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Building on research that analyzes how social relations and networks (guanxi)
shape the Chinese market, this article asks a less-studied question: How is the mar-
ket changing guanxi? The authors trace the transformation of guanxi from commu-
nal, kin-based ties to a cultural metaphor with which diverse individuals build flexi-
ble social relationships in late-socialist China. As a “generalized particularism,”
this cultural metaphor provides something analogous to the culture of civility in
Western societies. The authors discuss the political potential of guanxi in terms of its
dual tendency toward the “publicization” and “privatization” of power. The devel-
opment of guanxi civility suggests the diverse cultural origins of civility and serves
as a reminder of the particularistic roots in the universalistic assumption of Western
civility.
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In recent years, scholars have developed an extensive and sophisticated, but
somewhat skewed, view of the interaction between guanxi networks and the Chi-
nese market. Guanxi is recognized to play a crucial role in market processes in
China; a growing body of literature analyzes the mechanisms through which it has
facilitated economic activity. The sociological meaning of “guanxi capitalism” is
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only partially articulated, however, without an understanding of how guanxi itself
is being transformed by its extensive involvement in the market. Building on our
understandings of how guanxi networks are shaping the market, we are compelled
to raise a less studied question: How is the market redefining guanxi?

This article addresses a significant aspect of this question. We concern our-
selves with the ways in which guanxi has been changed from communal, largely
(although not exclusively) kin-based ties to a cultural metaphor with which
strangers can build various types of social relationships. Traditionally, guanxi was
rooted in the ideology of Confucianism, which prescribed the nature and content
of the ties that sustained and regulated court hierarchy, friendships (largely among
the elite strata), and an extended web of kinship. Guanxi relationships in their tra-
ditional form were therefore always particularistic, fixed by the specific positions
of the people involved. They were also confined to a community knit together
through blood ties, the feudal court, or in some cases a long history of personal
association. Of course, this is not to suggest that in the Chinese tradition people
never associated with strangers, but those interactions would not constitute
guanxi.

By contrast, the guanxi that sociologists speak about in the context of late-
socialist China in large part includes the ways in which strangers enter into a
meaningful and sustainable social relationship. In this contemporary context,
guanxi becomes a cultural metaphor that enables people to imagine and position
themselves in new relationships. Familial terms such as older sister, younger sis-
ter, paternal uncle, and so forth, are invoked to communicate the parameters of the
relationship when migrant women seek help from staff members at a
nongovernmental organization (NGO), or when Hong Kong investors build
friendships with local officials outside of their business interactions. Today’s
guanxi has become a “generalized particularism,” namely, a cultural metaphor
with particularistic origins that is nevertheless applied generally and broadly
beyond the confines of primordial relationships. The market plays an important
role in this important transformation; the bulk of this article will be devoted to
explaining how.

The generalized particularism of guanxi has significant social implications
beyond the context of economic activities. For the rapidly changing Chinese soci-
ety, this cultural metaphor provides something analogous to a culture of civility
that informs the development of Western civil society and, in this sense, should be
part of the debate about the potential of a Chinese civil society. But our discussion
on this issue needs to be prefaced with two clarifications: First, civility should not
be equated with civil society; second, civility may originate in multiple historical
legacies, most notably the tradition of individualism, but is by no means limited to
this particular heritage.

Let us elaborate on our first point of clarification. On a general conceptual
map, civil society can be described as both (1) a network of autonomous associa-
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tions in the space outside of the state and the family, and (2) a culture of civility
that informs individuals’ participation in these associations.1 In addition to its
commonly recognized feature, that is, the institutional autonomy of the associa-
tional sphere, civil society must require a culture that makes activities in the asso-
ciational sphere “civil” or cooperative, mutually tolerant, and free of coercion.
Furthermore, within the institutionalized associational sphere, there exist various
types of groups and organizations, some of which—but by no means all—are
devoted to political debates and critical discourse that characterize Habermas’s
public sphere.2 In short, a civil society has a cultural dimension (i.e., the culture of
civility) and an institutional one (i.e., institutionalization of the autonomy of the
associational sphere). Although sociologists have typically devoted more of their
discussion of civil society to the institutional arrangements of the associational
sphere, the culture of civility provides the essential language for relationship
building in the associational sphere.

