over their cases to the courts.
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money on public project construction and sold collective properties at low prices.
Contrary to the township investigation team, they did not think this finding was merely
an accounting technical error, but a substantively serious problem.

Frustrated with the township government, Bian led other activists and some villagers
to engage in a series of petitions to higher levels of government. They first went to
Guangzhou to petition the provincial government on March 26, 2006, hoping it would
intervene and uphold justice. However, the petition department of the provincial
government sent the case back to the township government and asked it to solve the
problems. On April 27, upon receiving the reply from the provincial government, Bian
again led a group of activists and villagers to petition the Nanhai district government and
was again referred back to the township government. On June 14, the Township Letters
and Visits Office replied to Bian that the township government had already sent an
investigation team and thoroughly examined the issues raised by Green villagers. It had
drawn its conclusion. The efforts of Bian and other Green villagers to petition different
levels of government went back to the starting point—the investigation report that had

frustrated them in the first place.

Impeach

While petitioning the government, Green leaders and activists also worked hard
within the community to inform villagers and motivate them to engage in village affairs.
On April 7, 2006, they distributed both the audit financial report and the township
government investigation report to each household. Villagers also received a “Village

Affairs Consultation Letter.” They were asked to submit proposals and vote on the two
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most concerning issues: first, whether to revise the terms of the unreasonable land-rental
contracts; and second, whether to follow up the problems raised in the audit financial
report. From April 11 to April 14, more than 800 signatures were collected to support
raising land-rental fees and continuing investigations on the previous village
administration.

In September 2006, Mr. Sai and other activists drafted a proposal for which they
held high hopes. Land-rental contracts with a price lower than 1.2 yuan/m?/month would
see their rental price increase to 1.2 yuan/m*month in the first year. The second-year
rental price would be 2.0 yuan/m?*/ month, and the third-year rental price would be equal
to the highest level among all the contracts. However, the village administrative head, Jie,
who had shown support for their previous efforts, was frightened by the escalating
conflict and the complicated situation. He refused to hold meetings or use the village
administration’s authority to validate the proposal.

Enraged by Jie’s incapability and disloyalty, and seeing his behavior as a violation
of the new rules the village representative assembly had made on village governance,
Green leaders and activists decided to impeach him. According to the Guangdong Village
Committee Election Regulation, half of the eligible voters have to vote yes to impeach
village administration members. Thus, around 650 votes were needed. From September
to October 2006, proponents of Jie’s impeachment went from household to household to
collect signatures. They drafted a letter to villagers to address the reason for

impeachment.’ Initially, more than 700 people had agreed to impeach him. However,

3 The letter said, “Since being elected for more than a year, Jie acted passively on the problems raised in the
audit financial report that villagers were highly concerned about. He was responsible for the lack of
progress. Jie did not seek extra rental fees that were owed to the village. He did not implement the Village
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unlike election, the votes were not anonymous. The regulation required public posting of
the reasons for impeachment and the names of supporters. Under pressure, some people
withdrew their support. In the end, the impeachment failed.

Impeachment was the last resort of non-electoral politics in which Green villagers
could participate to push forward the fight against corruption and improve their welfare.
Green villagers realized the government was not on their side. It wanted more obedient
village leaders to serve as its local agents. Government petition is not efficient. They have
to focus on participation within their community. They also learned from the failed
impeachment that the current institutional arrangement, usually favored by the
government, would not help their participation. The threshold of impeachment was too
high, and the ballots were not anonymous. If they really wanted to make changes, they
had to build a more facilitating infrastructure in the village.

As Bian said, “We accumulated three years of experience.”* On the one hand, Bian
and Mr. Sai not only tried to recruit more people into the activist circle, but also reached
out to villagers to keep the discussion of fighting corruption and improving dividends
alive. Villagers were informed and encouraged to keep up their hope. On the other hand,
they firmly kept the village representative assembly as the base of villagers’ participation
in village affairs; they held onto the rules they had made about assembly meetings,
village affairs information disclosure, and village accounting; and most importantly, they
understood village elections were the best and most legitimate institutional arrangement
to get capable and civic-minded leaders to manage the cooperative. Even if it disliked the

result, the government would have to accept it. Learning from their past experience and

Representative Assembly Ruling. To stop him from further harming villagers’ interests, villagers decided to
impeach him as Green Village Administrative Head.”
* Interview, May 14, 2008.

163



other villages, Green villagers knew they had to fight off government intervention in the
election procedure and make rules that would lead to open and independent elections.

The opportunity for change came in the spring of 2008 in the fourth village election.

Electoral Political Participation (May 2008)

Green villagers had waited for two years since their unsuccessful petitioning and
impeachment to elect new leaders to represent their collective interests. In April 2008,
Bian, Mr. Sai, and other activists first got themselves re-elected by Green villagers as the
village assembly representatives’ and then started working on the village election
campaign. The township government had made the original election rules, which had
complicated procedures. Multiple rounds of voting would be held. A person had to win
more than 50% of all votes to be elected. Green villagers thought the threshold was too
high. In a highly competitive election, no one could win more than 50% in the absence of
voting manipulation. In that case, the rounds of voting would be uncertain and the
government could intervene and nominate candidates. Villagers would also lose hope and
would no longer believe their votes mattered. Through persistence and strenuous effort,
Green representatives successfully overturned the election procedure designated by the
township government and made their own rule of a one-round open election. Whoever
got more votes would win. They also earned more time to postpone the election from
April 24 to May 8, 2008.

Green representatives held regular meetings and coordinated their campaign

strategies. They campaigned actively using pamphlets, brochures, comics, and

> Being village assembly representatives gave them an official status to make inquiry into the village
administration. In this chapter, the term “Green representatives” means Green leaders and activists together,
including Bian and Mr. Sai.
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loudspeakers to call attention to the importance of the election. They advertised for the
candidates and urged villagers to refuse vote-buying and to be careful in casting their
votes. They also did canvassing to solidify their voting bases and solicit swing votes. As
a final push, shortly before the election, Bian and some activists created a dramatic event
that brought Green villagers together with the leaders and intensified their sentiments
about collective commitment. Leaders, activists, and concerned ordinary villagers took
different roles in organizing the election campaign, and their cooperation finally led to

satisfactory results. Representatives of collective interests were elected.

Meetings

Unlike American town hall meetings, ordinary Green villagers rarely participated in
campaign meetings. They usually got information through communal networks. During
the campaign, young leaders and old-time activists often met to discuss campaign
strategies. The meetings determined their division of labor as well as cooperation. The
young entrepreneurs were mainly responsible for making campaign materials, doing
publicity, and increasing visibility. The important role of the activists was to
communicate with their neighbors, friends, and relatives—to inform them, collect their

suggestions, and mobilize their involvement.

Advertising

In addition to introducing the candidates and arousing villagers’ enthusiasm, Green
leaders and activists had two other agendas in mind. The first one was promoting a fair
election. Aware of vote-buying that has often plagued Chinese elections, Green

campaigners wanted to warn people of the harm accepting small favors would do to their
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long-term interests. The second concern was about election formality. The campaigners
had to make sure voters followed the correct procedure and made their votes valid.

Green leaders made a series of posters and comics to call for attention, encourage
villagers’ participation, and advertise for a fair election. Appendix C demonstrates a
poster designed by Bian, printed on art paper in Ceng’s printing workshop, and widely
distributed to villagers. The poster read, “Yesterday we were lost. Today we have new
hopes! Change the old thinking. New explorations are the right way. New people come to
power. Get rid of the big rats. If you don’t want miserable dividends, vote for the new
people! (ERPIVERS, ST A 8 BURIHEH, KEEIER; BAKIEE, A%
RE R WEESED, B A—ZE! )” Under the poem, a group of people were
shouting, “We are very happy to have new people replacing the old ones!” The
background was a clear blue sky as the symbol of emerging justice.

When they heard Jie was willing to pay 300 yuan/vote in order to get re-elected,
Green leaders made a comic poster to hand out to each household. At the top of the poster
was a small poem rhymed in Cantonese, the local dialect. “Treat the democratic election
seriously. Win people’s heart by representing their will. It is sneaky to buy votes.

Corruption is destined to lose! (& F A EINE, FIREM/AG. HERELR

o, TRV sE 2! )” Appendix D shows the four cartoons of this comic poster

used to urge Green villagers to refuse vote-buying.
Another flyer Green villagers received from the activists contained the names of the

three candidates, Bian, Kuan, and Ceng.6 On the one hand, this flyer was an

® Bian, Kuan, and Ceng are all entrepreneurs. Bian has a wooden gift box factory and is the leader. Kuan
used to teach in local schools and now has a small business. Ceng has a printing company and was in
charge of printing posters, pamphlets, and comics for the campaign. They are all village representatives.
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advertisement informing villagers they were running for the village administration and
were dedicated to improving villagers” welfare. On the other hand, it informed people of
the candidates’ names and how to write them correctly. In a rural community, people are
often called by their shortened names or nicknames. Sometimes villagers do not know
candidates’ official names, and those with little education often do not know how to write
their names correctly. If the rendering is incorrect, even if discerning the name is easy,
the vote will be considered invalid. This strategy proved critical when votes were tallied
later. Jie lost to Ceng only by a thin margin, because he received more than 30 invalid
votes with misspelled names.

To remind Green villagers of those small details of the election formality that could
play a decisive role, Mr. Sai put a loudspeaker on his bike to walk in the village every
day. It broadcast their publicity slogan, again rhymed in Cantonese so it could be easily
memorized: “Democratic rights are in your hands. You should stand up to strive for your
legitimate causes. Democratic election is honest. Buying votes harbors evil intentions.
You should be careful when you ask others to cast your ballots. Double check after they

write down the names of the candidates for you. (IR ERFITENRT, L THEIFO.

REEBGHE, HERREAEO. MASZEEN, 5RZEEKE. )

Canvassing

No matter how colorful their campaign was, the most important thing for Green
leaders was getting votes. On the one hand, they had to hold tight to their voting bases,
including families, relatives, and friends. On the other hand, they had to swing votes,

persuading those villagers who did not have strong opinions on voting. “Grasping votes”
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was what the old activists were best at, because they knew everyone in the community,
were respected, and had ample time, enthusiasm, and persistence. By the time of election,
Bian knew he had already secured about 400 “iron votes.”

Open canvassing is an unconventional campaign strategy in rural communities. In
the past, because cadres were either appointed or determined beforehand, they did not
have to work hard to solicit votes. At most, they would casually talk to villagers to get
support. Now the village election has become seriously competitive. Vote-buying is a
common under-the-table strategy villagers are familiar with, whether they like it or not.
Green villagers had never seen such a high-profile campaign run by activists. They were
excited about the publicity moves, including pamphlets, comics, and loudspeakers. No
one had ever canvassed so actively, openly recommended themselves, and handed their
names to each household.

Canvassing by Green activists received positive feedback. Ordinary villagers did not
see it as illegitimate vote solicitation, which the government often claimed it was. All the
campaign promises were made openly, and no vote-buying was involved. As a mild-
tempered villager in her 60s, Ms. Chai, said, “They just let us know what was going on.

We thought Bian knew a lot, so we voted for him.”’

Even those villagers who did not like
the high-profile style and thought it was a publicity stunt to draw attention to the

candidates did not see it as illegitimate but rather agreed it served certain practical

purposes, such as presenting their names to voters correctly.®

Dramatic Event: A Final Push

" Interview with Ms. Chai on June 1, 2008.
¥ Interview with Mr. Kang on May 30, 2008.
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Dramatic events shortly before elections often change the results, especially when
potential votes for the two competing candidates are close. Although Green villagers
already knew Bian was a devoted and capable candidate, they did not resent Jie, the
incumbent village administrative head, as much as they did Mr. Luo. In the eyes of Green
villagers, Jie was not corrupt but instead was too timid to confront the authorities, which
was not surprising. Having been under communist rule for so many years, ordinary
Chinese villagers do not normally believe they can make a big change against the
authorities’ will. Green leaders and activists knew they had to arouse strong emotions and
motivations among people in order to make a breakthrough in the election.

According to election rules, the incumbent village administration should answer
questions from its constituents. One month before the election, Green representatives
held a meeting with Jie and asked him about the land rental of the most profitable land lot
in the village along a major road. It had been rented at a very low price for 11 years to Mr.
Fei, the son-in-law of Mr. Luo’s deputy, to open an automobile repair shop. The contract
was signed by Jie. Green representatives made a photocopy of the contract and swiftly
distributed it to all Green villagers with an explanatory letter under the contract. The
letter informed villagers of how the contract was discovered and the potential loss it
brought to them—1.8 million yuan at the market price. Green villagers were presented
with a question: How could they have a good collective economy under such leadership?

The letter stirred up fierce anger among villagers. A Green Village-wide villagers’
convention was held on April 17, 2008, and Jie could not give Green villagers any
answer. The next day, Bian led around 100 villagers to peacefully protest in front of Mr.

Fei’s workshop. The raging shop owner lashed out and knocked Bian to the ground.
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Another young villager, who was passing by the shop and tried to mediate the conflict,
was also beaten by Mr. Fei. At this critical moment, Ms. Mei, a 71-year old activist,
stopped the angry crowd and told them they would lose their cause if they fought back
like mobs.

The next day, Jie and two other village administration members wrote a letter to the
village representative assembly promising to give Green villagers an answer soon. On
April 21, they posted on the village bulletin board, claiming that the village
representative assembly together had agreed to Mr. Fei’s land rental and several other
contracts. Bian and Mr. Sai easily refuted Jie’s claim as lack of proof. To make up for the
refuted claim, on April 28, Jie revealed the village accounting book covering three years
and posted a photocopy of the signatures of those village representatives who attended
the meeting to approve Mr. Fei’s land rental. Now Jie had handed a rope to hang himself.
The representatives who attended the meeting declared that those signatures served the
sole purpose of registering their meeting attendance, not for the purpose to approve any
contract.

