
 http://cin.sagepub.com/
China Information

 http://cin.sagepub.com/content/21/2/187
The online version of this article can be found at:

 
DOI: 10.1177/0920203X07079643

 2007 21: 187China Information
Peter Ho

Embedded Activism and Political Change in a Semiauthoritarian Context
 
 

Published by:

 http://www.sagepublications.com

 can be found at:China InformationAdditional services and information for 
 
 
 
 

 
 http://cin.sagepub.com/cgi/alertsEmail Alerts: 

 

 http://cin.sagepub.com/subscriptionsSubscriptions:  

 http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.navReprints: 
 

 http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.navPermissions: 
 

 http://cin.sagepub.com/content/21/2/187.refs.htmlCitations: 
 

 What is This?
 

- Jul 19, 2007Version of Record >> 

 at Universiteit van Amsterdam SAGE on February 20, 2012cin.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://cin.sagepub.com/
http://cin.sagepub.com/content/21/2/187
http://www.sagepublications.com
http://cin.sagepub.com/cgi/alerts
http://cin.sagepub.com/subscriptions
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.nav
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav
http://cin.sagepub.com/content/21/2/187.refs.html
http://cin.sagepub.com/content/21/2/187.full.pdf
http://online.sagepub.com/site/sphelp/vorhelp.xhtml
http://cin.sagepub.com/


187

chinaIN
FO

R
M

A
T

IO
N

C
opyright ©

 2007, The D
ocum

entation and Research C
entre for M

odern C
hina, Leiden U

niversity. Vol X
X

I (2) 187–209 [D
O

I: 10.1177/0920203X
07079643]

Embedded Activism and
Political Change in a
Semiauthoritarian
Context
P E T E R  H O

Abstract This article provides a theoretical introduction to the other
contributions in this special issue. The emergence of social movements is generally
seen as an indicator of democratization. The article argues that such a view
overlooks the nature of political change in China, which entails a more gradual
transition. In this light, the collection of articles is organized around several
questions. What does the limited political space imply for the development of a
social movement in China? Is the possibility for a social movement a precondition
for the development of civil society? What are the prospects for the emergence of a
social movement in China, and how would it relate to international forces? These
questions are explored by focusing on one of the most active areas of civil society in
contemporary China: the environmental realm. The argument linking the articles
in this special issue is that China’s semiauthoritarian political setup in association
with increased social spaces for civic action has created a milieu for embeddedness
in social movement. Contrary to totalitarian control, the semiauthoritarian
environment is restrictive, but paradoxically, it is also conducive to nationwide,
voluntary collective action.

Keywords social movement, civil society, democratization, NGO, political change

Author’s affiliation Peter Ho is a professor and Director of the Centre for
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One of the great enigmas of China’s reform experience is its economic meta-
morphosis without fundamental political change. In fact, since the end of the
Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution, social movements that tried to mobi-
lize the Chinese masses have met a similar fate: suppression and delegit-
imization. The protesters of the Democracy Wall movement of 1979, the
student movement at Tian’anmen Square in 1989, the Chinese Democratic
Party, and the Falun Gong sect of the late 1990s have without exception been
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repressed and/or forced into exile.1 For many observers, this demonstrates
the weakness of Chinese civil society. In 2005 a renowned columnist noted
with disappointment that the lack of a nationwide demand for political
change dashes any hopes for democracy in China.2

However, the impression that political change in China has resulted from a
broadly supported social movement in essence derives from media hype.
Indeed, a sole protester defying a Chinese tank and hordes of students sur-
rounding a “Statue of Liberty” at Tian’anmen Square are forceful images that
appeal to a widely imagined idea of how democratic change should come
about. Yet, perhaps because of its recent turbulent past of mass campaigns and
a longer period of political upheaval, China seems keen to avoid any new revo-
lutions or to commit itself to sudden political change. For one thing, it is obvi-
ous that since the start of the economic reforms in the late 1970s, profound
changes in China’s polity and society have taken place. Many scholars have
documented the increased importance of the People’s Congresses at various
levels,3 the development of village democracy,4 the shifts in citizenship and its
perceptions thereof,5 and the burgeoning of civil society.6 In this sense, the idea
of democracy as multitudes of citizens take to the streets may be attractive but
simultaneously misleading as it disregards the nature and course of political
change that is taking place in China today: a gradual shift towards a polity
adapted to an increasingly complex and pluralist society. Having said this, it is
critical to ask ourselves the following questions. What does the limited political
space imply for the development and dynamics of a social movement in China?
Is the possibility for or the actual occurrence of a social movement a precondi-
tion for political change and the development of civil society? What are the
prospects for the emergence of a social movement in China, and how would it
relate to international forces?

