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During the 1980s, as the Chinese state moved to free the economy and to
relax direct Party controls over society, it needed mechanisms to bridge
the gaps in control that were created. A very large number of associations
accordingly were established, usually on the government’s own initiative,
to serve as intermediaries between the state and diverse constituencies
and spheres of activity.! These range from associations for different
sectors of the economy, to science and technology associations, religious
councils, cultural and social welfare groups, and sports associations: the
numbers and range keep growing. All of these so-called “non-govern-
mental associations” (minjian xiehui) must be officially registered, and
only one organization is recognized as the representative for each sectoral
constituency.>

It is a mechanism for governing that is not unique to China. Political
scientists refer to it as “corporatism.” In a corporatist arrangement, a
government recognizes one and only one national organization (say, a
peak labour union, a small businessman’s association, a farmers’ associ-
ation) as the sole representative of each sector’s interests, and the
government channels its relations with that sector through the associ-
ation.? The associations sometimes even get pulled into the government’s
policy-making processes, and sometimes help implement state policy on
the government’s behalf. It is a mechanism for state—society interaction
that is found in a great many nations around the world, both democratic
and dictatorial. Among the different types of institutional arrangements
that come under the rubric of corporatism, the side of the spectrum that
democracies such as Britain and Japan occupy is often referred to as
liberal or societal corporatism, in that the leaders of the associations are

* Thanks are owed to Borge Bakken, Anita Chan, Ding Xueliang, Li Cheng, Kristen Parris,
Stanley Rosen, David Wank, Martin K. Whyte and Susan Young for reading and commenting
on earlier drafts of this article.

1. An excellent discussion of this new phenomenon is Gordon White, “Prospects for civil
society in China: a case study of Xiaoshan city,” The Australian Journal of Chinese Affairs,
No. 29 (January 1993), pp. 63-87; also see White’s Riding the Tiger: The Politics of Economic
Reform in Post-Mao China (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1993), esp. pp. 225-29. An
informative Chinese-language source is Wang Ying, Zhe Xiaoye and Sun Bingyao, Zhongguo
shehui zhongjian ceng: gaige yu Zhongguode shetuan zuzhi (The Intermediary Level of
Chinese Society: Reform and China’s Associational Organizations) (Beijing: Zhongguo
fazhan chubanshe, 1993).

2. As of 1993, 1,400 such national associations were registered with the central
government; 19,600 organizations and branches of organizations were registered with
provincial authorities; and more than 160,000 were registered at county level (China Daily,
7 May 1993, p. 3).

3. Philippe C. Schmitter has devised a one-sentence core definition of corporatism that is
often cited in papers on the topic: “Corporatism can be defined as a system of interest
representation in which the constituent units are organized into a limited number of singular,
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ultimately beholden to their memberships, not the state.* At the other end
of the spectrum lies what is usually called authoritarian or state corpo-
ratism, as in Latin America or Chiang Kai-shek’s Taiwan, where the
weight of decision-making power vis-a-vis the association’s activities lies
heavily on the side of the state. Often such “representative organizations”
serve a function for a dictatorship in pre-empting the emergence of
autonomous organizations. Under “state corporatism,” the government
may even take charge of creating and maintaining all the corporatist
organizations and may grant itself the power to assign and remove their
leaders at will.

Several scholars have recently examined the operations of associations
in China and have concluded that they can best be explained as examples
of corporatism®; others, such as Steven M. Goldstein, disagree.® We are
still at such an early stage in our studies of Chinese associations and of
the implications for state—society relations that a host of empirical
questions remain in contention, including that very question of whether
the Chinese government is actively seeking to establish corporatist mech-
anisms and if so, how these operate in practice at the grassroots. To
answer these questions, a careful examination of the operations of a range
of specific associations in China is required.

Whereas most spheres of the urban economy remain publicly owned
and are bound to the state through a complex integument of institutional
ties, the private sector is, by its nature, relatively free-floating. In the
belief that the role of associations as intermediaries between state and
society would be relatively more clear-cut in this sector, a study was
undertaken of the three associations that are supposed to serve as conduits
between the state and private enterprises: the Self-Employed Labourers
footnote continued

compulsory, noncompetitive, hierarchically ordered and functionally differentiated cate-
gories, recognized or licensed (if not created) by the state and granted a deliberate
representational monopoly within their respective categories in exchange for observing
certain controls on their selection of leaders and articulation of demands and supports.”
Schmitter, “Still the century of corporatism?” in Fredrick B. Pike and Thomas Stritch (eds.),
The New Corporatism: Social-Political Structures in the Iberian World (Notre Dame:
University of Notre Dame Press, 1974), pp. 93-94. Also see Douglas A. Chalmers,
“Corporatism and comparative politics,” in Howard J. Wiarda (ed.), New Directions in
Comparative Politics (Boulder: Westview Press, 1985), pp. 56-79.

4. Ronald Dore, “Japan: a nation made for corporatism?” in Colin Crouch and Ronald Dore
(eds.), Corporatism and Accountability: Organized Interests in British Public Life (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1990), p. 4.

5. Studies of Chinese trade unions and of the foreign-funded enterprise managers’
association as examples of corporatism are Anita Chan, “Revolution or corporatism? Workers
and trade unions in post-Mao China,” The Australian Journal of Chinese Affairs, No. 28
(January 1993), pp. 31-61, and Margaret Pearson, “The Janus face of business associations
in China: socialist corporatism in foreign enterprises,” The Australian Journal of Chinese
Affairs,No. 31 (January 1994), pp. 25-46. An overview analysis of Chinese associations from
this perspective is Jonathan Unger and Anita Chan, “Corporatism in China: a developmental
state in an East Asian context,” in Barrett L. McCormick and Jonathan Unger (eds.), China
After Socialism: In the Footsteps of Eastern Europe or East Asia? (Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe,
1996), pp. 95-129; a shorter version appeared in The Australian Journal of Chinese Affairs,
No. 33 (January 1995), pp. 29-53. Also White, “Prospects,” pp. 85-86.