Only several days before the election, collective sentiments among Green villagers
demanding justice reached a climax. They wanted fair leaders who kept decision-making
transparent and represented the villagers’ collective interests. Now they had a clear
choice between Bian and Jie. Bian stood out as courageous and selfless, and also won
people’s empathy after being beaten by Green villagers’ “enemy.” Jie, dishonest and
possibly corrupt too, was part of the authority circle that harmed ordinary villagers’

collective benefits. This dramatic “Mr. Fei Incident” intensified feelings of grievances
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and anger among Green villagers. They were strongly motivated to make a change

through the election. Now the swing voters knew better whom to vote for.

Election Day

In addition to the 400 “iron votes,” Green representatives were convinced they had
swung enough votes. All they needed to do was guard the ballot boxes, make sure the
procedure was fair, and stop the government authority from maneuvering the result. Mr.
Sai stayed at the election site for the entire day, and this decision proved to be critical.

The election started at 9 am on May 8, 2008, and ended at 5 pm on the same day.
There were 10 voting booths, each covered by a curtain. Voters wrote down the names of
three candidates and cast their votes in the ballot boxes behind the curtain. Anonymity
was well protected. The township government election office oversaw the election. Mr.
Long, the village party secretary, was also present. Sure that Mr. Long would do certain
things to favor Jie, Mr. Sai also watched him closely. He noticed that if someone was
ambivalent about whom to vote for, Mr. Long instructed him/her to vote for Jie. Mr. Sai
then pushed him out of the election site.

After voting closed at 5 pm, the township government election office immediately
started tallying votes. Of 1,301 eligible voters in Green Village, 1,276 cast their ballots.
The turnout was 98%. Bian received 566 votes, Kuan received 462, and Ceng received
400. Jie received 388 votes. He lost to Ceng only because more than 30 votes for him
were declared invalid because his name was misspelled. The office immediately
announced Bian, Kuan, and Ceng would be the new village administration members, and

Bian would be the village head. Their three-year term would start on May 12, 2008.
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Fulfill Campaign Promises

In the past, what irritated Green villagers the most about village leaders was not only
corruption, but also their disrespectful attitudes and keeping everything in a black box.
Thus, they enthusiastically participated in a campaign that promised to improve villagers’
livelihood and promote an open and transparent decision-making process. The candidates
appealed not only to voters’ material interests, but also their genuine pursuit of fairness
and justice, encompassing both the result and procedure. The leaders share this view on
campaign promises. The senior activists also welcome them. They not only discuss and
work with the young leaders, but also supervise their post-electoral activities to fulfill the

promises.

Procedural Justice

After years of low dividends and following the exposure of previous leaders’
corruption, Green villagers now demand to be informed about the cooperative/village
administration’s decision-making. Bian promised he would promote openness and
transparency, respect the village representative assembly, and keep villagers informed of
the administration’s decision-making process. “Land-rental contracts are not commercial
secrets,” he said. “Villagers are entitled to be informed. If you do not keep the process
open, even if you did not do anything wrong, people will be suspicious.” Because most
Green villagers do not have time to make daily inquiries about village affairs, they invest
in trustworthy old-time activists, now village representatives, to cooperate with while

also supervising the newly elected leaders.

? Interview with Bian on May 14, 2008.
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In addition to consulting with and having input from the village representatives into
decision-making, the new Green village administration also tries to keep the process
transparent so that everyone understands what the leaders have been doing. If villagers
have different opinions, they can raise objections directly to the village administration.
Bulletins will be put up at different locations in the village, so people can be well
informed of village public affairs. All posters and other village documents will be kept on
file. All land-rental contracts are open to all villagers to look up.

Addressing land rental, which is the most important thing to Green villagers,
requires both procedural and substantive innovations. The day after being elected, Bian
proposed to the Village Representative Assembly/Board of Directors of the Green
Shareholding Cooperative a regulation of land usage, comprising four parts. (1) Hire a
legal counsel and audit firm to measure the penalty of terminating current land rental

contracts. A Green Village-wide referendum (X 45 22 %) will be held to decide whether

to proceed with breaching current contracts. (2) Renew expired contracts on an annual
basis. The cooperative has the right to take back the land lot. (3) When re-leasing land
lots, the highest offer following a bidding will be selected. (4) The Green Shareholding
Cooperative makes development plans of its commercially licensed land lots, such as

building shops rather than directly leasing these land lots out.

Substantive Justice
Increasing land-rental fees is the biggest promise the campaign made to villagers.
People wished they could take back all the land and make new contracts at current market

prices. But Bian was well aware of the fact that they would have to pay penalties for
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violating unfair but valid contracts. He consulted with a lawyer and was told the penalty
would be too big for the village. A less ambitious plan was needed, which had to be legal
and practical.

Most of the land-rental contracts specified that land was for industrial use. The
cooperative could charge extra rental fees if the tenant decided to use the land for
commercial purposes. The village administration and village representative assembly
held a meeting and decided to charge 8 yuan/m?* month in this situation, which was much
higher than the original rental fees but a fair market price. Their first case was
successfully concluded on May 30, 2008, to Mr. Che, two weeks after the election.' It
was a success borne out of cooperation between young leaders and old activists, and set
an example for dealing with similar cases in the future.

On June 5, Green village leaders and village representatives held a meeting and
voted yes to three proposals to increase land-rental fees in incremental and pragmatic
ways.'! These three proposals did not target all valid land-rental contracts, but made a big

push within the legal boundary.

1OMr. Che, a wealthy local businessman, signed a 20-year lease on September 12, 1995, for 1,227 m? of
land at the price of 1.2 yuan/ m?*/month to run a paper factory. Now a road had been built in front of his
factory, so he decided to open an automobile repair shop. To apply for a business license, he needed
approval from the village administration to change land usage. Bian knew Mr. Che would not be easily
persuaded to pay more rental fees, but he needed the approval as quickly as possible, because he was losing
money on a daily basis without being able to apply for the license. Bian insisted the decision had to be
approved by the village representative assembly. Mr. Sai, the leader of the village representative assembly,
supported Bian’s argument. While Bian had to handle the daily business of the cooperative and village
administration, Mr. Sai spent time and confronted with Mr. Che, who was so furious he smashed his cell
phone and constantly yelled at him. After a day and night, the frustrated Mr. Che had to give in, and he
signed a rental contract to pay 8 yuan/m?* month (Ethnography, May 30, 2008).

(1) If the measurement of the land lot is bigger than what is registered on paper, the extra amount of land
should be rented at 8 yuan/m?/month. (2) If the function of land usage changes from industrial to
commercial, the tenant should pay 10 yuan/m?*month or 8 yuan/m?/month depending on the location. (3)
For expired contracts, if the land lot can be converted to commercial use, the cooperative will take it back.
If the land lot does not have commercial value, it will be renewed at 6 yuan/m?*month (Source: Green
Shareholding Cooperative).
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A Shadow Case: Shiken Village

Even if the local government in Nanhai aimed at a highly profitable project (usually
real estate projects in China now), mobilized all the administrative resources and political
capital it could gather, and were able to expropriate land in Green Village, against all
odds, the practice of land development would be very different from that in Prosperity
Village. Since 2007, the Foshan Municipal Government and Nanhai District Government
have tried to promote a grand scheme of urban planning and industrial upgrade called
“Remodeling Three Olds”—old towns, old factories, and old village houses.

The shadow case I introduced in Chapter 1, Shiken Village, was the first
“Remodeling Three Olds” case in Nanhai. Governments were eager to get rid of the
shabby factories on village-owned land and build a high-end residential and commercial
compound on state-owned land. Nanhai District Government was determined to promote
it as a “model village” and establish its first remodeling success. This effort was strongly
supported by the Guangdong Provincial Government and endorsed by the Ministry of
Land and Resources.

However, Shiken villagers were not going to give up their land, no matter how much
compensation they were promised. Like Green villagers, they had built a strong
shareholding cooperative to rent these land lots and had engaged in village public affairs
for a long time. They were also motivated and capable of guarding their land rights
through collective action. Unlike Prosperity Village, where the government could come
in and take land away within months, collective bargaining between Shiken Village and
the government lasted six years. Shiken villagers actively participated in village affairs,

elected representatives, and enforced their collective decisions in collective bargains.
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In the end, land expropriation was all but nominal. The real estate developer the
government recruited would pay 9 million yuan/year to the village for 40 years in
exchange for use rights of these land lots. After 40 years, the land lots and all the
buildings would be returned to the village. This land development turned out to be more
like Green Village than Prosperity Village. It was akin to a village land-rental business,
only with a long lease and higher rental fees. Although the bargaining took a long time,
from 2007 to 2012, and contention and even protests occurred in the process, it was
primarily peaceful. Villagers were satisfied with the final result, which the government

also recognized.

Conclusion

Green Village is a cohesive community with common goals: guarding collective
land rights, improving villagers’ collective benefits, and setting up open and transparent
procedures. The community is engaged in voluntary cooperation, with some young
entrepreneurs as leaders, old-time activists as village representatives, and concerned
ordinary villagers as motivated participants. When young leaders fought at the frontier,
old activists backed them up and kept communicating with fellow villagers.

Green villagers started with non-electoral participation to fight previous corrupt
leaders. It was through auditing that they knew for the first time what the problems were.
With an audited financial report, they petitioned the government, hoping for intervention,
and tried to impeach the irresponsible village administration members who damaged their
efforts. When none of these approaches worked, they tried to recruit and mobilize more

villagers. They learned the lesson and turned their effort to participating in their own
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communal organization. They also realized the existing institutions worked against them
and that they had to build new institutional arrangements that would facilitate villagers’
participation. The most important one is village elections. Thus, they fought hard against
government-made rules and successfully set up a one-round open election. They
campaigned actively to advertise for the candidates, solicit votes, and utilize a dramatic
event to intensify villagers’ motivation to participate in the election. After being
successfully elected, the new leadership worked hard on their substantive promise to
improve the collective economy and their procedural promise to promote an open and
transparent decision-making process ordinary Green villagers could oversee. The new
leaders were not only supported by the old activists, but also supervised by them as
representatives of villagers’ interests. At each step of the Green Village-based political
participation, villagers were well informed, strongly motivated, and frequently consulted.
Through an interwoven communal network and facilitating institutional arrangements
built through previous efforts, villagers formed voluntary cooperation and cultivated
skills to achieve common goals.

In fighting for their interests and resolving disputes from land development, Green
villagers choose and take part in political participation. As strong collective interests and
a civic mindset developed over a long period of time, the people are able to coordinate
collective action. They abide by the rules set by villagers themselves and accepted by
their opponents, including the government, the village party secretary, and even corrupt
former village leaders. Green villagers value procedural justice. As long as the procedure
is fair, they accept the results, even if they don’t like them. They are reasonable and

willing to compromise. Even when contention was present, it was confined and no
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violence broke out. Their opponents were bound by the same set of rules and also acted
with restraint, even when they were frustrated to lose. As a result, the assessment of
behavior and outcomes is generally positive. Villagers are happy about the results and
have high praise for one other. The government is upset about losing firm control, but it
does not have derogatory judgments on villagers and accepts the result. This outcome is
in stark contrast with Prosperity Village, where villagers cannot coordinate collective
action but resort to individual action and opportunism, do not respect rules or
compromise, and generally have negative assessments about their villagers’ behavior, the

results, and the government.
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Chapter Six
Prosperity Village:

“Distrust Your Neighbors” in Land Expropriation

Since 1984, when farmland was leased to individual households, Prosperity villagers
have not had significant collective assets and consequently no incentives to engage in
their communal organization or village public affairs. Thus, they have not tried to change
the patron-client network in the village, build formal institutions, or cultivate a more civic
mindset. As a result, rather than a cohesive community as I saw in Green Village—where
young leaders, old-time activists/village representatives, and concerned villagers
cooperate with one another, consolidate their collective interests, guard their land rights,
and fight for higher land dividends for all villagers—in Prosperity Village, villagers
cannot coordinate collective action and take part in political participation to fight for
higher land compensation from the government.

Rather than an interwoven network, three distinct interest groups make up the
patron-client network in Prosperity Village: village cadres, local strongmen/village
representatives, and villagers. In land-compensation negotiations, the government does
not engage with individual villagers, but only deals with the village committee. Put
between the government and villagers, without collective action by the villagers to
effectively express their demands, village cadres often assist the government in land
expropriation at less than optimum land compensation, especially when the government
puts a lot of pressure on them. Village representatives are also the leaders of villagers’

group committees. They are local strongmen who have engaged in long-term patron-



client relations with the village cadres and also cultivated their small circles within the
villagers’ group. Villagers, who want special favoritism, are divided into different circles.
Without seeking the common good, villagers cannot elect true representatives faithfully
fighting for all of them. They cannot hold them accountable to get higher land
compensation for everybody or fulfill their duty as members of the village representative
assembly to oversee village leaders. These local strongmen often bargain for lower land
compensation for fellow villagers in exchange for personal favors for themselves.
Ordinary villagers, who cannot get more compensation from the government through
collective bargains by village leaders or village representatives, rely on individual actions
and often individualistic means to maximize personal interests. The result is often
undercutting each other and thus a worse outcome for all. What is even worse is active
opportunism and the bullying of fellow villagers. Because they cannot get more from
outside, villagers often single out some fellow villagers, disqualify their eligibility for
land compensation, and divide up their share.

In this chapter, I first give a short introduction of how land compensation is
negotiated between the government and the village committee and then redistributed to
individual villagers through villagers’ groups where land is taken out from. Then I
elaborate on the behavior of these three interest groups in land-compensation distribution
and resolving disputes, which illustrates villagers’ lack of political participation and
fragmentation of the village. Villager leaders, village representatives/villagers’ group
leaders, and villagers resort to different strategies due to their different power positions
and resources. Their opportunistic behavior is driven by individualistic interests and

enabled by villagers’ lack of moral commitment to the common good and failure of
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collective action. As a result, uncompromising contention within the village is high.
Villagers’ opportunistic behavior has further broken down communal trust, thus making
the community even more vulnerable to outside forces. In the end, despite widespread
complaints and some resistance, the local government always manages to fulfill their goal
of land expropriation. Regardless of how much money they eventually receive, villagers

still feel angry and taken advantage of.