These are the questions that this special issue will explore, by focusing on
one of the earliest and most active areas of civil society in modern China: the
environmental realm. By narrowing down on the Chinese case, this special
issue of China Information takes an area studies approach in its theorizing
efforts. However, we do not want to argue that the concepts developed here
are restricted to China alone. Rather we believe that China’s society—an
apparently restrictive political environment in which rapid socioeconomic
and cultural changes are taking place—provides an interesting context for
the study of social movements. However, further research on social move-
ments in comparable settings such as the Chinese one will definitely be nec-
essary. We argue that China’s semiauthoritarian political setup in
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association with increased social spaces for civic and voluntary action has
created a milieu for embeddedness in social movement.7 Contrary to a fully
authoritarian context in which the state wields virtually totalitarian control
over society,8 the semiauthoritarian environment is restrictive, but paradoxi-
cally, it is also conducive to nationwide, voluntary collective action with less
risk of social instability and repression by the governing elite.

On the one hand, China’s restrictive political environment causes social
movements to be almost invisible, which is achieved through self-imposed cen-
sorship and a conscious depoliticization of environmental politics. Social move-
ments9 in China are forced to keep a low profile or to lead a semiclandestine
existence.10 For survival they rely heavily on the party-state for legitimacy,
which restrains them from developing all too intimate linkages with citizens
and international donors. Activists need to adopt a nonconfrontational strat-
egy that is bereft of even the slightest hint of organized opposition against the
central party-state. Note, however, that this is much less the case for the local
state authorities. Regarding environmental protection, the central authorities
and environmentalists often find themselves to be partners in the same strug-
gle against local government.11 On the other hand, however, the semiauthori-
tarian context has created an environment in which the divide between civic
organizations, state, and Party is extremely blurred. Contradictorily, this con-
text is conducive to green activism that can be seen from the rapid growth in
environmental NGOs over the past years. By establishing informal organiza-
tions, facade institutions, or “companies,” environmental NGOs are capable of
circumventing the stringent regulations for NGO registration. In addition,
green activists make avid use of informal networking with Party and state offi-
cials. Through a web of informal ties, social structures can develop that are
capable of effectively mobilizing resources, appealing to citizens’ newly per-
ceived or desired identities, and building up a modest level of counter-expertise
against state-dominated information on social cleavages and problems—be
they labor rights, gender issues, dam building, or nuclear energy.

This contradictory duality—a semiauthoritarian setting that is restrictive
and conducive at the same time—forms the essence of the embeddedness of
Chinese social activism. Furthermore, this embeddedness might provide the
basis for incremental political changes in China, rather than the overnight rev-
olutions as have occurred elsewhere in the former socialist world. The follow-
ing discussion is divided into three main sections. The first section reviews
the literature on the relation between social movements and political change,
with particular reference to green activism. The second section discusses the
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historical development of social and green activism in China, followed by
another section which explains the embeddedness of Chinese environmental-
ism by means of the main concepts in social and green movements. The arti-
cle concludes with a discussion of the other contributions to this special issue.

Change through movement?

The various contributions in this special issue demonstrate that the
dynamics of Chinese green activism and the means to take collective action
diverge from what theory describes and predicts, and compel us to rethink
certain concepts and ideas. This might be particularly true for the form in
which social and green movements inject themselves—widely supported
popular movements versus embedded, low-profile activism—as well as the
type of political change these can effect—fundamental but abrupt, and
thus potentially destabilizing changes versus incremental but certain
changes.12 In the international literature on social movements and envi-
ronmentalism, it is hypothesized—albeit at times not explicitly—that the
force of broad social and green movements can impel politicians to adopt
new governance styles.

