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ONE

Introduction

Popular resistance has become an important mode of political participation
in China since the early 1990s. Various groups of people, including workers,
peasants, and homeowners, have resorted to this mode of action to protect
or pursue their interests." Numerous contentious incidents have put serious
pressure on the party-state. It is against this background that building a so-
called harmonious society has recently become a top priority of the central
party-state.” The collective acts of resistance have occurred not only because
there have been widespread violations of citizens’ rights but alse because this
mode of action helps citizens to defend or pursue their legitimate rights. As
elsewhere, people stage collective resistance not simply because they want to
send a signal of impatience or frustration but also because “they have some
reason to think it will help their cause.”® In China, some protestors have
been successful in their resistance,? and, more importantly, their resistance
has also led or contributed to changes in some unfavorable policies.

On the other hand, popular contention is by no means an easy or safe
undertaking in China. In recent years, many participants in non-regime-
threatening collective resistance have been detained, arrested, or impris-
oned.” For example, in a county in the Guangxi Autonomous Region, peas-
ants from a village resisted a 2004 court ruling regarding ownership of a
piece of land. In January 200s, the local government arrested twenty-seven
peasant activists. When more than 200 villagers approached the local au-
thorities demanding the release of the activists, they were accused of attack-
ing state agencies, and about 110 were detained. Seventeen villagers were
sentenced to jail terms of up to eight years, ten were sent to labor camps for
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2 Introduction

up to two years, and another eighty-two were released on bail after paying
between 2,000 and 8,000 yuan.® The limitations to popular resistance also
lie in the fact that the government may refuse to adjust policies that disad-
vantage certain groups despite their grievances and resistance.

That authoritarian governments should use suppression to deal with
disobedient citizens is not surprising: In democracies, politicians face the
pressure of (re)election and therefore have to be cautious when using repres-
sive tactics. They are, thus, more tolerant of nonviolent dissident behavior
and may use a mix of concessions and repression to suppress such actions
when necessary. In contrast, political leaders in authoritarian regimes, who
are less concerned with election, rely more on repression to demonstrate
the state’s power and determination to protect the political system.” In the
communist regimes of Eastern Europe, for example, “legalized repression”
was used to silence citizens.® “By and large, popular resentment, though
profound, did not manifest itself openly,” Kecskemeti explains, as “pro-
testing in public was not only prohibitively risky but also futile, since no
potential alternative to the prevailing system was visible.”

This mixed picture of the outcome of popular resistance in China raises
two important questions. Why do some instances of resistance succeed
while others fail in this nondemocratic regime? When is popular resistance
more likely to contribute to policy changes? This study aims to answer these
questions and promote an understanding of the operation of the Chinese
political system and of contentious politics in a nondemocratic setting. To
explain why some actions succeed while others fail, we need to examine
the mechanisms through which people staging resistance exercise influence
or the factors that affect the outcomes of their actions. This study shows
that both the government, which is responsible for dealing with popular
resistance, and the resisters face constraints in their interactions with each
other. The resisters’ chance of success lies in their ability to exploit the con-
straints facing the government or to (re)shape the latter’s cost-benefit cal-
culations in a way that suppressing or ignoring an act of resistance is not a
feasible or desirable option.

Protest Outcomes in China

As the ultimate end of collective action such as social movements is to bring
about change, recent research on collective action has paid increasing at-
tention to outcomes.'” Gamson suggests that the outcomes of social move-
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ments or protests fall into two basic clusters, “one concerned with the fate
of the challenging group as an organization and one with the distribution
of new advantages to the group’s beneficiary.”"! Subsequent research has
expanded on Gamson’s work.'? The current consensus is that the outcomes
of collective action may take different forms, including political, economic,
social, and cultural changes.’* Consequently, the outcomes of social pro-
tests can be divided into three categories: (1) the outcome of individual
incidents of collective action; (2) the aggregate impact of collective action
staged by members of a social group; and (3) the enduring or indirect effect
of social protests. This book explores the factors that affect these three types
of outcomes of popular contention in China.

Research on social movements or protests has pointed to the different fac-
tors that affect the effectiveness and outcomes. One is the political opportu-
nity structure that determines whether social movements can rise or develop
in the first place.” A second group of factors is the power of a protesting
group, which has to do with the protesting group’s solidarity, organizational
bases, and resources.”” Collective action tactics are also found to influence
the effectiveness of protests, especially among politically weak groups.' Fi-
nally, the chance of success has much to do with the protesters’ demands,
which determine the cost of making concessions on the part of the actor be-
ing targeted. For example, groups that intend to displace those in power or
make broad changes in the political system are unlikely to succeed.”

All these findings shed important light on the outcomes of social pro-
tests in China by pointing to some of the basic conditions for successful ac-
tion. But many of these findings are based on research on social movements
in democracies. One factor that makes the handling of social protests in
China different from that of many social movements in democracies is the
role of the government. Social movements in democracies may not directly
target the government or may not have a specific target at all. Governments
in democracies are thus less sensitive to such actions if they do not seriously
violate the law. Indeed, citizens in these regimes can even get permission
for holding demonstrations. In contrast, governments in authoritarian re-
gimes are much more sensitive to popular resistance. The occurrence of
such incidents may signal problems with social control or the weakness of
the government because such events are not supposed to occur in a regime
where citizens are denied the right to disrupt the system.!8

Authoritarian governments’ high sensitivity to popular resistance im-
plies that they are more committed to the settlement of collective action
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than are their counterparts in democracies. In research on the settlement of
protests in democracies, the strategies used by the police are an important
focus.” In research on protests in China, more attention needs to be paid
to the interactions between the governments and the protesters. This does
not mean that the police in China do not play an important role in dealing
with collective action.?’ However, the decision on how to handle collective
incidents, especially large ones, is generally made by the government. For
example, a survey of more than 1,000 police officers in Fujian province in
2005 showed that 80 percent reported that the ultimate decision on the
settlement of collective incidents was made by the party committee and/
or the government or their top leaders and not by the police.?! Therefore,
protest outcomes in China are often directly affected or determined by the
response of the government at the local or central level.

The Rationale behind Government Response in China

Research on the government’s reaction to collective action in democracies
reveals the following modes of response: tolerance, repression, concessions,
or a combination of concessions and repression.”> However, this research has
generally focused on one level of the government (e.g., the national level).
In China, local governments rather than the central government have most
frequently been targeted by protesters. This is the case because, first, local
authorities may directly violate citizens’ rights, distort the central govern-
ment’s policies, or fail to protect citizens’ rights.?> County, township, or city
governments or their agencies are much more frequently sued by citizens
than is the provincial or central government.?* Second, the concentration
of power implies the concentration of responsibility. Local authorities are
targeted because they are responsible for daily governance and are believed
to have the power and responsibility to address citizens’ grievances.?” Given
the power of the local government, when competing groups fight against
each other (businesses versus citizens, for example),?® the outcome is largely
determined by the government, which has decisive influence over the legal
system and commerce at each level.

On the other hand, local governments in China are embedded in the
political hierarchy topped by the central government. This political system
grants local governments conditional autonomy: They have considerable
autonomy in dealing with popular resistance while facing constraints im-
posed by the central government. Therefore, the chance of success depends