Land Expropriation Procedure and Compensation Negotiation
When a local government decides to take land away from a village, the first step is
to post three public announcements of land expropriation in the village: first, the

Announcement of Land Expropriation ({22 %); second, the Announcement of
Consultation of Land Expropriation Compensation and Resettlement Plan (fiE iM% %
BT RAEKE WA 45); and third, the Announcement of Land Expropriation
Compensation and Resettlement Plan (fiIE M2 22 B 7 A H).

The next step is the negotiation and distribution of land compensation, usually made
up of three smaller steps. First, a government land-expropriation team, consisting of
officials from the district government, township government, and land bureau, negotiates
with the village committee. They sign a land-expropriation compensation contract,
nicknamed the “big contract CK#4iX).” Second, the village committee keeps a portion of
the land compensation and distributes the rest to each villagers’ group where land is taken
from. This negotiation between the village committee and the villagers’ group is called
Village-Group Redistribution (#2173 it). How much each villagers’ group can get from
the village committee is negotiable. Prosperity Village has 60 village representatives, five
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from each of the 12 villagers’ groups. These five village representatives make up the

villagers’ group committee. Three of them are also called three directors (—=1K) of the
villagers’ group committee (#f [K:/NHAK), party branch (5% /N4 K), and women’s work
(TE 0 K), respectively. These five village representatives/villagers’ group committee

members and some other local strongmen represent their villagers’ group in the

redistribution negotiation. Finally, the redistributed compensation (43-HC#K) is equally

divided among all eligible villagers’ group members. This seemingly simple principle of
equal distribution has brought about considerable conflict within the villagers’ group,
because what determines a person’s eligibility can be questionable.

Table 6.1 lists all the land-expropriation projects in Prosperity Village since 2001. I
designated the name of a project using the amount of land expropriated. Project 248, a
project belonging to a grand real estate plan, took the most land away from one villagers’

group, Gong Group. In this chapter, I will often refer to this project.
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Table 6.1 Land-Expropriation Projects in Prosperity Village
Total number: 2,579.61 mu (2001-2008)
(1 mu = 666.67 m?)

Year Project Size (mu) Project Code
2001 Garment Factory 180 Project 180
2003 Road 197.30 Project 197
2003 Road 77.50 Project 077
2003 Pump Factory 163.50 Project 163
2004 Road 31.50 Project 031
2004 Road 34.61 Project 034
2005 Road 114.20 Project 114
2005 Kitchen Utensil Factory 20 Project 020
2006 Real Estate 70 Project 070
2006 Pump Factory (expanded) 17.60 Project 017
2006 *Real Estate (1/5) 113.50 Project 216
2007 Real Estate (2/5) 7.90 Project 204
2007 Real Estate (3/5) 250 Project 250
2007 Machinery Factory 438 Project 438
2008 Real Estate (4/5) 237 Project 237
2008 Fire Extinguisher Factory 55 Project 055
2008 Real Estate (5/5) 248 Project 248
2008 Pharmaceutical Factory 179 Project 179
2008 Real Estate 145 Project 145

Source: Prosperity Village Committee

* These five land-expropriation projects are five parts of the same big real estate project
of 1,155 mu, taking land from both Prosperity Village and another nearby village.

Village Cadres: “Li Hongzhang”1 in Land-Compensation Negotiation

Prosperity village cadres are powerful these days, because they handle land-
expropriation compensation with the government and are responsible for village
resettlement housing construction. Every year, tens of millions of yuan come in and out

of the village account. The cadres’ positions offer extremely profitable rent-seeking

' Li Hongzhang was a late imperial Qing government official. He represented the Qing Government to sign
treaties with foreign countries to cede territory and pay indemnities. In the Chinese history textbook, Li
Hongzhang is treated as a traitor of the Chinese people.
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opportunities. Their personal expenses on extravagant dining and entertainment are
reimbursed in the name of village development. They receive much more compensation
than the average standard if their houses are included in land-expropriation projects.
Their relatives and friends benefit the same way and often receive construction contracts
from the new land user. However, they are also put in a tricky position. The government
pressures them to accept compensation terms, whereas villagers always want more.
Village cadres do not want to offend either of them. Nonetheless, when the contradictory
demands from both sides are irreconcilable, village cadres follow the government. After
all, their first priority is to keep their jobs. As I have elaborated in Chapter 2 and Chapter
4, in the past, villagers had not been motivated to make village election an effective
institutional arrangement to select their representatives. Facing no collective challenge
from villagers, the government controlled the nomination process and largely the final
result of election.

Theoretically, if villagers could act together, elect their representatives to run the
village committee, and hold them accountable, the village committee could be a strong
local agent to fight for collective interests and bargain with the government for higher
land compensation. But the reality is the opposite. Villagers cannot coordinate collective
action and put effective demands on village cadres. In the past 20 years, they have not
engaged in village public life. The village committee naturally has fallen under the
government’s control. Without strong incentives, Prosperity villagers have not built
necessary infrastructure—neither informal communal networks nor formal institutions—
that could facilitate their political participation. Suddenly, big monetary interests are

embedded in land-compensation negotiations carried out by the village committee. But
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sudden strong incentives do not automatically translate into capacity for action. Villagers
have neither the time nor the proper civic mindset to build infrastructure before their
village disintegrates. Villagers without a strong interwoven communal network, a
commitment to the common good, and trust in each other cannot aggregate and articulate
collective interests clearly and mobilize the village to join the common cause. Without
functioning institutional arrangements that help villagers participate in village decisions
in an organized way, they can only impact village cadres’ behavior by bringing damage
and are unable to hold them accountable in constructive ways.

By contrast, the government has had a long history of controlling the village
administration. Village election has not changed this control, because election rules have
been set by the government without input from Prosperity villagers. The government has
long used the strategy of carrots and sticks to deal with village cadres. Now facing huge
interests, this strategy has intensified. Because of the long-term patron-client relations
between them, government officials tolerate village cadres’ corruption and often give
them special personal favors to solicit their cooperation. If they disobey, intra-party
discipline and anti-corruption prosecution serve as effective tools to get rid of such
village cadres and warn others.

Thus, village cadres are ultimately not responsible to villagers. Prosperity villagers
cannot have collective action to participate in the collective bargaining process. They
cannot effectively motivate village cadres and hold them accountable before the village
committee and the government sign the land-compensation contracts. No set of binding
rules is made between village cadres and villagers and accepted by the government in

advance. Thus, expectations are not steady and behavior is contingent. Village cadres
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weigh the government against the villagers and pick strategies to meet the most
immediate challenges, which often causes more problems later. Government officials,
village cadres, and villagers are all frustrated by the unpredictability of each other’s
behavior. Naturally, villagers want higher compensation. Because they are not part of the
process, they are unsatisfied with the results. They always think there could be more
compensation and feel they are being taken advantage of. Government officials, village
cadres, and villagers complain about each other. Government officials see village cadres
as inefficient and sometimes disobedient. Villagers see them as selling out the village to
the government and call them “Li Hongzhang.” Village cadres see the government as
only caring about land grabbing and as leaving all the problems to the village committee.
They see villagers as selfish. In such a place where people do not engage in collective
action, have no rules to follow, hold negative judgments on each other, contention is
inevitable.

The government’s major concern is finishing expropriation and getting land out of
the village, no matter how the village committee deals with villagers’ groups and
villagers. In past land expropriation, the Prosperity Village Committee would usually
negotiate with villagers’ groups first to make a deal on the division of land compensation.
Thus, when the village committee in turn negotiated with the government, it would know
how much to ask for and have more space for negotiation. However, as satisfying
villagers became increasingly hard, the government changed its strategy and often forced
the village committee to sign the collective land-compensation contract before it settled a
plan with villagers’ groups. This practice has put village cadres in a worse position in

front of villagers.
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As more and more Prosperity villagers have been relocated since land expropriation,
the village committee is heavily burdened to build resettlement houses.” Resettlement
housing construction is in fact one of the veto criteria of their annual performance
required by the township government. Strategically, the village committee needs to ask
for as much land compensation as possible and receive the government’s support and
cooperation on a range of things, such as construction licenses, roads, and sewers. Their
only bargaining power is not to sign the collective land-compensation contract, without
which the government cannot finish expropriation and bid the land to new users.
However, the village committee cannot perpetually resist the government. After all, the
township government still has a systematic way of setting up its organizational goals,
influencing personnel, and evaluating its performance.

Another big concern, more related to the village leaders personally, is intra-party
discipline and legal prosecution. Not only are corrupt leaders intimidated, but also the
few uncorrupt ones. In a quickly urbanizing village, a huge cash flow in and out of the
village committee takes place. The finances of this organization are not transparent or
well supervised. Almost all village leaders are involved to various extents in some under-
the-table deals or embezzlement. Even those rare village leaders who feel they are
absolutely clean can be called out by the government for the illegal business going on in
their village with or without their knowledge, if the government is determined to purge
them. Examples the district government has set in the past keep village cadres alert.

Driven by its own interest, the government’s attitude toward the village committee

is somewhat ambivalent. On the one hand, it is willing to leave the village committee in a

? Village land development in Green Village did not use villagers’ residential land; thus, there was not
resettlement housing. Villagers often rebuilt their houses and rented them out in small units to migrant
workers.
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good financial situation so it can resettle the relocated households smoothly without
social instability. Thus, the government sometimes provides more compensation to the
village committee than villagers are aware of, its intention being that the village
committee keeps a portion of the money to build resettlement houses. But such secret
deals are almost always leaked, and when they are, villagers not only demand the village
committee divide up all the money, but also feel more suspicious toward village cadres
going forward—who knows how many secret deals are cut between the government and
the village committee to sell off villagers? On the other hand, the government needs to
proceed with land expropriation at a rapid speed and have the land evacuated as quickly
as possible. If the village committee asks for too much compensation, the government
will eventually resort to heavy-handed political prosecution if their persuasion efforts fail.
Although the government requires resettlement housing construction, and occasionally
helps the village committee expedite license applications and quality evaluations, it does
not want to spend too much time or money on village-related projects, such as roads and
sewers.

Despite distrust of and complaints against each other, the local government and the
village committee generally cooperate on land expropriation and resettlement
construction. Village leaders assist the local government to expropriate land, partly due to
their own economic benefits when they are in charge of a huge flow of cash without very
stringent accounting rules, and partly because they are afraid of political repercussions.
The local government helps the village committee in resettlement construction, partly due

to its concern for social stability, and partly because it still needs the village committee to
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cooperate with not only land expropriation, but also various administrative tasks, such as
family planning, keeping social order, and managing the local community.

When the district industrial zone had two land-expropriation projects going on in
the summer of 2008 in Prosperity Village, the village committee had signed the land-
expropriation contract for Project 248, and the compensation for Project 179 was still
undecided. For the village committee head, Mr. Ping, the top priority was to start
resettlement housing construction. Prosperity Village already had about a thousand
relocated individuals at that time. Some of them had lived in temporary houses for six to
seven years. All these relocated households had their eyes set on the resettlement housing
construction. Anxiety and contention were high. Every day, Mr. Ping got visits from local
people asking about resettlement progress. He was aware that if the village committee
failed at housing resettlement, unrest would erupt in the village. For all these reasons,
even though Mr. Bai, the deputy director of the district government industrial zone, had
urged him several times to sign the land-expropriation compensation contract, he always
listed numerous reasons to prolong the negotiation. However, as Mr. Ping was soberly
aware, he could only procrastinate and not confront the government openly. He drew this
conclusion primarily from an incident in 2007 that had shocked and frightened all village

leaders in the entire district.’

3 Mr. Hong, who used to be the party secretary and village committee head of the adjacent Feng Village,
was not only deprived of his official titles, but also expelled from the party for two years, a severe intra-
party punishment, in the name of corruption and land-policy violation. However, it was clear to everybody
that the real reason for his prosecution was his stubborn resistance to signing the land-compensation
contract even after the district party secretary tried several times to persuade him. Mr. Hong was assured
his resistance would be effective, because he was elected head of the village committee by local
constituents and he was financially clean. The government could at most deprive him of the party secretary
title. To everybody’s surprise, the district government in the end decided to take him down with two small
pieces of evidence. One was that some contractor had dumped dirt on farmland with the village
committee’s approval, which violated the farmland protection policy. The other reason was that Mr. Hong
had received 1,000 yuan from this contractor and was personally reimbursed 2,600 yuan. This incident had
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Mr. Bai was hoping the village committee could sign the land-compensation
contract before it settled the Village-Group Redistribution of compensation, which had
become increasingly difficult to deal with. Mr. Ping was aware of the risks of doing so,
because the district government had pressured the village committee to accept a similar
arrangement before. This arrangement would eventually leave the conflict in the village
committee, and the village committee would have to pay a price.4

To cope with villager leaders’ reluctance, the industrial zone officials used the
carrot-and-stick strategy. They rented a bulldozer from the village party secretary at the
price of 2,000 yuan/day, an easy and generous income for him. During a joint meeting of
the district, land bureau, township, and village officials, the director of the district
industrial zone made it clear that time was the government’s major concern. If the village
committee could not reach an agreement with the land bureau regarding compensation, it
would be decided by the industrial zone and township government with the land bureau.
The village committee finally signed the contract at 18 million yuan, a price both parties
could accept. Despite reservations, village cadres almost always work with the
government in the end and do not demand maximum benefits for the village, because

they do not face as much pressure from their fellow villagers as from the government.

frightened all village leaders because they knew the real reason for the prosecution. Dumping dirt from
construction sites on farmland that was already expropriated was common local practice. A few thousand
yuan was too small a sum to be considered corruption. The local government punished Mr. Hong in the
name of anti-corruption for his non-cooperation. An uncorrupt leader could be prosecuted, not to mention
those really corrupt ones who had received tens or even hundreds of thousands of yuan. Even though Mr.
Ping felt he had nothing to worry about personally, he understood the severity of open confrontation.