Furthermore, while the culture of civility informs associational activities
across the sectors of civil society, these different sectors can develop drastically
different political orientations and potential. For example, Ryan recognizes that
some sectors of civil society are more explicitly politicized than others: “Mem-
bership in a society was no guarantee of a share in public decision making . . . for
that we must look to other places in civil society,” such as election campaigns and
social movements, which “like other flanks of civil society . . . [are] built on the
foundation of voluntary associations and public meetings.”3 Other groups, such as
the network of lodges and ethnic brotherhoods in nineteenth-century America,
represent “a narrow range and a particularistic assertion of civic interests, often
serving parochial interests and consolidating an inequitable distribution of power
and resources.”4 But even such apolitical or reactionary associations constitute an
important political structure, if for a less explicit reason. Their existence serves to
diversify and decentralize the articulation of power and becomes the first line of
defense against a monolithic state. Thus, civil society should be conceptualized
as “something more complex than Putnam’s social capital, Tocqueville’s volun-
tary associations, or Habermas’ public sphere.” It accommodates a combination
of associations, public meetings, parties, and social movements and thereby cre-
ates “a highly differentiated structure for empowering citizens and practicing
democracy.”5

Our second qualification pertains to the cultural origins of civility. With the
expansion of the West, many societies have been forced into confrontation with
Western imperialist powers and so eventually acquired “a skeleton of institutions
similar to those . . . [in] the West” but the dream of Western society—or its culture
of rational individualism—has not become the dream of these societies.6 Therein
lies the question, both academic and political, of whether such societies have the
potential to develop their own cultures of civility, which inform social interactions
within an institutional sphere and approximate Western associations. Many civil
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society scholars are skeptical; the absence of individualism-based civility appears
problematic their eyes, not so much because they are convinced of Western supe-
riority but because they tend to see civility as intrinsically tied to rational individu-
alism. Others, however, distinguish civility from the legacy of rational individual-
ism and contemplate the possibility of other sources of civility. The point of
contention, then, is whether a culture of civility may differ in origin and content
from individualism-based civility yet be functionally similar and thus recogniz-
able as one of its variants.

A culture of civility, made possible by a shared cultural legacy in a given soci-
ety, both informs social engagement and encourages tolerance and respect for
individual differences. Civility “has to do with manners, education and cultivation
which enjoin respect for the sensibility of others” and thus “bespeaks a common
standard within which a multiplicity of ways of living, working, and associating
are tolerated.”7 Individuals who share a common cultural understanding of how to
be civil can then “combine into effective associations and institutions, without
these being total, many-stranded, under-written by ritual, and made stable
through being linked to a whole set of relationships, all of these then being tied in
with each other and so immobilized.”8 This balance between cultural
boundedness and flexibility is the defining feature of civility, made possible
through a historical process of what Gellner terms “modularization.”

In Gellner’s insightful (albeit Western-centered) observation, modularization
describes a process of the ascendance and subsequent collapse of a strong cultural
center.9 Historically, the civility we know as Western individualism is a product of
the fragmentation of the cultural center of the Church. The collapse of the center
liberated individuals from institutionalized ideological control, while the rem-
nants of this shared cultural legacy provided them with a flexible cultural motif, or
a set of cultural rules for interaction and construction of social relationships.10 In a
drastically different context (and as a corrective to Gellner’s ethnocentrism), the
family-state in prewar Japan also represented a political and cultural center that
subsequently underwent a similar process of fragmentation. A familial culture
became a shared legacy that was detached from a totalizing center and was
afforded voluntary and flexible application in the formulation of social relation-
ships in postwar Japan.11 Developed through modularization, or the process of the
fragmentation of a cultural center, civility is made possible by a certain level of
shared cultural morality, as well as the voluntary and pluralistic application of this
morality.