Fundamentally different from a slow, bureaucratic politics of “muddling
through,” social movements are regarded as vested with the power to effect vis-
ible, fundamental change due to their noninstitutionalized nature and a close
proximity to their grass-roots constituencies.13 The ultimate consequence of
social movements can, of course, be regime change: generally pictured as a
change from an authoritarian setting to a pluralist, liberal-democratic polity.14

After the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, a large body of literature appeared on
the role of environmental movements in democratization processes in states-
in-transition.15 In this view, NGOs and the occurrence of popular movements
are seen as a sort of index of the “healthy” development of civil society and an
integral component for political change, and eventually democratization.
Writing about East and Central Europe, Cellarius and Staddon noted that
“because environmental ‘groups’ and ‘movements’—later environmental
NGOs—played such a large role in bringing about the dramatic changes of
1989–1990, these organizations should then be considered the vanguard of
democratic transition.”16

As a variation on the theme of green social movements and NGOs as a lever
for political change, we find studies on environmental reforms at the local,
national, and transnational levels. In environmental studies of Northern and
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Western Europe it is said that the industrial pollution control measures of the
1960s and 1970s suffered from severe implementation defects because policies
relied primarily on a “command-and-control” and “end-of-pipe” type of regu-
lation. Instead of mobilizing and stimulating consumers and producers to deal
with environmental problems from the grass roots, the state merely “ordered”
sustainable development by imposing emission quotas, administrative regula-
tions, and prohibitions. Moreover, sustainable development was regarded as
simply a matter of installing environmental technologies at the end of the pol-
luting pipe, rather than effecting environmental restructuring throughout the
entire chain of consumption and production processes. Yet, as the environ-
ment deteriorated, the traditional top-down environmental policies gradually
yielded to a new and more effective kind of environmental governance.17

It is often claimed that because of its noninstitutional nature, the environ-
mental movement played a critical role in the shift from an incremental and
polluting polity towards this novel governance structure that could better
safeguard sustainable development. As Doyle and McEachern noted, 

Environmentalism in all its forms was born in environmental movements
... They occupy a political terrain that is often quite separate from more
established institutionalized political forms such as pressure groups, par-
ties, and the administrative and parliamentary systems of the state. It was
within these noninstitutional, more informal realms of society and its pol-
itics that environmental movements emerged. It is safe to say that without
the environmental movements there would be little or no ‘greening’ of
government and corporations.18

Also the writings on global civil society and transnational environmental-
ism that have forced large international corporations into positive action,
such as the controversy surrounding the Brent Star oil platform owned by
Royal Dutch Shell, are clear illustrations of a similar line of argumentation.19

However, in this special issue we wish to steer away from the more norma-
tive assumptions on green social movements, NGOs, and civil society. Instead
we wish to go back to try and acquire an understanding of the process and
how green social movements maneuver within differing political contexts. In
a different wording, whether green social movements and NGOs succeed in
bringing about political change or sustainable development is of less impor-
tance to us than how they attempt to do this. Before turning to an analysis of
Chinese environmentalism along this line, it is necessary to provide some
background information on its development in the recent past.
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Green activism in China

The collectivist period (1956–1978) in communist China was characterized by
a virtual absence of civil society. The prerevolutionary civic organizations—the
guilds, the native-place associations, secret societies, clans, temple and peasant
organizations in the countryside—were soon phased out after the communist
takeover in 1949. The “mass organizations” that were established in later years
and appeared to be “nongovernmental,” such as the Women’s Federation, the
Communist Youth League, and trade unions, were in fact outposts of the Com-
munist Party in society.20 However, the economic reforms that started in the late
1970s unleashed great social changes initially unforeseen by the government.21

Recently, a great variety of voluntary associations and nongovernmental orga-
nizations (termed “social organizations” or shehui tuanti in Chinese) have
sprung up in China. The number of officially registered social organizations rose
from 100 national and 6,000 regional organizations in 1965 to over 1,800
national and 165,600 regional at the close of the 20th century.22

The explosive growth of social organizations is due to the state’s retreat. The
growing complexity of the economy has prompted the government to cut back
on its expenditures. Moreover, the rapid increase in unemployment after a
major restructuring of state industries and an axing of the state bureaucracy
since the late 1990s have put an increasing strain on government resources.
As a result, central and local state institutions have been privatized or dis-
banded altogether, opening up social spaces for voluntary civic action that
were formerly in state hands, such as social welfare services, legal counseling,
and cultural activities.23 The central party-state has also grown more sensi-
tive of its own reach and capacity, and the need for civil society. High officials
have called for “intermediary social organizations” to become active in the
space between state and society.24 However, at this point it is necessary to note
that the Chinese state’s notion of civil society and NGOs is quite different from
the Western concept of voluntary organizations that can protect citizens’
rights or counterbalance state power. In fact, as Goldman noted, the Chinese
government is willing “to grant political rights, not to recognize them.
Moreover, political rights are to enable citizens to contribute to the state rather
than to enable individuals to protect themselves against the state.”25

Notwithstanding this difference in the interpretation of civil society, many
civic organizations with varying degrees of independence from the state have
emerged in China today.