*In 2006, the district industrial zone made the village committee sign the land-compensation contract
before it settled a division with Peng Villagers’ Group. Later, Mr. Ni, then the group head, led group
members to demand 200,000 yuan more than what they had been offered. They protested at the
construction site but were expelled by the police. They then returned to the village committee and received
80,000 yuan. The village committee had to bear not only the financial loss, but also the bitter fruit of
increased tension between them and the villagers.
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In land-compensation negotiations, village cadres have to make good judgments.
They have to fight for high compensation for personal and collective benefits. However,
they cannot push the government too hard. If persuading villagers to accept the
government terms is difficult, the village committee often signs the compensation
contract first and deals with villagers later. The bargaining of land compensation is
between the government and the village committee alone. Villagers do not participate
before or during the process. They have not built institutions in the past to enable them to
participate in the village committee or hold village cadres accountable to them. They are
not able to coordinate collective action to make effective demands on village cadres.
They cannot participate in the bargaining process, but they deeply care about the results
of land compensation. This discrepancy leads to suspicion, distrust, and contention. No
matter how high the compensation is by objective standards, villagers still feel unhappy
about the result and complain about the village cadres. Ordinary Prosperity villagers view
village cadres as not only timid, but also traitorous. They have no trust that the village
committee will represent their interests against the local government. Thus, even though
they know the village committee has to keep some money to build resettlement houses,
which is for their own sake, they still ask the village committee for as much Village-
Group Redistribution as possible. In the end, ironically, to finish building the resettlement
houses, the village committee has to cooperate with the government to deceive villagers
about the land compensation in order to save enough funds. Secrecy, suspicion, and
distrust make up a vicious cycle. The lack of rules to follow leads to unpredictable

behavior and frustration.
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Local Strongmen (Village Representatives/Villagers’ Group Leaders): “Predators”

Although land is currently registered under the village committee, it used to be
considered owned by the production team, now called the villagers’ group. Compensation
for land expropriation is thus divided between the village committee and the villagers’
group from which land is taken. Although, in principle, bargains should be based on
whether plants or facilities are on the farmland, in reality, they have become increasingly
negotiable depending on the strategies and skills of the village cadres and group leaders.
Five villagers’ group committee members and other influential individuals in the group,
often the local strongmen, represent all group members in negotiations with the village
committee. Then they hold meetings in the villagers’ group to divide up the redistributed
land compensation equally among all eligible members.

These local leaders see themselves as power brokers whose signatures are required
for the Contract of Village-Group Redistribution of Land Compensation, and use their
positions for rent-seeking. They may push the village committee for the maximum
amount of land compensation, which will benefit them as much as their fellow villagers.
However, their effort serves more as a bargaining chip with the village committee in
exchange for personal favors than a genuine concern for the common interests of the
villagers’ group. After all, potential personal favors are much more attractive than an
equal portion of the land compensation. For example, comprehensive land-expropriation
plans often encompass a whole region—not only farmland, but also residential land on
which people built their houses. These local strongmen always receive higher
compensation for their own houses and for their relatives and friends. In exchange for

their cooperation, the new land users customarily contract small construction projects to
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them, such as construction-site walls and contemporary roads. For example, Mr. Ni, the
former Peng Villagers’ Group Committee head, single-handedly received a 2-million-
yuan contract from the new land user, a garment manufacturer, in 2006. After receiving
such favors, these local leaders were willing to sign the land-compensation redistribution
contract at lower numbers than the optimum level. These personal favors are considered
legitimate sources of income for local leaders, which people do not like but accept as the
norm. “For group leaders, if you are capable, you get special treatment. People do not
object to them receiving construction projects. It has been a custom.””

They have another potential source of secret income when they deliberately take
chances to put down the common interests in exchange for personal benefits. This
practice is more contingent. If some of them actively seek rents from the village
committee in exchange for lower Village-Group Redistribution, whether they can
succeed depends on how much they ask for and how much risk the village committee is
willing to take. For example, in 2007, the then Tie Villagers’ Group Committee head, Mr.
Guang, signed the Village-Group Redistribution Contract behind group members’ back,
who had demanded more. He signed it out of loyalty to the village party secretary and his
“godfather,” Mr. Man, who had been a long-time patron offering him various
construction projects. By contrast, in 2008, Mr. Shao, the Shan Villagers’ Group
Committee head, asked for 300,000 yuan in cash in exchange for 1 million yuan less for
the Village-Group Redistribution for Project 250. His request was turned down as too
risky. Nevertheless, he received more compensation than the average villager for his fish

pond and warehouse, which were included in the expropriation project.

> Interview, August 20, 2008.
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The five villagers’ group committee members not only represent their own group,
but also serve in the village representative assembly. If they were true representatives of
villagers’ collective interests, they could get more compensation for their villagers’ group
members. More importantly, they could participate in village affairs and push village
cadres to fight for the entire village. But these local strongmen, especially some of the
most influential villagers’ group heads, have long been members of a close-knit circle
with the village party secretary, who has cultivated this strong patron-client relationship.
They have been accustomed to the long-term practice of receiving favors from the village
party secretary and in turn supporting his decisions regarding village affairs. Favor
exchanges in land expropriation are a natural outcome of this network.

Villagers hope these strongmen can represent their interests and fight for higher land
compensation, but they do not have the proper mindset to motivate them or to enact
institutional arrangements to hold them accountable. These local leaders receive favors
from the village committee and also cultivate their smaller circle of patron-client
relationships made up of relatives and close allies in the villagers’ group. They rely on
this faction to win elections. Villagers are used to patron-clientelism and also seek special
favoritism. Whether they get it is a matter of ability and opportunity. Individualistic and
opportunistic villagers are not able to push local leaders to fight for collective interests,
not to mention higher moral goals of fairness or justice. Nonetheless, they feel angry
when the results produced are not to their satisfaction.

Villagers do not coordinate collective action to enable land-compensation collective
bargains. Some villagers are relatives and friends of the local leaders and receive more

benefits than other villagers, who also understand these local strongmen do not genuinely
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represent the collective interests of their villagers’ group. Villagers call them “predators.”
When negotiating with the village committee, they sometimes are tenacious about the
amount of compensation redistribution. The conflict is often resolved not by collective
bargains, but by personal favors. Although the details of the negotiations are not
transparent to ordinary villagers, they know the so-called representatives will use their
bargaining positions for personal benefit, often at the expense of villagers. No rules are in
place regarding how compensation negotiation should be conducted—whether group
leaders have to consult with villagers before they sign the contract or how villagers could
have some input in the process. These leaders behave in ways that often only suit their
own interests or the interest of someone in their patron-client circle. Villagers do not have
information and cannot predict the result. Thus, the relationship between them is tense.
Villagers feel exploited and are angry but do not know how to change the situation. These
local leaders are strong, capable, and ferocious figures who have formed a network

supporting each other.

Ordinary Villagers: Undercutting and Bullying

A community without common goals can hardly resist strong outside intrusion,
especially facing a developmental state that is strongly motivated and has mandatory
power. These common goals have to be more than a mere aggregation of individual
interests, but instead must involve genuine concern about other individuals and a
commitment to the common good. In Prosperity Village, neither village cadres nor local
leaders represent the common good, not only for the lack of an organizational basis and

facilitating infrastructure, but also because ordinary villagers have formed no genuine
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common good to be represented. Over the years, they are used to patron-clientelism and
also seek special favors for themselves. What they care about is individualistic interests.
They will not hesitate to utilize the loopholes in the system. Opportunistic and
individualistic villagers do not demand a set of binding rules, open and transparent
procedures, and justice for all. They lack communal trust, a norm of reciprocity, and a
belief that their fellow villagers care about one another and can work together for the
common good. Thus, the individualistic, rational people are driven by personal interests
only. No village-wide collective action exists. Some villagers can act together, driven by
factional interests, which only makes the community more fragmented, takes advantage
of other members, and thus demonstrates resorting to opportunism is more rational.

Prosperity villagers do not use political participation to defend their interests from
land development. They cannot elect responsible village committee leaders who
genuinely represent their interests to engage in collective bargains with the government
for higher land compensation. They cannot hold village leaders accountable for having a
transparent procedure, keeping information open to villagers, and having input into the
decision-making process of land-compensation negotiation. Prosperity villagers cannot
elect responsible village representatives to provide consultation and supervise village
committee leaders, nor can they count on these village representatives/villagers’ group
committee members to get more land-compensation redistribution from the village
committee.

In Prosperity Village, people do not engage in collective action to fight for collective
interests. Instead, they resort to individual actions to maximize personal interests. They

often undercut each other to fulfill their own interests. The prevalence of opportunism
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and bullying is even worse. Villagers cannot maximize collective interests through
village organizations, pushing village leaders to fight for more land compensation from
the government. They instead often turn to their fellow villagers, exploiting some to
benefit others. “Uncivic” mindsets lead to “uncivic” actions. These individualistic actions
manifest in various ways. The lack of established and binding rules to follow is common.
People are not morally obligated or bound by formal rules. Anything goes, as long as it
satisfies personal interests. Thus, people’s interaction is highly unpredictable. Those
villagers who are bullied sometimes fight back in more extreme and threatening ways.
Confrontation is severe and uncompromising. There is a high tendency of violence in
Prosperity Village. The village is deeply divided along the interest lines of different
factions. Resentment and hatred exist among villagers. Ordinary villagers who are not
directly involved in the conflict but often acquiesce to such actions also feel anxious and
insecure. They may be picked on the next time. People have very negative assessments of
the land-compensation process and results. No matter how much money they get, they
still feel unhappy and uneasy. They also hold negative views about each other. Even
though they benefit from the bullying, they know such tactics are morally wrong. They
say some villagers are extremely selfish, and the others are just selfish. Conflicted people
do not trust each other or cooperate in the future.

In this section, I examine two sets of Prosperity villagers’ behavior. One is outward,
namely, how they behave in village elections. As a national policy, all Chinese villages
hold elections. But villagers’ motivation and capacity are so different that elections can
either be the most important mode of villagers’ political participation or a rubber stamp

for government-endorsed village administration. Elections can also be a stage for
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competitions among factional interests. What concerns me the most is whether villagers
can form common goals and coordinate collective action to organize and participate in
village elections and elect leaders representing the village to fight for common interests
and resolve disputes. The answer is yes for Green villagers and no for Prosperity villagers.
Because they cannot count on collective action to solve problems out of interest
distribution, Prosperity villagers resort to the other set of behavior to satisfy personal
interests, which is inward. Because they cannot get higher land compensation from the
government through collective bargains, they target and bully some villagers. I will
elaborate on how they make expedient decisions or use the excuse of rural customs to
justify purely selfish causes—to deprive some fellow villagers of their eligibility for land
compensation and then divide up their share. I will use the example of Gong Villagers’
Group, from which real estate Project 248 took 248 mu in land, most of the group’s land,
and gave them compensation of six million yuan. Gong Villagers’ Group has a

population of 149 with agricultural hukou registered in the group.

Village Elections

Elections in Green Village are the most important form of villagers’ political
participation. They worked hard to build an effective “party machine” of young leaders
and old-time activists, mobilize the entire village, and set up institutional arrangements to
help villagers get involved and make informed decisions. They fought hard to keep
election rules simple and open, independent from government influences. They ran
election campaigns appealing to all villagers’ common interests. Thus, they were able to

elect a democratic leadership and true representatives to manage collective assets.
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Although Prosperity Village also holds elections, local institutional arrangements are
different, and villagers’ behavior is categorically different. Thus, the results of elections
are not responsive and responsible village leadership and village representatives. The
government still largely controls the village committee personnel, and village assembly
representatives are elected from different factions of the village patron-client network.

In the past, Prosperity villagers were not interested in village committee elections,
because they had no strong collective interests. Thus, the government has long controlled
election rule-setting, the nomination process, and the final result. Now, although land
expropriation has led to a sudden and huge amount of monetary interests, villagers have
had no time to build infrastructure and facilitate effective participation. For reasons I
described in Chapter 2 and Chapter 4, long-term local agents of the township government
often get re-elected. Villagers only passively go through the formality of voting.

Villagers’ group committee/village assembly representative election is an even more
obvious case of patron-client competition. Some local strongmen are supported by village
cadres and appeal to their own relatives, friends, and other people by promising future
favors. Villagers’ group committee election is not about who can serve the group
members better, but whose faction is bigger. When these strongmen are in the position of
controlling the villagers’ group committee and collective resources, those who voted for
them will be paid back. None of the candidates bother to claim to work for the common
good. Such an election produces local leaders who work for themselves and their allies
and are not genuine advocates for collective interests. Villagers’ voting is driven by the

factional interests in which they are embedded.
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Currently, villagers’ group committee elections in Prosperity Village are highly
competitive because the stakes are obvious and attractive. Villagers prefer to elect
someone from their family and close friends. If none of them is appropriate to be a public
figure, they show loyalty to some strongmen and seek favors. People now often tend to
elect notoriously ferocious people, even gangsters. Among the 12 villagers’ group
committee heads in Prosperity Village, four are local gang members: Mr. Guang, Mr. Ni,
Mr. Shao, and Mr. Chen. They are also four “godsons” of the village party secretary.
People elected them in the hopes of getting more compensation from the village
committee through their patron-client relationship and having these men help them
prevent other villagers’ groups from taking benefits from the village committee. But this
choice is a double-edged sword. These local leaders sometimes fight tenaciously for more
compensation for their villagers’ groups, which benefits them as well. But if they get a
better private offer, they do not hesitate to push the collective interests aside, and they are
not afraid of ordinary villagers’ challenge. As Mr. Shao said, “What can you do about me?
If you do not hold election, it is me in charge. If you do, I get elected again.”

In recent years, villagers’ group committee elections have become very contentious.
On the one hand, the competition is high. Everyone wants to sit on the committee or be
included in the inner circle. On the other hand, none of the elected leaders has most
villagers’ trust. Although it is a norm that all group heads will seek rent, villagers
inevitably get jealous and angry every time they see rent-seeking happen. Local
strongmen rotate to become heads of the villagers’ group committee. Despite the fact that
villagers resent the local leaders taking advantage of them, they try to elect

representatives of their own faction, rather than demanding a fairer and more open

¢ Ethnography, August 4, 2008.
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election. Unlike elections in Green Village that are organized, peaceful, and effective,
villagers’ group committee elections in Prosperity Village are often chaotic. On the
election day of Gong Villagers’ Group Committee in 2008, those candidates who saw
their votes had fallen behind almost created havoc by snatching away the ballot box and
claiming an invalid election. They later had to give up only because the opponents had
more muscle and more hands, and not because rules were enforced. These two factions
kept fighting in the group after the election and could agree on almost nothing. Villagers
were also deeply divided and could not act together.