From this perspective, civility, with its features of a shared cultural legacy,
modularity, and pluralism, only takes the form of rational individuality in the spe-
cific history of Reformation and Counter-Reformation Christian thought. We
contend that different histories might have cultivated different cultures of civility
that are functionally similar. It is in this sense that we need to articulate the socio-
logical meaning of the transformation of guanxi, namely, its transformation from

134 POLITICS & SOCIETY



primordial ties rooted in a centralized, state-sponsored ideology of Confucianism
to a generalized cultural metaphor that informs flexible social relationships. We
analyze this transformation through three historical “moments”: first, when
guanxi was rooted in an institutional center and ensured certain cultural homoge-
neity; second, when the institutional center collapsed and guanxi became disman-
tled; and third, when fragments of guanxi became flexible, “modularized,” and to
some extent pluralistic and were thus recognized as a culture of civility. We ask in
what ways such a cultural metaphor informs civic relations. Furthermore, we con-
template the contingencies on which this culture of civility may inform the future
potential of a Chinese civil society.

Civility does not equal civil society, nor does the existence of civil society
guarantee a political public sphere. But at the same time, it is important to recog-
nize the availability of a culture of civility to be an important benchmark in the
processes of civil society. Instead of regarding civil society as a dichotomous cate-
gory that is either present or absent, it is more fruitful to recognize it as a complex
structure that many societies have only partially, and in varying manners, devel-
oped. The sensitivity toward structural complexity and cultural diversity allows us
to identify and comprehend crucial moments of success and failure in emergent
civil societies that have not fully developed, of which China is an example.

THE MODULARIZATION OF GUANXI

The Tradition of Confucianism

We offer below a historical narrative about the transformation of guanxi, which
we hope will serve as a conceptual map for navigating the long and complex pro-
cess of modularization. Such an account will have to, by necessity, temporarily
bracket—without denying their importance—certain historical details and cul-
tural diversities and focus on painting in broad strokes the theme of
modularization throughout this long duree. Historically, guanxi was a complex set
of social relationships defined by Confucian ideology. Based on the philosophy of
Confucius, who, during the fifth century B.C., promoted a set of moral values to
stabilize a state and society that had succumbed to intense regional factionalism,
Confucianism was promulgated by most of China’s imperial dynasties to support
their own authority and ensure orderly social relations.12 With the brief exception
of the Qin legalist period (221-206 B.C.), the greater part of Chinese dynastic rule
was legitimated by versions of Confucianism. Beyond those elite strata and the
urban areas that fell under direct state control, the Confucian ideology was also
influential; it was largely understood as a morality about proper familial roles and
was sustained by the extended patriarchal family system. Anchored in the institu-
tions of the imperial court and the patriarchal family, Confucianism placed a
strong emphasis on proper relationships and inculcated hierarchies of kinship and

MING-CHENG M. LO and EILEEN M. OTIS 135



kingship. Indeed, Confucianism stressed “the importance of righteousness and
loyalty, reinforced by correct rituals that would place a given individual in proper
relationship with the cosmos and with his contemporaries.”13

Under Confucianism, individuals were not viewed apart from their social posi-
tion within familial and social hierarchies; the social role defined the individual.
For example, the social categories “man” and “woman” were not meaningful
beyond the familial relationships that defined them.14 Five cardinal relationships
constituted the core of Confucian guanxi: “These five relationships and their
appropriate tenor are ch’eng (affection) between parent and child; i (righteous-
ness) between ruler and subject; pieh (distinction) between husband and wife; hsu
(order) between older and younger brothers; and hsin (sincerity) between
friends.”15 Beyond these cardinal relationships, Confucian doctrine also regulated
“gods and ghosts, . . . the noble and the base, the intimate and the unconnected, the
rewarded and the punished . . . public affairs and private affairs, seniors and
juniors and superiors and inferiors.”16 In general, social roles were always located
within a hierarchy, based broadly on gender, generation, and the court hierarchy.
This social structure was considered immutable.17

To a great extent, Confucian guanxi was enforced and sustained through ritu-
als. Occasions for such ritual ceremony included life-cycle events (e.g., funerals,
weddings, and births), as well as festivals (e.g., the lunar new year, the mid-
autumn festival). Within the family system, a person earned his or her reputation
(e.g., as a good wife, a good son) through proper performance of ritual. While sta-
tus rivalry gave individuals some opportunities to negotiate power within this sys-
tem, the practice itself resulted in reinforcing the principles of the familial hierar-
chy.18 Meanwhile, the principle of generational succession further perpetuated
and preserved the system. Each generation was given the opportunity to reach the
pinnacle of a family hierarchy (within limits of gender), which encouraged indi-
viduals to accept the hierarchical order and patiently wait for his or her turn to
assume a more powerful familial role.