During the early 1990s it had already become painfully clear that without
fundamental restructuring China would be heading towards an environmen-
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tal debacle.26 The high political priority given to environmental protection lent
environmental activism a certain legitimacy. Moreover, in contrast to civic
associations organized along religious, ethnic, or political lines, organiza-
tions that engaged in environmental protection were regarded as “politically
less harmful.” They could be employed to assist the state in achieving sus-
tainable development goals. In some of the transition countries of East and
Central Europe, environmentalism was allowed to flourish for similar rea-
sons. Therefore, one of the earliest and most dynamic sectors of civil society
in China has been the environmental realm.27 Against this backdrop, it is
important to study Chinese civil society through the various forms in which
environmentalism has manifested itself, including green NGOs, environmen-
tal protests, citizens’ complaints, and residents’ movements.

The critical question, naturally, is whether the hordes of protesters that
demonstrated against environmental ills in East Germany, Hungary, and
Bulgaria can be likened to the semiprofessional green organizations and
loose, informal groups in China that engage in media-attractive but localized
protests, voluntary tree-planting, and waste collection campaigns. After all,
the main feature of Chinese green activism that stands out to date is its
absence of a geographically broadly supported, popular movement against
the established order. Even more so, organizations lack any desire to openly
confront the central authorities, and instead remain relatively small, frag-
mentary, and localized. Environmental activism in China is not an activity
with a fair degree of autonomy and self-regulation, but occupies a social space
that is enmeshed in a web of interpersonal relations and informal/formal rules
between political and social actors. Yet, differently from a situation in which
activism is merely repressed, the embedding conditions limit formal environ-
mental organization, while also making it possible.

These embedding ties that can successfully cross the divides between the
party-state and society have enabled environmental activism to play an
increasingly critical role in the greening of industries, the government, and
consumer lifestyles.28 The various contributions in this special issue are a
clear testimony to this. In order to understand the embeddedness of green
activism in the Chinese semiauthoritarian context, we need to analyze it in
terms of its form of organization and the tactics it employs.

From grievances to mobilization

Many theorists have attempted to unravel the driving forces of social move-
ments. The primus inter pares of social movement theorists is of course Karl
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Marx, concerned as he was with the mobilization of the proletariat against
capitalist entrepreneurs. After him, many others have delved into the question
of collective action in general, and social movements in particular.29 In the lit-
erature about social movements, several recurring themes can be discerned:
the potential and current cleavages and conflicts in society that lead to popu-
lar dissatisfaction; the movement’s overarching “ideology” and individuals’
identification with that body of thought, beliefs, and values; the organization
of the movement and its capacity to muster financial, personnel, and material
resources; and lastly, the specific chances for collective or political action or
the so-called “windows of opportunity.” In the theories on social movements
these issues are generally known under the notions of grievance, issue fram-
ing, resource mobilization, and political opportunities and constraints.30

Grievances
The first precondition for any activism is the presence of areas of social con-
flict, be it around economic, social, or environmental issues. One of the ques-
tions that has worried many foreign and domestic observers is the emergence
of social cleavages in Chinese society. The economic reforms have given rise
to a rapidly widening gap between poor and rich, rising unemployment, and
problems of governance as state capacity fails to keep pace with socioeco-
nomic developments. As a result, social conflict and popular protests have
occurred more frequently over recent years.31 A survey conducted by the
China Statistical Bureau in 2002 found that the issues of greatest concern for
leading Chinese officials included job layoffs, corruption, education, income
and housing, and the environment.32