Compared with village committee election, villagers’ group committee/village
assembly representative election has a much lower requirement for institution building:
everybody knows everybody well and the election rule is simple—candidates win by
plurality. But villagers with an “uncivic” mindset cannot elect someone working for the
common good. Individualistic and opportunistic people who actively seek special
favoritism can only elect leaders who work for patron-client factions and produce a
fragmented community. How to settle differences, make compromises, and hold village
leaders accountable to all villagers follow no accepted rules. The biggest faction
determines the result. People on both sides try very hard to satisfy their own interests.
Confrontation is inevitable, and is often settled by force or threats to use violent force.

The result intensifies the distrust and jealousy that already exist in the village.

Village Resettlement Plan: An Undercut Deal
Government land expropriation mainly includes farmland and rural residential land.

Land-compensation fees and housing resettlement are two major compensations the
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government offers for land expropriation. When villagers lose their houses to land
expropriation, the village committee is in charge of building resettlement houses for them.
In addition to land-compensation fees, resettlement housing was what Prosperity villagers
cared about the most and whose collective effort could make a big difference. Located in
the center of an emerging metropolitan area, houses will be their major source of income
in the future. They can rent out each floor as an apartment and open small shops or
restaurants on the first floor.

By 2008, half of the population in Prosperity Village had lost their houses to land
expropriation. After six to seven years’ delay, the township government and the village
committee finally proposed a Village Resettlement Plan. Once the village representative
assembly approved this plan, the village committee would start construction. The
proposed plan was that the village committee would build five-story houses. Each
eligible villager would have a housing quota of 90 m? (18 m?*/story X 5 stories). For
example, a household of four eligible villagers would receive a house of 72 m?%/story X 5
stories. Each villager would pay 420 yuan/m? equally. This price was much less than the
construction cost, which easily went above 1000 yuan/m?. The remaining cost would be
covered by the village committee, whose funds came from two sources: one, the
government would subsidize 25,300 yuan/person; and two, the village committee kept a
portion of the land compensation from farmland expropriation. The second source of
funding created a conflict of interest within the village. Among its 12 villagers’ groups,
all of them had lost farmland. Thus, they had all contributed to this pool of collective
funds for resettlement. But four groups were farther away from major roads, and their

residential land at that time was mostly intact. According to the resettlement policy, only
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the households who had lost residential land and their houses could receive resettlement
housing.

With a fixed price of 420/m?, naturally all villagers wanted houses as big as possible
and finished as quickly as possible to start rental. When the proposed resettlement plan
was presented to villagers in July 2008, the village committee received two types of
feedback. One was from villagers who were included in the plan. They all wanted bigger
houses, suggesting a quota of 120 m?/person (20 m?/story X 6 stories). The resettlement-
plan proposal was based on “living persons.” Some households only had one child,
encouraged by the One Child Policy. The plan only gave them one person’s quota. They
felt entitled to two, because they could have had two children but chose to uphold a
higher standard of the national policy. They felt they should have been rewarded rather
than punished. Some households lost family members after residential land expropriation.
They felt they were entitled to the deceased members’ quotas, because, through no fault
of their own, resettlement did not start when their family members were still alive. Some
households had their daughters married out after land expropriation. They felt equally
entitled to the resettlement quota, because these daughters were local residents when their
residential land was expropriated. Other issues involved newborn babies, retirees with
pension, and those whose hukou status had changed.

The second type of feedback was from villagers who had lost farmland but not their
residential land. The resettlement plan did not include them. These villagers were deeply
troubled and worried. They wanted to be resettled with their fellow villagers. One, they
had contributed to the pool of collective funds for resettlement housing construction.

Thus, they would be paying for other villagers without receiving equal benefits. Two,
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land-compensation and resettlement policy was changing in 2008. The government made
new policies that relocated households in the future would not retain their rural status and
receive resettlement houses from the village committee. Instead, they would become
urban residents, changing hukou status and receiving urban medical insurance and social
security. The district government would build some high-rise buildings and resettle them
into apartments. The village would lose all its resettlement land quotas to the local
government. It was well understood that having resettlement houses under the current
policy was much better for a family. Owning their independent houses and collecting
rental fees was much more profitable than receiving monthly social security. These
villagers were deeply worried they might not have the same chance of resettlement if they
were not bound to all Prosperity villagers in the same resettlement plan.

Ideally, if all Prosperity villagers could come together, bridge their different
interests, and ask for a better deal, everybody would benefit. Because the entire village
was encircled in the District Industrial Zone, it was only a matter of time before villagers
in those four villagers’ groups would lose their residential land. Prosperity villagers could
ask for a better resettlement plan from the village committee and the government to
include all of them altogether. They could support each other, encompassing those who
had not lost residential land in the same plan and giving one more resettlement quota to
those families with one child, married-out daughters, or deceased members. They could
unite together to ask for bigger houses for everybody. If the village funds were
insufficient to cover the construction cost, they could organize collective action to ask for
more money from the government. After all, government land expropriation was what

had brought about village resettlement. In fact, the financial burden to the district
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government would be minimal. Behind villagers’ backs, the government had already
given an extra 25,000 yuan/mu for all expropriated land to the Prosperity Village
Committee to subsidize resettlement. That number was small compared with the millions
of yuan per mu the government had received when bidding out the land.

But in reality, Prosperity villagers were only concerned about their own interests.
Those who were included in the resettlement plan did not care about fellow villagers who
were not included and might face huge losses. Those who were not included in the
resettlement plan did not care about whether fellow villagers could get bigger houses.
One-child families did not care about married-out-daughter families. As a result, when
the Village Representative Assembly held a meeting on August 4, 2008, to vote on the
Village Resettlement Plan, representatives first presented all kinds of legitimate concerns
from their villagers and wanted the village committee to make a better plan. In the middle
of the meeting, Mr. Shao, whose villagers’ group was not included in the resettlement
plan, raised objections to the plan that their collective contribution might be used to
benefit others and they might not have resettlement in the future. This speech abruptly
stopped all the discussions on a revised resettlement plan. Most representatives were
worried that if they continued the discussion, resettlement might be prolonged again. Mr.
Da, whose villagers’ group was included in the resettlement plan, shouted out, “Stop

talking! Just pass the plan!”’

The village committee head quickly tallied a vote, and the
original resettlement plan was passed without any revision.
If Prosperity villagers and their representatives cared about each other, coordinated

collective action, and put a coherent demand on the village committee and the

government, they could have gotten a much better deal for everybody. But in the face of a

7 Ethnography, August 4, 2008.
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conflict of interest, each tried to maximize his/her own interests and made no effort to
cooperate with one another. Those who were not included in the resettlement plan were
willing to put off resettlement for the entire village if their interests were not met. Those
who were included in the plan were not willing to stand up for fellow villagers, because
they were afraid to jeopardize losing what they already had. Confronting the government
and making a better plan have their risks. It may take a long time, and villagers may not
get what they want. In the end, Prosperity villagers missed the opportunity to have a
better resettlement plan for all. The government was more than happy to save a few yuan
if villagers only calculated their own personal interests and could not effectively put
collective demands on the government. Government officials understood that village
representatives were also opportunistic, and they made different strategies to deal with
them. Mr. Da, who urged the vote on the Village Resettlement Plan, had dinner later that
day with government officials, who thought, “He was a funny guy. He fought hard for his
villagers’ group. If things were not about them, he gave government officials and village
cadres very effective advice on how to deal with other groups.” Township government
officials also tried to appease Mr. Shao by inviting mutual friends to dinners and
promising him personal favors. With individualistic calculations, Prosperity villagers

undercut each other and ended up with a worse Village Resettlement Plan for all.

Decision of the Gong Villagers’ Group on Land Compensation (Appendix E)
Ineffective village elections and unsatisfactory resettlement plans demonstrate
villagers’ inability to form collective action. No coherent and strong collective voice

exists. Villagers undercut each other to satisfy personal interests. As a result, instead of

¥ Ethnography, July 12, 2008.
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achieving a better outcome for all, everybody loses out. What is worse than lack of
cooperation is active opportunistic behavior and the bullying of fellow villagers.
Villagers cannot coordinate effective political participation and motivate village leaders
to fight for more land compensation from outside the village. However, as individuals,
they still want more money. To satisfy their ever-growing appetite, they pick on fellow
villagers. Because land compensation is supposed to be equally distributed among
villagers, for villagers to get more money, they have to disqualify some people. Often
fierce strongmen lead the effort to target certain villagers. Other villagers sometimes
acquiesce to and sometimes actively join such actions. Sometimes these actions are one-
time events. Sometimes they make up expedient rules or cite rural customs to make the
act look legitimate. The usual targets are married-out daughters, divorcees, and the so-
called “outsiders” who moved into the village after land reform in 1951.

After the Village-Group Redistribution, the land-compensation fee is supposed to
be equally divided among all villagers’ group members. By law, a person whose hukou is
registered in the group is an eligible member. However, the reality is much more
complicated. If villagers want to disqualify someone’s eligibility, “village customs” or
“the will of the masses” serve as excuses to mask pure interest calculation. They also use
village self-governance to justify the claim that “villagers do not consider someone is a
member of the villagers’ group” when the action is contradictory to the law or common
decency. If someone can be deprived of the right to land compensation, others in the
villagers’ group can get a bigger share.

Gong Villagers’ Group serves as a good example of creating convenient rules on

compensation distribution targeting some villagers. When land expropriation started in
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2001, the villagers’ group committee made up a new rule that the “increased population,”
including new spouses and newborn children, were not eligible. They subsequently
changed this rule. In 2005, group leaders held a villagers’ convention. Villagers agreed to
a proposal made by the leaders, called the Decision of the Gong Villagers’ Group on
Land Compensation. This decision specified three types of people as ineligible. First,
“married-out daughters™ were ineligible for land compensation, regardless of whether
their hukou remained registered in the group (Article 6). Second, if a couple divorced and
re-married, their spouses were ineligible (Article 8). Third, “those who live in the group
but are not collectively accepted by the entire group as group residents are ineligible
(Article 9).”"°

Given that rural customs in China often discriminated against married-out women
and divorcees, depriving the first two types of people of their eligibility had a partially
normative basis. But the third type was so vaguely defined and completely contingent on
interest calculation. It gave Gong group members legitimacy in bullying certain members
in the name of collective interests. There were no objective standards, however. Any
weakness or variance from an average villager could become a target. Villagers who
receive more compensation because of these rules also feel insecure and anxious. Their
turn may be next. Even the head of the Gong Group Party Branch said he was also
worried: “This kind of rule is unjust. It is unreasonable and illegitimate. There were no
such rules before. Only when money comes in, you make up this rule expediently. It is
also against the law.”'' Good rules are supposed to have binding power and facilitate

steady expectations. This kind of village decision was not well discussed beforehand and

? “Married-out daughters” are the women who grew up in the villagers’ group but married outside people.
19 Article 9 (JU) “RIBAL AN E, HEEEAAYA LB RS,
" Interview, August 15, 2008.
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accepted by both sides. It could easily change to deal with new expedient situations. The
decision was not about general principles that apply equally to everyone, but rather was
designed to target certain people. As a result, it stirred up more instability, confrontation,

and extreme behavior.

The Indigenous vs. “Outsider”: Bullying Fellow Villagers

In the past, the so-called “outsiders,” who moved into the village after land reform in
1951, did not get into too much trouble, especially in those villagers’ groups where land
was abundant. They have been treated the same as other villagers until recent land
expropriation. Their hukou is registered in the villagers’ group, so they should have the
same rights to land compensation as others do. But now they are singled out as ineligible
“outsiders.” The situation is more severe if these “outsiders” do not get along with others,
or if they have offended some influential local leaders. Fellow villagers either support
depriving them of their compensation or acquiesce to the decision.

The Decision of Gong Villagers’ Group on Land Compensation is a good example
of how villagers make expedient rules to deprive certain people of their rights. Not
surprisingly, a case that stirred up severe conflict came out of this villagers’ group. Mr.
Kun was not a native Gong Villagers’ Group member. He was a discharged soldier, who
married a widow in Gong Group in 1984. His wife was not a native villager either, but
rather moved there with her then husband in 1972. As a household no different from
others, the Kun family received farmland under the Household Responsibility System and
fulfilled all the collective responsibilities, including grain quotas, taxes, and fees. Now

the couple were in their late 50s, and the household had seven people. By all standards,
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the Kun family should have received the same shares of land compensation as other Gong
group members.

Mr. Kun did not get along particularly well with his fellow villagers, and he
offended Mr. Ding, an influential local strongman, by supporting his rival to run for the
villagers’ group committee. Mr. Ding had a nickname in the village: “Grass Carp”—a
type of fish that tends to eat food aggressively—meaning someone who is selfish and
wants all the benefits for himself. When land compensation for Project 248, 6 million
yuan, came into Gong Villagers’ Group, each of the 140 eligible members (excluding 9
married-out daughters) would receive 43,000 yuan, a large sum of money for a rural
household. Mr. Ding took a chance, claimed to represent the collective interests of the
entire group, and mobilized group members against Mr. Kun. Gong group members
accepted the claim that the Kun family was not native and thus should not receive the
benefits from land that was inherited from the other villagers’ ancestors.

In July, 2008 Mr. Ding made a table, listing all the names of the rest of the 34
households (133 members) in the group. The list specified that if the Kun family’s
compensation of 301,000 yuan was divided up among others, each person could get an
extra 2,250 yuan. An average household of four people could get 9,000 yuan. This table
was designed so that people clearly saw the extra money their families could get. A Gong
Villagers’ Group-wide villager convention was held, and people voted in favor of the
decision to define the Kun family as ineligible for land compensation. To reaffirm the
decision, Mr. Ding canvassed all 34 households and collected 32 household signatures to

support it.
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Desperate, Mr. Kun sought help from the village committee head, who suggested he
should sue the Gong Villagers’ Group Committee at the district court. The court then
froze the villagers’ group bank account and decided to hold a hearing on August 11. Mr.
Ding led 16 fellow villagers to attend the hearing, and confronted Mr. Kun. He presented
The Decision of the Gong Villagers’ Group on Land Compensation passed by the group
members in 2005 and claimed legitimacy of their behavior based on Article 9.