Confucian guanxi was further anchored in the institutional center of the state.
Dynastic courts promoted Confucian ideology and used it to legitimate their rule,
defining the king-subject and elite-mass hierarchy as a moral order. For example,
Metzger suggests that politics in imperial China was a domain restricted to the
morally upright—and even the term for people (min) was “a morally charged term
referring . . . to the people of heaven acting as heaven’s ‘eyes’ and ‘ears’ by sup-
porting the enlightened elite.”19 So state Confucianism limited political involve-
ment to only those steeped in (and in agreement with) its philosophy. Indeed,
since the Sung period (960-1279), most civil officials were recruited through an
examination system designed to test one’s degree of immersion in the Confucian
classics. Reports of immoral behaviors within the family could be construed as a
basis to disqualify a courtly official from his job. In this sense, the state became the
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political center that both controlled the meaning of Confucianism and enforced its
practice among the elite.20

Confucian texts provided explicit and detailed rules of these relationships,
each of which defined fixed social roles and specified as part of each role particu-
lar obligations, duties, power, and rights. From these highly detailed protocols, we
can distill the general principles of a Confucian guanxi practice. First, the flow of
obligations and duties was, though asymmetrical, broadly conceived of as recip-
rocal. Obligations between individuals within different levels of the hierarchy
were mutual, though rarely identical or equal; all parties had obligations as well as
rights. Second, familial and social hierarchies were construed as a moral order and
widely accepted as such. Respect for hierarchy was strongly demanded. Finally,
ritual was understood as a material manifestation of the proper human sentiments
accompanying specific social relations. The expressive and the instrumental were
therefore not clearly separable but combined and manifested through the practice
of ritual.

Institutionalized through the state and the patriarchal family, and with its prin-
ciples of reciprocity, respect for hierarchy, and the ritual materialization of senti-
ment, Confucian doctrines played a dominant role in structuring and sustaining
social relationships. This cultural center therefore disseminated a widely
accepted set of moral rules, achieving an important layer of cultural homogeneity
throughout the history of dynastic China. But this cultural homogeneity was
accompanied by a certain rigidity dictating relationships as opposed to encourag-
ing voluntary interactions, recognizing primordial ties but ignoring connections
beyond face-to-face relationships. There was, indeed, a “shortage of civility” in
the legacy of Confucian guanxi.21 But culture changes, as did the meaning of
guanxi, especially through profound social and political transformation. To
address one such change, we look at the collapse of the dynastic court and the
patriarchal system in twentieth-century China.

The Maoist Era

In the late-nineteenth century, the political institutional center of Confucian,
ideology, the feudal court, was decimated by Western colonial expansion. The
national devastation and humiliation wrought by Western imperialism in combi-
nation with the failure of the Qing Dynasty (1644-1911) to reform China’s
bureaucracy, military, and educational systems led to serious domestic turmoil
and a widespread disavowal of Confucian values and eventually brought about the
end of Chinese dynastic rule. After a short-lived Republican period, the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) came to power and engineered, even more radically, a
definitive break with the Confucian ideological center. The CCP formally sub-
scribed to the universal moral principles of socialist comradeship and strove to
actively purge all remainders of the particularism of Confucian guanxi.22 The
state, formerly an institutional pillar of Confucianism, became its archenemy.
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As the CCP attempted to subordinate all ties that existed outside of its purview
to an institutional logic of the socialist state,23 the party dismantled the second
institutional pillar of Confucianism, that is, the patriarchal extended family. With
its social reform policies, the party weakened the authority of patriarchy. For
example, the party banned arranged marriage, footbinding, and concubinage.
Together with the unprecedented introduction of women into paid labor, these
party policies seriously compromised generational and gender authority within
the household.24 Ties among extended kin were also displaced and in some ways
de-legitimized. Examples include the permanent mass resettlement of rural peo-
ple in urban areas, the erection of spatial and class barriers between urbanites and
their rural kin, and the creation of “work units” (danwei) that were to function as
the new unit of community. In rural areas, the leveling of hierarchical, lineage-
based family units and a general attack on Confucian culture also altered kin rela-
tions, albeit less drastically. Furthermore, the party prohibited most ritual prac-
tices, including banning the practice of ancestor worship, and required that obser-
vance of life-cycle events (e.g., marriage) be scaled down considerably, which
eliminated manifold ritual practices that cemented the family order.25 Hence,
within a relatively brief time span, Confucian relationships and practices were
devoid of their former institutional center and banished to the social and political
underground.