China’s economic boom has been accompanied by serious air, water, soil,
and noise pollution. Although the central government has been relatively
quick in dealing with the environmental challenge, the initial positive
effects of environmental policies have been completely offset by the sheer
rise in the scale of production and consumption.33 Major lakes, such as
Dianchi Lake, Chaohu Lake, and Dongting Lake, have been heavily polluted
by local industries and neighboring farms; in one-third of the main cities
the air is seriously polluted; while the 24-hour economy and its construc-
tion activities frequently disrupt people’s lives (particularly their night’s
rest). China’s dismal environmental record is clearly reflected in the
increase in popular discontent. For this reason, environmental activism
finds fertile ground in China.
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Issue framing
In the framing of environmental issues, there is one noteworthy feature of
Chinese green activism that we might term the “depoliticization of environ-
mental politics.” This sounds like a contradiction in terms because if there is
one thing that the East and Central European experiences have proven, it is
that the environmental question is inseparably linked to politics. However, in
China’s semiauthoritarian context the overall majority of green activists stay
clear from any suggestion that political objectives are involved even though
inevitably there is a political aspect within each movement. This noncon-
frontational strategy implies that: green activists portray themselves as part-
ners, rather than opponents of the central authorities; they skirt certain
sensitive environmental questions, such as nuclear energy and agricultural
biotechnology;34 and they avoid any connotation with broad, popular move-
ments, for instance, by underreporting membership numbers to authorities.
Some observers dubbed this self-imposed censorship the “female mildness” of
Chinese environmentalism. As one of China’s foremost environmental activists
Liao Xiaoyi, the founder of the Beijing-based NGO Global Village, professed: 

We guide the public instead of blaming them and help the government
instead of complaining about it. This, perhaps, is the ‘female mildness’
referred to by the media. I don’t appreciate extremist methods. I’m
engaged in environmental protection and don’t want to use it for political
aims. This is my way, and my principle too.35

However, this self-imposed censorship does not really hamper green
activism, but rather the former enables the latter. Put differently, as long as
one does not openly oppose the central state, many things are possible in
China. For one thing, environmental NGOs and activists are relatively suc-
cessful in attracting the state’s attention and getting certain issues on the
political agenda. The vivid account of green NGOs and environmental organi-
zations by Seungho Lee in this special issue demonstrates this political lever-
age. Of course, this is also due to the high political priority that the Chinese
state attaches to solving the environmental question. In addition, Chinese cit-
izens’ environmental awareness and the perceived urgency for environmental
protection are significant. From a survey conducted in 1999 it was found that
environmental protection ranked fifth among issues of greatest concern.36

Another survey done in 2002 found that approximately 63 percent of Chinese
respondents deemed environmental protection “extremely important.”37 The
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high environmental awareness among Chinese people can mostly be attrib-
uted to the government’s vigorous campaigns. In this special issue, Guobin
Yang and Craig Calhoun note a proliferation of “greenspeak” in Chinese soci-
ety, as can be seen in newspapers, television, and radio, and particularly on
the internet. Green NGOs and voluntary groups make avid use of the popu-
larity of the environment as a social issue to push it further on the agenda of
politicians and decision makers.

In terms of framing, it is interesting to look at the potential links between
environmentalism and traditional Chinese religion and culture. For instance,
making reference to Chinese folk religion has greatly assisted environmental
activists in furthering their political cause in Taiwan.38 During the eventful
year of 1987, environmental protests against the China Petrochemical Plant in
Kaohsiung City clearly referred to Buddhist and Taoist symbols. Environmental
activists claimed they had petitioned Guanyin, the Goddess of Mercy, and Shen
Nong, the God of Agriculture, to bless their demonstrations. In addition, a tra-
ditional spirit altar was erected at the gate of the factory. When the police
arrived in an attempt to break the blockade, they were driven away by groups
of traditional martial arts exponents clad in traditional Chinese attire and
armed with cudgels, broadswords, and spears. The alliance between environ-
mentalists and religious institutions proved successful in many ways: the local
temple associations helped to mobilize their members against the authorities;
paid substantial sums of money to bail out those who had been arrested; and
in fact, greatly facilitated the protests in Taiwan since “religious parades” usu-
ally receive formal approval in contrast to public demonstrations.39 In the cur-
rent context, it seems unlikely that activists in mainland China will make
widespread use of religious symbols in the framing of environmental issues.40

Particularly, the recent incidents around the Falun Gong sect and its subse-
quent repression have turned such actions into a sensitive issue. On the other
hand, there are signs that certain green groups carefully organize themselves
around traditional religious lines as well.41

Opportunities, constraints, and mobilization
The manner in which green NGOs can muster financial, material, and person-
nel resources in the Chinese context is bound up with political opportunities
and constraints. For this reason, we will deal with these parameters in a joint
discussion. NGOs face a restrictive institutional and political environment in
China. NGOs currently have to register with the Ministry of Civil Affairs or its
subordinate institutions, as well as with a sponsoring institution (zhuguan
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bumen).42 This two-tiered administrative system of control (shuangchong guanli
tizhi in Chinese) has often proven to be a bottleneck for NGOs and voluntary
associations. Rather than going through these troublesome and protracted
registration procedures, NGOs and voluntary associations opt either to avoid
registration or to register as a legal entity, which they are not, such as a
research institute or a company. Green NGOs that have failed to formally regis-
ter are by law not regarded as a legal person, and thus are not entitled to an
independent financial account or to sign contracts on their own accord.