After the hearing, the court did not make any decision, but declared the need for
further investigation. The judges were aware that the threats from both sides were severe.
Mr. Kun threatened to bomb his villagers’ group, and Mr. Ding said he would lead
villagers to boycott land expropriation if Mr. Kun won. For several months, the situation
was deadlocked. The compensation fund was frozen in Gong Villagers’ Group
Committee’s bank account until the end of the year. At that time, the construction of
Project 248 had started. Both the Gong Villagers’ Group Committee head and Mr. Ding
received small construction contracts, under the government’s influence on the real estate
developer. Each of them could make tens of thousands of yuan from it. In exchange, Mr.
Ding stopped leading the Gong group members against Mr. Kun. The court then ordered
the villagers’ group to give the money to the Kun family. Although the news angered
some Gong group members, they did not organize any collective protest without a leader.

Although the Kun family finally received their fair shares, the controversy with
regard to membership was far from over. Other expropriation projects would come in,
and the membership issue would come up again in the future. Although they did not like
Mr. Kun as a person, some Gong Villagers’ Group members thought depriving his family

of their rights was morally unjustified. But only a few of them raised objections, and
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most of them still went along with other villagers. Deep down, most villagers also knew
targeting someone was not right, but still they did it for individual interests. Despite
getting some more cash this time, Gong Villagers’ Group members felt insecure about
their own future. With Article 9 of the Decision, any one of them could be singled out
and defined by other villagers as an ineligible member. It was also obvious that the so-
called leaders of collective interests, such as Mr. Ding, only cared about their own
interests and were willing to make deals at the expense of other villagers.

In this whole controversy, no one did anything good for the community. Mr. Ding
led Gong group members to deprive the Kun family of their legal rights to land
compensation. He did it for personal reasons, but he made claims in the name of
collective interests. The villagers’ group decision was only a pretense. His action was
actually inspired by Mr. Shao, the Shan Villagers’ Group Committee head, who had
deprived Mr. Biao’s family of their land compensation, because Mr. Biao had offended
his father and a very close friend. It was done in the name of “outsiders” who moved into
the village in the 1950s. Mr. Biao later received reimbursement from the village
committee because his brother was the former District Party Secretary’s driver. Mr. Ding
quickly backed off when provided with extra material motives. The persecuted one, Mr.
Kun, was not a compliant person either. He was willing to resort to extreme measures,
such as threats to bomb the village. The few sympathetic people were blamed by their
fellow villagers. The village committee and the villagers’ group committee could do
nothing. The district government solved the problem by buying off Mr. Ding. To uphold
justice, it had to do exactly the same thing as when it tried to manipulate the situation for

the government’s interests.
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Bullying some villagers could potentially bring short-term gains to other villagers,
but it broke the feeling of security and communal trust. Group members seemed very
committed at the beginning, but their collective effort quickly dissolved when the strong
leader left. This failure was due to the lack of a true communal commitment, which
inevitably requires moral justification. Collective action based purely on material
interests easily fell apart. In a community where cohesion was already thin, this type of
opportunistic behavior only contributed to its further breakdown. Without a genuine

common good, the community is even more vulnerable to outside intrusion.

Conclusion

The political behavior of Green villagers and Prosperity villagers is very different.
The former is electoral and non-electoral political participation, and the latter is various
forms of individual action and opportunistic behavior. An examination of three analytical
points can lead to a better understanding of their contrast. The first point is whether they
fight for collective interests and resolve disputes by collective action. Prosperity villagers
cannot coordinate collective action. They rely on individual actions and individualist
means to fight for personal interests. Instead of forming a strong community fighting for
the common good, they undercut one another and miss the opportunity to achieve better
results for all. Worse than “a sheet of loose sand,” they sometimes bully fellow villagers
to achieve individualistic goals. The second point is whether their behavior is rule-
abiding. Prosperity villagers have not established rules in advance about land-
compensation negotiation and distribution that have binding power and are accepted by

all actors involved. Thus, there is no steady expectation, and people’s behavior is highly
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unpredictable. Sometimes there is no rule at all, and everything is contingent. Sometimes
villagers make up expedient rules that have no real legitimacy. Various kinds of extreme
behavior emerge. Severe confrontations occur among Prosperity villagers and between
them and the government. They have strong violent tendencies. The third point is how
people evaluate the results and each other. Due to the lack of collaboration and the
prevalence of individualism and opportunism, Prosperity villagers feel anxious and
insecure. They have no established rules about compensation negotiation and distribution,
and people can never tell if they have reached the maximum amount. Even when they
receive good compensation by objective standards, they are still unsatisfied. Feeling
forever uncertain and unsatisfactory makes people even more suspicious and jealous.
Villagers are deeply divided and even resentful. They not only despise each other, but
also hold a grudge against the government for caring only about grabbing their land.

Government officials also look down on villagers as being greedy and selfish.
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Chapter Seven

Conclusion

What drives transformations of traditional rural society—markets or the state? This
question is a classic topic in political science and sociology (e.g. Migdal 1974; Moore
1966; Paige 1975; Polanyi 1944; Scott 1985, 1998; Skocpol 1979). Unlike Western
European countries, where the impact of market and state could be separated, in China,
the market was cultivated by the state and is still heavily regulated by the administration.
Unlike colonized societies where the intrusions of market and state into rural
communities were sudden and unexpected, Chinese rural society has been gradually
transformed. My dissertation studies the transformation of contemporary rural China
brought about by highly profitable land development and the roles played by the state and
the rural community in a market-transition context—how to distribute profits and settle
disputes.

Of all the changes in traditional rural society, land transfer from agricultural to non-
agricultural use driven by industrialization and urbanization is perhaps the most
fundamental. It completely alters the livelihood of villagers and the dynamics of their
social relations. In China, the state’s role in development and the transition of traditional
society can be best assessed by analyzing current land development promoted by the
government and the rural community. Private land ownership is not allowed. Land is
either owned by the state or the village-collective. In rural areas, it is collectively owned
by the village, mostly made up of arable land and rural construction land for housing,

infrastructure, and small factories. In urban areas, it is state-owned construction land.



Although the Land Management Law specifies public interests as the legitimate
basis for land expropriation, in reality, government land expropriation is often for profit-
making. The local government expropriates land from a village, pays the village a
compensation fee, converts the land to state-owned construction land, and sells its use
rights. Land expropriation has become the biggest source of revenue for local
governments; they sell the use rights at a much higher price than the compensation fees
they pay the local community. The selling of land use rights contributes to 50%—60% of
the annual local government revenue (Hsing 2010). The Land Management Law was
designed to protect arable land and villagers’ interests, but ironically, its mandatory
nature encourages large-scale land expropriation. It contributes to the state monopoly and
excludes villagers from land development and fair access to its revenue. Local
governments rely heavily on land expropriation to fund their various development
schemes, such as industrial development zones and real estate and infrastructure projects.
Not confronted by strong communities, many local governments in China actively carry
out land expropriation and completely cut off local communities’ connection to land.
Collective bargains on land compensation are often ineffective, and villagers turn to
individual actions and opportunistic means to maximize their personal interests.

In addition to government land expropriation, another major source of industrial and
commercial land is rental of collective construction land run by the village, which is a
prominent model in the Pearl River Delta in Guangdong Province. This practice was
innovated by villagers, having built up their capacity and fended off government
intervention. Strong local communities are why government land expropriation for profit-

generating projects is rare in this region. The village land-rental practice and strong
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collective organizations to consolidate villagers’ interests and manage their collective
assets have played a big role in determining their capacity for collective action when the
village is under threat. Consequently, the government cannot take their land away at will.
Some communities managed to establish strong communal organizations, build civic
solidarity, and fight for collective interests effectively through political participation.
Facing such strong communities, the local government has had to restrain itself in the
purpose and scale of land expropriation, only engaging in infrastructure and other
projects for genuine public interests and consenting to the practice of industrial and
commercial land rental by villagers themselves.

In this concluding chapter, I will first summarize my comparative study of Green
Village and Prosperity Village, discussing how and why villagers have different political
behavior in fighting for their land interests and resolving disputes. Then I will put land
development against a broader theoretical and policy background to analyze the role of
the state in development, adding social and political consequences to complement the
economic growth-dominated paradigm. Following the general discussion on social and
political development, I want to raise an intriguing question of why Green Village
developed civic solidarity whereas Prosperity Village did not. I will lay out some
thinking that further inquiry could pursue. The last section of the chapter discusses some
thoughts and future research on land-policy reform, grassroots politics, and equal-rights

protection within a community.

Summary of Findings
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Land development brings about big interests and conflicts in distribution. Green
villagers have actively taken part in electoral and non-electoral political participation to
guard their land rights and villagers’ common interests. They have successfully elected
responsive and responsible leaders, held them accountable, and influenced public
decision-making. Their collective action is rule-abiding and expresses their resolve and
capacity to defend their community, which the local government is pressured to accept
and respect. Despite some contention, their political participation is peaceful and
produces results that are viewed positively by all actors involved.

By contrast, Prosperity Village lacks political participation. Villagers cannot
coordinate collective action and push village leaders and representatives to engage in
effective collective bargains with the government for higher land compensation and
better village resettlement plans. To maximize personal interests, while being unable to
get a bigger sum from outside the village, they rely on individual actions rather than
cooperation, which undercut each other and fail to produce better results for all. What is
worse is that they also resort to opportunistic behavior, bullying some fellow villagers
and dividing up their lawful land compensation. Not surprisingly, severe conflicts with
violent tendencies have resulted. Villagers have very negative assessments of the results
and one another. They and government officials mutually despise each other.

Why, in some villages, have people been able to organize community-based
collective action and resort to political participation to protect collective land rights,
whereas people in other villages have defected to opportunism? In the former case, the
local government expected effective resistance and had to respect the local community,

whereas in the latter case, villagers’ opportunism contributed to further communal
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collapse that encouraged more aggressive land expropriation by the government in the
future. My in-depth comparative study of two cases—Green Village and Prosperity
Village—shows that communal organizations and civic solidarity within the community

are two important causes leading to different political behavior.

Communal Organizations and Political Participation

Why is villagers’ political behavior so different in Green Village than in Prosperity
Village? The first reason is that Green Village has communal organizations to provide
villagers with incentives and opportunities to engage in public decision-making. Since the
Household Responsibility System was implemented in 1984, the property rights of
farmland have been ambiguous in Prosperity Village. The use rights have been scattered
and exercised by individual households. The Prosperity Village Committee, the only
significant communal organization, has latent land ownership. For two decades,
Prosperity villagers have not been motivated to engage in the village committee or public
affairs, because the village committee did not manage collective assets directly related to
their well-being. Without input from villagers, the village committee has fallen under the
township government’s control to fulfill its administrative tasks, which decides the
village committee’s organizational goals, personnel, capacity, and performance
evaluation. Later, when land expropriation started, the village committee could not serve
as an organizational platform for villagers’ political participation.

By contrast, after a few years of individual farming, Green villagers pooled their
leased land and established the Green Shareholding Cooperative in 1994 as both the

owner and user of collective land. All villagers became equal shareholders of the
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cooperative. The property rights of collective land were clearly defined, and thus people’s
incentive structure and rules were also clear. This voluntary recollectivization was driven
by industrial and commercial interests. The cooperative rents out collective land to
factories and shops and uses its profits to pay back shareholders in annual cash dividends
and welfare provision, such as pensions, medical insurance, and education subsidy. This
communal organization manages important collective assets and makes public decisions
regarding Green villagers’ core interests. Thus, they are motivated to get involved in this
organization and village public decision-making, and as shareholders, they are also
entitled to do so. With strong input from villagers, the local government has not been able
to control the cooperative. Villagers set its goals, decide its personnel, and evaluate its
performance. Because this communal organization is a dual collective economic and
village administrative organization, since village elections were implemented in 1998, it

has also provided villagers with a platform for political participation.

Civic Solidarity

To participate in public affairs, people also need to build infrastructure that
facilitates their participation, including both informal networks and formal institutions. In
this process, their mindset also changes. Interwoven communal networks, effective
formal institutions, and civic mindsets are three key elements of what I call civic
solidarity. Civic solidarity is a type of solidarity based on universalistic values and
principles, most importantly, inclusiveness, rules, and equal application.

In the process of getting involved in their cooperative, Green villagers have

developed an interwoven communal network made of bonding and bridging ties among
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young entrepreneurs as leaders, old-time activists as village representatives, and
concerned ordinary villagers as active participants. The cross-cutting and wide-reaching
ties have helped disseminate information and mobilize the community. The villagers have
also built formal institutions in the village—setting rules about the village representative
assembly, village accounting, and village elections—to facilitate cooperation and joining
in village decision-making. While building the infrastructure, Green villagers have begun
to develop a civic mindset, preferring universalism to particularism, demanding
transparent procedures, and promoting justice for all. In a community with strong civic
solidarity, Green villagers have been able to coordinate collective action through
voluntary cooperation and take part in political participation that is inclusive, rule-abiding,
and on an equal footing.

By contrast, in a community with no important collective assets or organizational
platform, Prosperity villagers have had no incentives to engage in village public affairs.
They have not taken the effort to build facilitating infrastructure. The communal network
is fragmented and hierarchical. Village cadres and local strongmen have forged a close-
knit patron-client network. Ordinary villagers are divided into different factions of the
network and are located at the bottom. No horizontal ties exist among them in the public
domain. When interests or conflicts related to public decisions arise, villagers seek favors
from their patrons rather than reaching out to fellow villagers and solving problems
through cooperation. They also are not interested in institutional enforcement. Prosperity
villagers have not tried to build local institutions that could make village self-governance
a meaningful institutional arrangement. Opposite to a civic mindset, their mindset is

particularistic, embracing patron-clientelism, individualism, and opportunism. As a result,
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Prosperity villagers are not able to fight for common interests through collective action,
but rather try to maximize personal interests through individual actions and opportunistic

behavior.