Confucian guanxi was, in a word, de-institutionalized. But the cultural legacy
of guanxi survived in fragments, which were drawn upon as people negotiated the
newly imposed organizational life of Maoist-era socialism. Somewhat ironically,
given the party’s resolute mission to abolish Confucian particularism, socialist
organizational authority at the grassroots level depended on informal guanxi ties.
To maintain discipline within the work unit system, work unit managers had to
supplement their party-given power with the personal loyalty of selected workers,
with whom they cultivated guanxi ties through favors in the redistribution of
scarce goods and services.26 In this sense, guanxi was co-opted by socialist institu-
tions to function as a political tool.

But work unit managers had no monopoly of guanxi. Exchange of goods and
services through informal guanxi ties proliferated in the underground of socialist
institutions, bypassing—and therefore violating—bureaucratic rules and mecha-
nisms.27 In this context, the exchange of favors and gifts through guanxi networks
became an escape from state penetration and its disciplining techniques. Its unof-
ficial mobilization yielded a “weapon of the weak” that armed a subtle form of
resistance against the omnipotent state.28 The unofficial use of guanxi both rein-
forced and subverted the socialist order.

The underground nature of guanxi practice during this period disguised much
of its traces, leaving behind only fragmented evidence. But secondary sources
suggest a profound transformation of guanxi practice. In contrast to the Confucian
era, when each relationship was preordained by family hierarchy and defined with
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formal and explicit duties and rights, personal guanxi now was to be constructed
by individuals. The basis of social relationships shifted from actual, preexisting
familial bonds to the creative invocation of familial terms outside of family and
kinship. As people developed relations on the basis of mutual experience (friend-
ship or shared organizational affiliation, for example), they imagined such rela-
tionships in terms of pseudo-familial ties; this common cultural language allowed
for mutual understanding of the relationship and facilitated its consolidation.
Thus, the invocation of familial categories offered a cultural vocabulary to negoti-
ate relations of authority and status between nonkin.29 Although circumscribed by
Maoist-era authoritarian, bureaucratic structures, flexible guanxi practice
allowed individuals an increased degree of latitude to define personal relations.
So in this period, personhood and identity were “constantly being created, altered,
and dismantled in particular social relationships.”30 In this sense, guanxi was not
only a political and economic tool, as described earlier, but also a channel for pre-
serving traces of personal identity and relationships under an authoritarian
regime.

Guanxi as an informal practice in this period derived general rules from frag-
ments of its Confucian legacy. Stripped of all its formal, ritualistic, and elaborate
protocols, the “tactical processes” of guanxi ties31 were flexibly informed by a
Confucian sense of morality: the basic principles of respect for hierarchy, reci-
procity, and materialization of sentiment. These cultural norms guided exchanges
and interactions on the margins of formal institutions. There, people preserved
their guanxi and reproduced these cultural norms, as they were mutually depend-
ent for access to scarce goods and services. Networked individuals adhered to
these cultural rules so that they could continue to rely on each other to conceal
their guanxi practice from state authorities.

In short, guanxi practices continued to proliferate in the socialist period but
were cordoned off into a realm of underground activities that defied state regula-
tion. Through the breaking apart of Confucianism during the state-engineered
cultural reforms in the Communist era, the cultural rules of guanxi had completely
lost their original institutional bases. Guanxi as a cultural legacy was available
solely in its fragments, which could be put to work only with voluntary and
creative application. The socialist system limited its scope, but a severely
attenuated yet increasingly flexible guanxi practice began to flourish in the extra-
institutional realm. Although only implicitly, the fragmentation and flexibility of
guanxi signaled important moments in the early phase of modularization.