Furthermore, the recent “color revolutions” in Ukraine, Georgia, and
Kyrgyzstan have led to an increase in state control over NGOs and voluntary
organizations in China. A recent illustration of this is the case of Green Watch,
an environmental group founded by a certain Tan Kai in the municipality of
Hangzhou, Zhejiang Province. Green Watch was established as an informal
organization after successful protests mounted by farmers against a polluting
chemical plant in Huaxi, near Dongyang City. Tan Kai and five other activists
were detained on 19 October 2005 after opening a bank account to collect
funds for their cause. By doing so, Tan Kai had broken the law because he is not
allowed to fund-raise unless his organization is officially registered—deposits of
RMB 100,000 and RMB 30,000 are required for national and local organiza-
tions respectively, which is a substantial sum for most Chinese. According to
Stacy Mosher, communications director of the New York branch of Human
Rights in China, this poses a Catch-22 situation as “unless you have very deep
pockets to begin with, you have no way of reaching out to local or foreign
organisations who might want to contribute.”43

At the same time, however, “windows of opportunities” have clearly opened
up for Chinese environmental groups. The China of the 1980s is definitely not
the same as the China of today. First, this is due to what Ho and Vermeer
termed the “greening of the Chinese state” over the past years—as is visible in
the proclamation of an impressive body of environmental laws and regula-
tions and the strengthening of the environmental bureaucracy.44 Green NGOs
have strongly profited from this trend. Second, despite the fact that the
Chinese Communist Party still rules supreme, many social areas that were
closed off from political activities have gradually become accessible to citizens,
including labor issues, poverty alleviation, and legal protection. Moreover, the
internet revolution has heralded profound changes in the available channels
for airing certain political views and popular discontent.45 In this regard, the
crucial question is how one can make use of these windows of opportunities,
and here the issue of embeddedness surfaces once more.
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The distinction between party-state versus civil society in China is a
blurred one, indeed. “True” environmental NGOs establish themselves as
entities that they are not, such as companies, informal salons, or research
institutes. In addition, the state also sets up its own environmental NGOs: the
Chinese phenomenon of “government-organized NGOs” or GONGOs.
However, the blurred divide can also work to the advantage of NGOs if they
know how to make use of it.

By developing informal ties with the central (and local) party-state, environ-
mental NGOs have managed to gain considerable political leverage and
maneuvering space. At this point, we touch on the crucial Chinese notion of
guanxi (literal meaning: “relation”), a complex Chinese notion that is inextri-
cably connected to family ties, patron–client relations, and the art of gift-
giving.46 Through their guanxi, NGO leaders and politicians are tied together in
a symbiotic situation in which they are mutually dependent on each other: the
NGOs for their legitimacy and political influence granted by the central state,
while the central state relies on the NGOs for their contacts with society,47 and
for exerting pressure on local authorities and polluting industries.
Furthermore, in the case of the more prominent, but also successful environ-
mental NGOs, we often see that their leadership is part and parcel of a structure
in which environmentalism is embedded in the party-state. For example, Liang
Congjie of Friends of Nature was until recently a member of the People’s
Political Consultative Conference; Wang Canfa of the Center for Legal
Assistance to Pollution Victims is a frequent government advisor and co-drafter
of national environmental legislation; and Jiang Xiaoke of the Beijing
Environmental Protection Foundation was a member of the National People’s
Congress (NPC) and concurrently a commissioner in the NPC Commission on
Environmental and Natural Resources Protection. This commission is the
highest state organ responsible for policies on environmental protection and
natural resource management, supervises the State Environmental Protection
Agency, and assists in the drafting of new environmental laws and regulations.