The Role of the State in Development and the Transition of Traditional Rural
Society

Students of the Chinese economic reform have long debated whether the local state
or market forces drive rural industrialization, what roles the central state and local state
play, and what their relations are. The debates are inspired by two classic topics: the role
of the state in economic development and how state interventions affect peasant lives and
rural communities. Some important comparative historical studies are devoted to
examining grand structural changes of peasant society in the modernization process.
Statism, especially the developmental state model, studies the relationship between state
and economic development on policy bases. Specific state structures, policy-making

processes, and their impact on economic organizations are carefully analyzed.

State and Peasant Society in Modernization

Pessimism is a common sentiment in comparative historical studies of modernizing
peasant society. Peasants end up victims of the modern state building and the penetration
of market. Local peasant organizations were impediments to modern economy, and they
were weakened and removed in the modernization process. Modernization is a process
whereby commercial influences permeate rural life. In this process, peasant material life

deteriorated. Their entire mode of life—property, family, religion—was also threatened.
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The village community was captured by the upper class, and its autonomy was destroyed
(Moore 1966). Local social institutions in peasant societies were a conservative factor
constraining contacts and interactions outside the village (Migdal 1974). To be free labor,
peasants had to be separated from the non-contractual relations of kinship and
neighborhood. Medieval towns and villages were undermined by the nationalized market
(Polanyi 1944).

Transitions of rural communities are an inevitable phenomenon of modernization.
However, peasant organizations and local institutions are not necessarily an obstacle to
the transition. In Taiwan, kinship and neighborhood cooperatives contributed to industrial
growth, especially when financial constraints were prominent (Wade 1990). One of the
distinctive characteristics of the Chinese market reform since 1978 was the prosperous
development of township and village enterprises in some areas. As my research on Green
Village shows, villagers are able to innovate new collective economic organizations that
are deeply rooted in the rural community and help it adapt to and prosper in the market
economy. Green villagers were not victims of the state or market forces, but instead

benefited from collective land-rental businesses.

The Role of the State in Economic Development

Another important debate is on the role of the state in development, greatly inspired
by Polanyi’s (1944) challenge to the libertarian market economy model and
Gerschenkron’s (1962) prescription for the backward economy by setting up formal
institutions to fund investment. Unlike public-choice theory (Buchanan 1980, 2003) that

sees the state as inevitably a rent seeker, new institutional economics (North 1979, 1981)
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and the “statist theory” in political science and sociology (Evans 1995; Skocpol 1985)
treat the state as a promoter or even the fundamental cause of economic transformation.
At the center of their debate is the mechanism of economic development, with the former
stressing the role of the state in establishing appropriate institutions for the market to
function (Acemoglu, Johnson, and Robinson 2005; Acemoglu, Aghion, and Zilibotti
2006; Aghion and Howitt 2006), and the latter seeing the state as a key actor, calling it
the developmental state (Amsden 1989; Evans 1995; Johnson 1982; Wade 1990).

When the state intervenes in the economy, it often has its own agenda to serve,
industrial sectors to promote, and agents to rely on. Statist theorists have analyzed the
autonomous agenda setting of the state bureaucracy and elites in policy-making processes
(Skocpol 1985) and the capacity of the state to channel its instructions to societal actors
through institutionalized networks (Evans 1995; Rueschemeyer and Evans 1985). The
state is treated as a powerful actor that can fundamentally change the society and
economy.

The concept of the developmental state was pioneered by Johnson’s (1982) study on
Japan, explored by Amsden (1989) on Korea and Wade (1990) on Taiwan, and
generalized by Evans (1995). One distinctive feature of the Developmental State Model
is its plan- rational industrial policies. The state controls financial institutions to fund big
companies in selected industrial sectors and uses foreign trade policies to protect the
domestic market and facilitate exports (Amsden 1989; Johnson 1982). The state
encourages long-term investment through stimulating entrepreneurship and taking on the
risk when it exceeds what an individual firm can afford. The developmental state plays a

“midwife” role in the emergence of companies. Entrepreneurs seize on the space created
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by state policies. Economic development is achieved through strong state-business ties.
The IT industry in India, Brazil, and Korea took different forms due to the different
nature of their state structure and the characteristics of the state-society relations (Evans
1995).

Statism gives us a good perspective on what structural features make it possible for a
state to effectively intervene in the economy. However, most research has focused on
certain national policies. Investigations of the local state and comparisons of different
localities are missing. In reality, the central policy often only provides guidelines and
general principles. The implementation of central policy and its effects depend heavily on
the local government. Although the parameters are set by the central government, local
politics have a life of their own. The schematic, authoritarian state intervention to
improve human conditions excluding the valuable knowledge in local practices often has
disastrous social outcomes (Scott 1998). We need to examine the local state and its
relations with both the central state and local societal actors to understand the
effectiveness and efficiency of state intervention. Comparative studies have to be done,
so that we can go beyond descriptive studies of certain national policies and move toward

the theorization of the role of the state in economic development.

The Chinese Local State and Rural Industrialization
A distinctive feature of the Chinese market reform since the late 1970s has been
innovative local government and village collectives. China scholarship has therefore

placed the role of the state, especially the local state, at the center of debate.
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One of the most heated debates is whether it is market forces or the local
developmental state that has fostered rural industrial growth since 1978. The neo-liberal
view of the market-transition theory is that the transition from central planning to market
coordination shifts power and privilege from redistributors to producers in the market.
The shift improves the incentives of entrepreneurs, which boosts the growth of a private
market and rural industrialization (Nee 1989). A competing explanation of rural industrial
growth is “local state corporatism” (Oi 1992). Local governments with small industrial
bases have few soft-budget constraints, and act as profit-seeking corporations. Driven by
strong fiscal incentives, local officials helped facilitate the development of township and
village enterprises (TVEs), first in the collective and then private sector (Oi 1992, 1999;
Walder 1995).

Market-transition theory sees the interests of the market actors and the local
government as in conflict. The rising market lessens the power of the state, both central
and local. Market forces are the real motor of rural industrialization. Although we did
observe the rise of private enterprises, collective TVEs were the dominant sector of rural
industry from the 1980s to early 1990s. The rapid growth of collective TVEs indeed
relied on cooperation from the local government. Although the central government had
retreated from detailed economic planning, it still drew the institutional boundaries and
provided guidelines to the local government. With the development of rural industry, the
power of the local government did not diminish. The congruent relations between the
local state and market are emphasized in the local state corporatism model, which did a
better job than market-transition theory in explaining the rise of collective TVEs in the

1980s.
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The Chinese local developmental state model based on studies of collective TVEs in
the industrial part of rural China (Oi 1999) was challenged by Bernstein and Lii (2003).
They studied central and western provinces where rural industry was much less
successful, and tried to understand the tensions between the central government, local
government, and the rural society. They concluded the local authorities are often both
predatory and developmental. Local governments aggressively collected funds from
peasants, which often created great difficulties for their livelihood, in order to pursue
developmental goals, such as building roads.

The dual characteristics of being developmental and predatory are prominent in
Chinese local governments. Although local governments are no longer interested in
directly promoting collective TVEs, they hold the same logic of intervening in local
development, often through predatory means. The efficiency and profitability of
collective TVEs declined significantly after the early 1990s. Another round of fiscal
reform initiated in 1994 enabled the central government to take away most revenues, and
left the risks of running business to the local governments. As a result, local governments
lost interest in running collective TVEs and looked for new ways to make profits. They
found land transactions. The local government expropriated land and sold its use rights.
Unlike industrial taxes, land use rights sales are completely local government revenues.
Current large-scale land expropriation has been encouraged by the public finance system
since 1994 (Zhou 2007).

Unlike collective TVEs, which often employ local villagers and share benefits with
village collectives, the common practice of land expropriation today may not benefit the

local community. The local government pays some compensation fees to villagers and

227



cuts their connection to land and its future profit. As a typical case of land expropriation
in the city outskirts, Prosperity villagers did not get a chance to enjoy the benefits of
industrialization and urbanization on their land. By contrast, in places where land
transactions are handled by village collectives and accommodated by the local
government, they not only boost the economy, but also benefit all the parties involved, as
Green Village shows.

Because the developmental state model in Japan has been greatly challenged by
economic stagnation since the 1980s, the Chinese local developmental state’s
contribution to economic development is also under question. Economic growth
depending on large inputs of resources rather than an increase in efficiency can hardly be
sustained. It may even stand in the way of long-term economic development through
technological advances to increase total factor productivity, meaning the rate of growth
of national income relative to the index that combines all measurable inputs (Krugman

1994).

Development as Freedom

The developmental state literature gives us insights into how the state contributes to
economic growth, but it pays little attention to the social and political changes that bring
about development. Moreover, if we understand development as more than economic
development, not to mention more than economic growth, a discussion on the role of the
state in development is inadequate without considering the social and political
consequences of state intervention. The local corporatist state that fostered China’s rural

industrialization is busy with land expropriation now. It may still contribute to economic
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growth through mobilizing resource inputs, that is, extracting land resources at low costs.
But how long this mode of economic growth can last is in doubt. More importantly, how
does it affect local communities, social order, and the state-society relations? This
question needs to be answered through a systematic inquiry on how different local
governments handled land development in different ways and how local communities
reacted to state intervention differently.

As Sen (1999) argues, development should be understood more broadly as
expansion of freedoms for people, most importantly, political freedoms, economic
facilities, social opportunities, transparency guarantees, and protective security. My
research has been inspired by Sen’s view of freedom as both the means and ends of
development, exploring the role of the state in development in terms of how it transforms

local communities and their members.

Social and Political Consequences of the Local Developmental State

The common practice of land expropriation today is an aggressive intervention into
the society by local governments, extracting resources and breaking down local
communities. A local government that sees its major role as the economic-growth
promoter often ignores its obligation as the public-goods provider. It is an active rent
seeker and competes with social and market actors for profit. As a result, it cannot
manage well social conflict. Moreover, it has become a creator of social conflict. A local
developmental state lacks motivation to respond to social needs (Zhao 2012).

First, Chinese local governments have created and pursued their own interests often

free from the central control. They extract resources from the local community to carry
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out various development schemes. On the one hand, their developmental impetus is set
up by the central government through the cadre evaluation system and the public finance
system (Heurlin 2016; Landry 2003). On the other hand, their operations have become
independent. Despite the central government’s will to control the speed and scale of land
expropriation, the local government has strong interests embedded in it, and thus often
ignores central requests. The large amount of revenue from the sale of land use rights
empowers a local government’s financial independence and motivates its further
aggressive intervention.

Second, the local developmental government has posed threats to local society and
hindered its development. On the one hand, the resources the local government extracts
from society are used in government development schemes in which it has strong
financial and political interests. The local government has little motivation to provide
public goods, which are the major source of government legitimacy. On the other hand,
aggressive land expropriation breaks down local communities and suppresses the
development of communal organizations. As a result, it dims the possibility for an
already weakened community to grow and gain somewhat equal status to the local state.
Government officials often complain that Chinese peasants are “a sheet of loose sand”—
selfish and disorganized. But the government takes advantage of this characteristic and
exacerbates the deep-rooted problems.

Third, land expropriation has brought about widespread social unrest. Among all the
group-based social incidents, land-related ones account for 65% (Yu 2009)." According

to Liu Shouying, previously a researcher at the Development Research Center of the State

" Yu defines group-based social incidents as those incidents (1) in which more than five individuals
participate, (2) that have an impact on social order, and (3) that have no legal basis. In the official language
of the Chinese government, “group-based” means more than five participants.
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Council and now a professor at Renmin University, in 2010, the State Bureau of Letters
and Calls (Guojia Xinfang Ju) recorded that 60% of all group-based letters and visits
were related to land. About 4 million social incidents were caused by land expropriation,
accounting for 84.7% of all land-related social incidents. In addition to the high
frequency and large number of incidents, the intensity of land-expropriation-induced
social conflict is outstanding. People often resort to radical means. Land-expropriation-
related social unrest is becoming violent, uncompromising, and often ill organized.
Among 127 land-expropriation-induced incidents reported by major Chinese media
between 2003 and 2011, 72 incidents involved radical means. In 39 incidents, people
attacked local governments; in 11 incidents, people set themselves on fire to commit

suicide (Liu 2012).

Why Civic Solidarity Emerges

Why has Green Village developed civic solidarity while Prosperity Village has not?
How did it emerge in Green Village? I gave some answers through examining the
property rights of collective land and its managing communal organization. Are they
sufficient conditions? If a village were given some collective land and a shareholding
cooperative to rent the land and distribute profits to villagers, would civic solidarity
emerge? One of my critiques of the developmental state model is its intrusion into local
communities, disrupting their social and political development. Civic solidarity is one of
the most important issues of local social and political development. If the state does not
withdraw and leave some space, civic solidarity cannot develop. But if the state does not

force itself on local communities and allows them to have an organic development, will
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civic solidarity naturally emerge? It is entirely possible that local factions and strongmen
will dominate the communities once the state retreats, rather than cultivating social bonds
among all members on a fairly equal footing. How do people develop a preference for
universalism against particularism? Why do they want a set of inclusive and equally
applied rules, instead of special treatment from patron-client networks? These are
intriguing questions that I do not have ready answers to. Here, I present some
observations and speculations from my comparative study of Green Village and
Prosperity Village for future inquiries.

Close to Hong Kong and speaking the same dialect, Green villagers have been
heavily influenced by its culture and media. Unlike elsewhere in China, here people can
receive broadcasting from all TV stations based in Hong Kong. They have loved
watching not only Hong Kong soap operas, but, more importantly, their news programs.
They have been exposed to various ideas about democracy and the rule of law. Contrary
to the Chinese official propaganda that democracy always causes chaos and thus is unfit
for China, Green villagers have watched democracy at work from a close range and
understood it contributes positively to fairness and ordinary folks’ well-being. They have
developed deep enthusiasm and admiration for democracy. Such ideas and cultural
influences are quite distant from Prosperity villagers.