The Reform Period

By most accounts, guanxi ties have resurfaced in the current Reform era and
serve to socially “embed” the rapidly growing Chinese economy. While much
recent scholarship looks at the impact of guanxi on market relations, the critical
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question here is a less studied one: How has the market shaped forms of guanxi
and expedited its modularization? If the culture of guanxi was de-institutionalized
and preserved only as a fragmented legacy in the Maoist era, during the reform
period its extensive mobilization in the market decisively furthered its
modularization. The market “modularized” guanxi, as we explain below, by
bringing guanxi out of the underground and creating much broader contexts for its
application. In the process, social actors extensively used guanxi as a cultural met-
aphor for building voluntary market relationships and, as an unintended conse-
quence, began to transpose this mode of voluntary relationship in a wide range of
nonmarket, nonutilitarian, social contexts.

Out of the Underground: The Flexible
Application of Guanxi in the Market

The wide and flexible application of guanxi in forging various market relation-
ships has been well documented. For example, scholars have described the use of
guanxi ties as a labor market mechanism. Yanjie Bian has found a dramatic
increase in the use of guanxi ties by individuals to both find and change employ-
ment since the introduction of market reforms in urban China.32 In contrast to
findings that indicate that Americans tend to find jobs through “weak ties,” that is,
through relationships with acquaintances,33 Bian’s research suggests that individ-
uals in China are more likely to secure employment through what are described as
“strong ties,” built on relations of trust with kin or friends. These ties not only
facilitate the exchange of information about job availability but also serve to exert
considerable influence on decisions about job allocation made on the part of party
personnel and firm management.34 Job search processes in the Chinese labor mar-
ket are therefore heavily embedded in guanxi networks.35

At the same time, kinship relations are being transformed into a utilitarian
measure of labor discipline in the hands of capitalists. Studies point out the com-
parative advantages of using interpersonal ties to recruit and organize workers.36

The use of kin as employees effectively guarantees worker loyalty since the “exis-
tence of cultural commonalties and social ties may provide a degree of trust which
makes it easier to construct employment relationships based upon asymmetrical
reciprocity.”37 Even when the employers and employed are not directly related,
recruiting factory workers from the same clan or native village also controls
against labor unrest. As part of a network, these workers often feel a sense of per-
sonal loyalty and obligation to their managers or supervisors.38 Similarly, in her
research at a highly rationalized service sector workplace, Otis found that workers
commonly invoked kinship terms—staff called managers “older sister,” much to
the liking of the managers—when there existed no actual family relations.39 The
terms signaled emotional bonds, while preserving hierarchy, and were favored by
locals over the impersonal bureaucratic title of “manager.” These studies suggest
that labor-capital relationships are both being negotiated within guanxi networks
and imagined through pseudo-familial terms.
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In fact, Wank describes such uses of guanxi as a crucial condition for the pro-
cess of marketization in the specific context of contemporary China.40 It is argued
that in the absence of a more effective legal system, the language of friendship and
pseudo-kin ties offers the means to build the confidence and trust necessary to
underwrite cooperation between state actors and investors.41 Overseas Chinese
entrepreneurs also resort to the same cultural vocabulary for developing trust with
business partners in China (most notably with party members). Thus, guanxi
offers a common language for agents of capital and bureaucracy as they attempt to
define the parameters of their newly developed relationships.42

Similar to the Maoist period, guanxi is not only being mobilized among exist-
ing social networks but, as a significant step in the process of modularization, has
become a cultural language potentially applicable to the building of trusting rela-
tionships between any individuals. But through its mobilization by the market,
guanxi has not only escaped the underground but has radically broadened the
scope of its application, thus further generalized as a cultural idiom.

Modularized Guanxi: Flexible and Dependable

Through its widespread usage in labor-capital and market-bureaucracy negoti-
ations in late socialist China, guanxi is radically multiplied—and modularized—
in broad contexts. Individuals who were previously separated by class, regional,
and national boundaries now come into frequent contact and interaction. As such,
people participate in increasingly numerous networks and relationships. The mul-
titude of contexts renders guanxi significantly more flexible and fluid. As a multi-
ply networked individual chooses to engage in certain networks more actively
than in others, this relational individual cultivates a stronger agency over his or her
surrounding relationships.