6. Steven M. Goldstein, “China in transition: the political foundations of incremental
reform,” The China Quarterly, No. 144 (December 1995), pp. 1124-26.



Private Business, the Government and New Associations

Association that the government established for small-scale vendors and
other small private business operators (getihu); an association for some-
what larger proprietors, the Private Enterprises Association; and one for
the largest businesspeople, the Federation of Industry & Commerce.

To what extent are these associations actually able to function as a
meeting-ground between the state and private interests? To what extent
do they operate as instruments of state control? As the private sector
continues to grow, to what extent are any of them beginning to come
under the influence of its assigned constituency, and beginning to act
more on their behalf than on behalf of the government? Do the activities
of all three conform to the notions of “corporatism”? Might the answer
differ markedly in relation to powerful and non-powerful constituencies?
These questions are examined in this article through an investigation, in
the city of Beijing, of all three associations that handle relations between
private endeavours and the state.

To make generalizations for China as a whole based on less than a
handful of associations in one city and one sector of the economy
admittedly entails risks, but at the end of the article this is attempted. A
set of seven generalizable hypotheses are presented: regarding the
government’s intentions in establishing different types of associations
versus the actual grassroots results; regarding the differential effects when
a Party organ as against a government organ stands in a supervisory
capacity over an association; regarding the interests and patterns of
behaviour of local Chinese officials; regarding the effectiveness and
responsiveness of associations with voluntary membership as against
those with compulsory membership; and regarding whether the term
“corporatism” accurately describes the operations of some types of
associations and not others. These hypotheses are presented in the hope
that other researchers will confirm or rebut them in their own future work,
so that the beginnings of a framework for associational activity in China
can be built. There is, I think, some importance in doing so, given that the
Chinese government has increasingly been shifting towards the use of
associations with the publicly stated intent of using them as intermedi-
aries (or “bridges”) between state and society.

The Self-Emploved Labourers Association

As early as 1982, the national government directed that localities
should begin to organize a Self-Employed Labourers Association (geri
laodongzhe xiehui) to encompass the petty entrepreneurs — the stall-
keepers and small family craft and service businesses — which the state
had decided would be allowed to emerge from among China’s unem-
ployed. The term self-employed labourers reflected the government’s
embarrassment in permitting private enterprise. The implication was that
these were tiny operations that did not entail “exploitation” in the form of
hired labour (initially, government regulations prohibited any private
venture from employing more than seven people, including family
members). The central government’s Industry & Commerce Bureau
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(gongshang ju) was put in charge of the new association, and in turn the
Bureau’s regional offices were delegated responsibility for establishing
local branches. By 1985, some 91 per cent of all the counties and cities
in China reportedly contained them, and so in 1986 a national Self-Em-
ployed Labourers Association was formally inaugurated. By the close of
1992, this national association could boast a membership of almost 25
million.” This was equivalent to the number of small private endeavours
licensed in China, in that each person who was granted a licence by local
government authorities to operate a private venture was simultaneously
automatically signed up as an association member.

These are the basic facts available in the Association’s brochures. But
what are its actual grass-roots operations? This was investigated through
interviews in Beijing’s Chaoyang district. Beijing is divided into eight
large districts, and Chaoyang is one of the largest of these, with a
population of some 1.5 million. It extends outwards from where the
eastern walls of the old imperial capital once stood, and contains within
its boundaries the embassy area, large industrial complexes, a succession
of crowded working-class neighbourhoods and one of Beijing’s major
shopping areas. The numbers of getihu, or petty private entrepreneurs,
have been climbing steadily in Chaoyang: from 480 registered endeav-
ours in 1982, when the district Bureau of Industry & Commerce first
established a branch of the Self-Employed Labourers Association, to
some 30,000 in mid-1995.

In 1993, when the fieldwork commenced, the first effort was to
interview officials of the Industry & Commerce Bureau and the Self-Em-
ployed Labourers Association in Chaoyang.® The idea was to ascertain
what activities the Association was involved in, and only afterwards to
interview the getihu as to their views of the Association. These perspec-
tives are presented separately, in the same order as the fieldwork un-
folded, in that the picture the officials drew of the Association’s
operations in Chaoyang varied dramatically from the portrait drawn by
petty businesspeople. As is revealed, this discrepancy in the two sides’
stories is crucial for understanding the actual nature of the getihus’
relations with the association and government.

On paper, the district Self-Employed Labourers Association is demo-
cratic and “bottom-up” in the selection of its leadership. The heads of the
district Burcau spent half an hour explaining the elaborate month-long
local election procedures, which are somewhat similar in structure to the
elections for local People’s Congresses.” But it quickly transpired that
these are window-dressing, for the Bureau officials conceded that those
elected are pre-selected by the officials themselves.

7. Zhongguo de geti jingji he siying jingji (The Individual and Private Economy of China),
a brochure published by the Self-Employed Labourers Association, March 1993, p. 8; also
interviews at the Association’s national headquarters, 1993; Ole Odgaard, Private Enterprises
in Rural China (Aldershot: Avebury, 1992), p. 205.

8. Half a dozen district-level officials were interviewed at length, as well as several officials
at levels higher than the district.

9. See J. Bruce Jacobs, “Elections in China,” The Australian Journal of Chinese Affairs,
No. 25 (January 1991), pp. 171-199.