Rather than limiting their autonomy vis-a-vis the state, these embedding
ties have enabled green activists to play an increasingly critical role in China’s
environmental governance. Against this backdrop, scholar Wu Fengshi noted
that even the “environmental government-organized NGOs have come to
realize their own organizational missions, negotiate with the state for more
self-governance, and facilitate trans-societal cooperation.” In fact, they are
“situated in between the state and society, and as a result they can influence
the formation of new collective identities and political coalitions.”48
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The contributions

The article by Yang and Calhoun analyzes one of China’s foremost anti-dam
campaigns. In early 2004, however, public controversies surrounding dam
building on the Nu River in southwest China prompted the government to halt
a proposed hydropower project. The occurrence of such public debates indicates
the rise of a critical green public for whom environmental nongovernmental
organizations are the main social actors in producing and disseminating their
views. Yang and Calhoun describe how official mass media, the internet, and
“alternative media” contribute to this green sphere in different ways. Historical
aspects of state–society conflict are discussed by Ho-fung Hung. Based on a sur-
vey of protest events derived from archival sources, Hung analyzes how the
mounting ecological crisis and weakening capacity of the imperial Qing state in
the 18th and 19th centuries generated changing forms of popular protests as
responses to the “externalities of development.” Hung finds that when the Qing
regime’s capacity peaked in the early 18th century, most popular protests were
peaceful and were resolved through compromises between officials and protest-
ers. Amid the administrative breakdown in the 19th century, however, many
protests escalated into violent confrontations. Remarkably, some repertoires
and patterns of environmental protests in contemporary China might be traced
back to the Qing times, and thus Hung’s contribution raises questions about
whether today’s environmental protests are completely new to China, or
whether there are certain changes and continuities with the deep-seated tradi-
tion of state–society conflict and negotiation in China’s late imperial history.

Returning to modern times, Mara Warwick and Leonard Ortolano elucidate
the workings of China’s environmental complaints system through a study in
Shanghai. Using both statistical data and case studies, they show that there is
no evidence to support the claim of many Shanghai environmental officials
that the complaints system allows individual citizens to report environmental
problems to local authorities and provides citizens with timely information
regarding how their complaints have been resolved. Analysis of patterns in 14
case studies provides the basis for constructing a set of hypotheses concerning
whether a particular pollution problem is likely to be the subject of complaints.
The overall analysis demonstrates that the complaints system has the unin-
tended effect of diverting significant government resources to responding to
many complaints that are either trivial or without significance to environmen-
tal quality except at a very limited geographical scale. The contribution
by Seungho Lee aims to analyze environmental movements of various social
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organizations in Shanghai since the late 1990s. His study reveals that civil
society in Shanghai has increasingly had an impact on environmentally
unfriendly policies, but it is more restricted than elsewhere in China. Lee found
that university students spearheaded most of the NGOs engaged in environ-
mental protection in Shanghai, which implies that NGOs had no significant
influence on environmental policies beyond that point. In addition to student-
based environmental NGOs, Lee identified other types of social organizations
active in Shanghai, including government-organized NGOs, local communi-
ties, the media, and international NGOs.

In the conclusion to this issue, Peter Ho and Richard Louis Edmonds
review the main theoretical implications of the various contributions in line
with the overall research questions of this special issue: what does the limited
political space imply for the development and dynamics of a social movement
in China? Is the occurrence of a green social movement a precondition for
improved governance in terms of transparency and accountability? What are
the prospects for the emergence of a broadly supported environmental move-
ment in China, and how would it relate to international environmental
forces? China’s semiauthoritarian context forms the basis of the specific fea-
tures of social activism today—a fragmentary, highly localized, and noncon-
frontational form of environmentalism. However, despite these features it
would be a misconception to state that embedded environmentalism is a
docile, silenced movement. On the contrary, it is a continuously negotiated,
and therefore, highly effective adaptation to the current polity through
which considerable political influence can be wielded. The main feature and
success of China’s reforms lies in a strategy of gradual change. In this respect,
Ho and Edmonds argue, embedded environmentalism should be regarded as
a transitory phase, a changing characteristic of an emerging civil society in
a semiauthoritarian environment. Since environmental activism made its
first appearance on the Chinese political stage, it has gained considerable
political leverage, and it has developed increasing international linkages as a
result of its embeddedness. The critical question that one should ask is there-
fore not whether the Chinese state will allow activists and NGOs to employ
confrontational, radical, and mass mobilization tactics, but rather under
what circumstances and at what time in the course of reforms.
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