Green villagers’ occupation and lifestyle are also different. The locals own more
than 100 small factories. They make shoes, toys, clothes, and so on. They frequently
travel to other places and deal with all kinds of different people. Their mindset cultivated
in industry and commerce in a free market economy is different from that in a traditional

farming society. Traditional social ties built on ascribed characteristics are no longer the
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organizing unit of their economy and life. Studies on medieval free cities in Europe have
shown that merchants’ mentality is often more open and inclusive. Although Prosperity
villagers are no longer farmers either, their local elites are almost all construction
contractors. Construction is highly territorial, and its entry threshold is low. If someone
can gain access to projects, profit is guaranteed. Gaining access relies on the person who
is in charge of distributing public resources, which is congruent with traditional patron-
clientelism. Particularistic relationships, such as kinship and close-knit factions, play
decisive roles. Using Weber’s term, economic ethics and the carrier stratum are important.
Universalism is usually associated with industry and commerce. Can rural villages living
on agriculture develop civic solidarity?

It is well studied that social capital and education are highly correlated. Green
villagers value education. They are proud to send their kids off to college. Most people
under 40 have at least a high school education. Some local entrepreneurs put some
private funds together and established a fellowship to reward Green kids with excellent
academic performance. This fellowship had nothing to do with the village administration
or kinship and lineages in the village. By sharp contrast, Prosperity villagers lack an
appreciation for education. Few people attend college. Most of their prominent local
strongmen have less than a high school education. They do not think education means
much. The village consensus seems to be that kids can live off resettlement housing
rental in the future and do not have to work hard in the classroom.

Cultural influences and ideas, economy and everyday life, and appreciation for
education are all possible important contributing factors to the development of civic

solidarity. Are they indispensable? Have other factors also played important roles in the
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emergence of civic solidarity in Green Village while not in Prosperity Village? These are

intriguing questions worth more research effort in the future.

Further Thoughts

Studying land development can contribute to some other important topics. First, land
expropriation is a good lens through which to see not only the role of the local state in
development, but also central-local government relations and state-society relations.
Thorough studies of land expropriation help clarify a common myth that the Chinese
central government has good intentions in making policy that is poorly implemented by
the local governments. Although land expropriation is executed by the local government,
the local government’s development impetus is set up by the central government through
the cadre evaluation system and public finance system. Local government officials’
promotions still heavily depend on GDP growth, which strongly propels urban expansion
and investment solicitation. Since 1994, public finance reform has directed a large
portion of industry-related taxes to the central government, but land-related taxes and
land use rights sales are mostly local revenues. The aggressive and predatory behavior of
the local governments has deep institutional roots beyond the local jurisdiction.

Second, whether collective land ownership can be efficient and protect villagers’
interests better than private land ownership has long been debated. The success of rural
land shareholding cooperatives shows collective land ownership can be successful and
beneficial to community members. The key here is that this type of collective land
ownership is genuine and clearly defined. Membership is clear, and distribution of profit

is well managed. Such a cooperative only serves the interests of the shareholders, who
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own their land in common. This genuine collective ownership helps buffer state
intervention. It is market congruent and helps the community have a strong economy and
cohesion. The community grows to be an equal actor to the state agencies. Thus, for
protecting villagers’ interests, the most important question is not collective versus private
ownership of land, but the political and social arrangements that allow aggregating
collective interests and mobilizing the community as an autonomous and strong actor
against state intervention.

Third, whether village elections and village self-governance, inaugurated nationally
in 1998, empowered villagers’ political participation and enhanced their political efficacy
(Li 2003; O'Brien 2001) or contributed to communal fragmentation and intensified
internal conflict (He 2003; Xiao 2002) has long been debated. My dissertation argues that
both political processes can be found in Chinese villages, depending on communal
organizations and solidarity. In some places, village elections and village self-governance
have become an important means for the local community to strengthen voluntary
cooperation, hold village leaders accountable, and express collective interests to the state.
By contrast, elsewhere they have contributed to communal divides and even helped
legitimize the bullying of fellow villagers. Villagers have met and voted off certain
households’ rights to land compensation in the name of village democracy. Two types of
households are usually the victims. One is the migrant families who moved into the
village one generation or two ago and are seen as “non-indigenous.” The other is
“married-out daughters” who remain registered in their native village. In Chinese villages,
by tradition, a married daughter is considered to be a member of the family she marries

into, which is usually not in the same village. However, compensation for land
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expropriation paid by the government should be equally divided among all those
registered in the village, an official status recognized by the government. By law, these
two types of households are eligible for land compensation.

Finally, some theory and policy-related topics deserve further discussion. Equal
protection of minority rights is often violated in traditional communities. This problem is
intensified in land expropriation. Compensation for land expropriation paid by the
government should be equally divided among all those registered in the village, but
“married-out daughters” are often deprived of compensation by their communities, as
seen in Prosperity Village. To fight for their rights, those households that have been
deprived by their fellow villagers petition the government and bring lawsuits in the local
court. As land expropriation goes on, their population is also increasing, thus presenting a
big challenge to the local government. If it upholds their legal rights, the local
government worries it may offend the majority of the villagers from whom it hoped to
take land peacefully. But if local government ignores their rights, people with strong
resolve might get radical, as has often been reported lately in newspapers—desperate
people have violently attacked the local government or committed suicide in protest.
Further studies should be done on how local communities and the local state met this
challenge.

Green Village, a solidary community, however, is not immune from the problem. It
has the same traditional value of treating “married-out daughters” as outsiders. However,
in Nanhai, significant progress on the “married-out daughters” issue has been made. In
some villages, they have regained shareholder status in the cooperative. Intuitively, we

might think communities with high solidarity that fought against government effectively
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for land rights should resist state intervention more successfully. But it was these places
that complied with government regulations and court orders to grant “married-out
daughters” equal rights to collective land, although there were small-scale and short-term
protests. By contrast, more and more people lost their rights in other broken communities.
Although such communities did not fight successfully for their collective land interests
against the government, government regulations and court orders on equal protection
were almost always ignored. Social tension has grown both within the village and
between the village and the government.

My future research will try to address the question of why the problem of
community-based deprivation of equal rights to compensation for land expropriation was
solved in some villages in China, while causing more problems in others. What different
roles does the local state play? What are the different characteristics of these
communities? How do the interactions between the local state and community bring
about different solutions and consequences?

Another important issue is the future direction of land policy reform. The
legitimation of government land expropriation is in terms of “public interests.” One of the
challenges is to have a clear definition and boundary of public interests. According to the
Land Management Law, the principle of land management is functions, such as arable
land and construction land, but the use rights of collectively owned construction land are
not freely transferable as state-owned construction land. Now protecting arable land is a
national priority, and expropriating land without igniting complaints and grievances is
becoming increasingly harder. Granting collectively owed construction land equal status

is not only just, but also necessary. However, this reform would not be an easy task to
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fulfill, because it would involve not only land ownership, but also rural institutions in

general.
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Appendix A

Land Categories and Land Expropriation

By function, land is divided into two gross categories: construction land and arable
land. All urban land is construction land, to be used for industrial and commercial
purposes. Rural land comprises both construction land and arable land. In the past, rural
construction land was limited to TVEs, rural residence, roads, and so on. More than one
decade after villages in Guangdong have kept renting their land, national policy now
dictates that rural construction land is allowed to be rented out for industrial and
commercial purposes except real estate projects.’ In addition to rural construction land
rental, the major source of new urban construction land is through government land
expropriation, which has different types. For example, by land function, some land is
expropriated for real public projects, such as railroads. Some is expropriated for industrial
and commercial projects. Land compensation for different types of projects can be very
different, and the government may feel constrained to varying extents to use its
mandatory force. By locations, expropriating urban land is different from expropriating
land in city outskirts and remote rural areas. Procedures are different. Compensations are

different. And, inevitably, local reactions are different.

! Some villagers have sold their rural construction land to real estate developers. But the owners of the new
housing do not have the full property rights that those owners whose housing is built on state-owned urban
construction land have. Thus, such housing is called “small property rights housing.” “Small property rights
housing” is a fairly common phenomenon in China, especially in the suburbs. But the legal status is gray.
Such housing is usually cheaper and does not cause too much trouble for the residents but is problematic in
future transactions.



Appendix B

Changes of Land in Green Village and Prosperity Village

In 1992, some small factories were already booming in Green Village. However,
they could only use small private plots of self-retaining land (ziliu di). Still constrained
by grain quotas, farmland was not allowed to be used for industrial purposes. However,
no one was willing to be constrained to farming, because it was quite obvious that
factories would bring in better employment and income. What greatly concerned Green
villagers was not whether they would have enough land for farming but how to share the
benefits of industrialization and preserve land for that purpose.

As the urban area was rapidly expanding in Nanhai in the early 1990s, it was in
urgent need of infrastructure, such as roads and bridges. Inevitably, the government had
to expropriate land from villages. Through consultations and negotiations with villages
like Green Village, the Nanhai government made a land retention policy. For every mu'
of land expropriated, 15% would be returned to the village. The grain quota would be
alleviated, and the returned land could be used for industrial and commercial purposes
determined by the village itself.

To build infrastructure and a new town center, the township government
expropriated a large amount of land away from Green Village in 1992. Before that, Green
Village had 912 mu of land. The township government took away 775.2 mu of land
(85%), and Green Village was left with 136.8 mu of land (15%). Green Village used

32.83 mu to build roads and infrastructure within the village, 13.10 mu for residences,

"1 mu = 666.67 m?



and 90.40 mu for collective land rental to small factories and shops. Although some land
is still registered as farmland on paper, all the land has been used for industrial and
commercial purposes for a long time. The village now has 107 factories, with the largest
one occupying 1,980 m? and the smallest one occupying 91 m?. Although Green Village
did not have collective enterprises in the 1980s, small private factories soon emerged
after the market reform. Green Village locals own 101 of the 107 factories.

Land expropriation in Green Village and other nearby villages did not break village
boundaries but was planned village by village. It kept villagers’ residential areas and the
factories intact. Green villagers rebuilt their houses five to six floors high and rented most
rooms to migrant workers. These rentals are also part of their major income today.
Although Green villagers now feel it would be better if they could have retained more
land, they know it was an agreement they consented to. They also understand that
infrastructure building at that time was beneficial to their land-rental business and do not
complain about land expropriation for public projects.

Farming was also not a concern for Prosperity villagers in land expropriation in the
2000s. Most of them had stopped farming about a decade earlier, only growing some
vegetable for self-consumption. Land expropriation in Prosperity Village was part of a
grand urban plan by the Tianxin District Industrial Zone, covering 5.83 km? (8,745 mu).
The entire village was enclosed. Boundaries between different villages were broken down,
and the expropriation plans were made based on projects rather than village
characteristics, such as residential areas and farmland. As part of the land-expropriation
compensation package, 598.86 mu of land within Prosperity Village was reserved for

villagers’ future life, including 237.82 mu of land to build resettlement housing and
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361.04 mu of land for commercial use. However, the municipal government changed the
land-compensation policy in 2007. In the future, relocated villagers would not retain their
rural hukou and get resettlement housing. They would become urban residents, receive
urban medical insurance and social security, and get resettled into high-rise buildings
constructed by the district government. By 2008, 240 households of 975 villagers had
been relocated and were living in temporary housing. The Prosperity Village Committee
planned to use 110 mu of land for resettlement housing. Once the new policy started, the
government would take away unused land from the village.

The land-retention policy in Nanhai was a result of communal efforts for members’
long-term benefit and came out of negotiations between local communities and the
government, when they both already knew that land was very profitable. Whether
Prosperity Village would retain a portion of land, however, was decided solely by the
government according to its own preference. When the municipal regulation on land-
expropriation compensation and resettlement was first made in 1999, the government did
not want to spend a lot of cash to compensate the villagers or provide necessary public
goods, so it left a portion of land to support villagers’ future lives. When the situation
changed—Iland having become much more valuable than a sum of cash—the municipal
administration quickly changed its policy, spending a bit more money on villagers and
taking all their land. When a group of government officials from the Ministry of Land
and Resources visited Changsha in July 2007, they were informed of the policy change
on the way to visit a construction site. They praised that it was for the benefit of the
villagers to be converted to urban hukou and to enjoy the urban social security. But they

were quickly corrected by the local officials that the policy change was not initiated for
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villagers’ interests, but for the government: “In the past, the government did not have
much money. Nowadays, of course land is much more valuable.”

Prosperity Village had 4,337 mu of land before land expropriation, most of which
was small hills. After being enclosed in the district government industrial development
zone in 2002, land expropriation was carried out in a piecemeal fashion, driven by
different projects. Table 6.1 lists all the land-expropriation projects from 2001 to 2008.
The district government took away 2,579.61 mu of land: 1,042 mu of land was used for
factories, all of which had much bigger scales than those in Green Village; 1,370 mu of
land was used for real estate projects; and 100 mu of land was used for roads. In the late
1980s and early 1990s, Prosperity Village had a few small collective enterprises. They

made some profits then but quickly went in debt. By the end of 1990s, all of the

enterprises were gone, either sold or bankrupt.

? Ethnography, July 13, 2007.
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Appendix C
A Poster Used in Green Village Election
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Appendix D
A Comlc Poster Used in Green Vlllage Electlon
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The comic poster was made of four cartoons

The first one was about a candidate talking to Man A about buying his vote for 200
yuan. A realized he was being asked to exchange his pension for 200 yuan and said, “No!
No! No!”

The second cartoon was about this candidate trying to buy votes from Woman B. B
told A that “that thing” was buying votes again and they should not vote for him. A
agreed that buying votes further proved they should not vote for him.

The third cartoon shows the candidate coming to Villager C’s house to buy votes. C
told him it was illegal.

The last cartoon was a group of villagers holding a banner saying, “We cherish the
democratic election very much.” In the background, a sign reads, “It was a waste of effort
to buy votes.”



Appendix E

Decision of the Gong Villagers’ Group on Land Compensation
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