The increasing multiplicity of potential contexts of guanxi allows individuals
to underscore alternative relationships somewhat strategically. While a clear-cut
exit from a guanxi network is rare, people may minimize their participation in par-
ticular relationship at points. Individuals might, for example, cite obligations to
one relationship to free themselves from the obligations of another. One is less
obligated to fully engage a particular relationship when one plays up an identity
that is grounded in an alternative social context. Smart illustrates how the change
of context opens up the option of “quasi-exit” from guanxi:

It may be that it is not guanxi as an idiom or a form of relationship/interaction that changes
so much as the context: in the largely closed community setting of China’s villages, short-
term manipulation of the idiom of guanxi is less likely to be effective and more likely to
have repercussions than in urban contexts where relationships can be neglected or dis-
carded with more impunity.43

A good example is found in how overseas Chinese investors flexibly draw
upon the privileges of being simultaneously “insiders and outsiders” in China.
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They can call on their identities as compatriots to access certain networks but
claim their identities as foreigners and strangers when they need to deflect
demands on their own resources. Hence, investors will emphasize or obscure ties
strategically depending on the social context.44 Alternatively, individuals can
withhold their participation in a guanxi tie by declining the reciprocation of gifts
and favors. Refusing to play the part of a debtor, then, “will enable individuals to
have enough freedom in deciding whether to establish personal networks with
others.”45 The sense of agency over one’s engagement in surrounding relation-
ships is significant for the modularization process; it suggests that the usage of
guanxi has grown increasingly voluntaristic in nature.

Furthermore, the extensive usage of guanxi on the market expands the realm of
private friendship. This is because, in the vocabulary of guanxi, it is critical that
social exchanges are premised on an idiom of friendship rather than through
appeals to mutual interest or individual motivation.46 Gift giving and other favor
exchanges are carefully considered in terms of timing and form of presentation so
as to carry appropriate signifiers of friendship.47 In turn, the gradual accumulation
of gift and favor exchanges further strengthens friendship. The steady building of
personal familiarity and friendship, rather than any one-time opportunity for out-
right exchange, is a critical feature of guanxi.48 In this fashion, as state bureaucrats
and investors mobilize and construct guanxi on the market, they are also investing
in building meaningful friendships outside of the market. Accordingly, voluntary,
flexible, and reasonably dependable relationships sprawl on the scene of late-
Socialist China, expanding not only the market but also the realm of private
friendship.

While Western social scientists are inclined to be suspicious of the possibility
of genuine integration of affective and instrumental relationships, one distinct
feature of the culture of guanxi is precisely the congruence of the two. Reminis-
cent of its Confucian origin, the cultural language of guanxi “requires” guanxi
builders to materialize their feelings through material goods and to handle mate-
rial goods as a gesture of feelings. Since, in this cultural context, “genuine” friend-
ship can only develop through proper materialization of feelings and “instrumen-
tal” relationships can only be pursued, and will only be honored, through gestures
of friendship, it will be a gross misconception to dichotomize the realm of human
relationships into the affective and the instrumental. Instead, in the idiom of
guanxi, one is legitimized precisely through the other.49

In short, guanxi’s involvement in the market changes its own nature in two sig-
nificant manners. On one hand, as people are building guanxi with previously
unlikely partners and in multiple contexts, they are less dominated by any single
relationship and hence cultivate a stronger agency in their involvement in these
networks. On the other hand, as guanxi develops through largely nonmarket inter-
actions, the growth of guanxi networks expands the realm of private friendship
that exists outside of the economic sphere. The market, therefore, is modularizing
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guanxi by rendering it flexible while keeping it trustworthy. Without the flexibil-
ity, the revival of guanxi might have brought about a gigantic networked commu-
nity in an image of reconstructed Confucian feudalism; without the trust,50 guanxi
might have created a collective of rent-seeking individuals engaging in purely
exploitive and disposable relationships. The balance between individual choice
and relational bonds is crucial to the modularization of guanxi in this period;
guanxi, in its modularized form, functions as a cultural idiom for dependable rela-
tionships that can be constructed flexibly beyond the boundaries of both kinship
and the market.

TOWARD A “GUANXI CIVILITY”

Through a long historical transformation, guanxi has developed into a cultural
idiom that is analogous to civility in Western societies. Guanxi originated from
the institutionalized ideology of Confucianism, subsequently became de-
instituionalized and fragmented, and finally, with its mobilization in the market,
has turned into a widely used, free-floating cultural motif. As a common language
that signals a shared cultural legacy in today’s China, guanxi has been radically
“modularized,” or transformed from a set of rigid rules about primordial ties into a
cultural understanding about building relationships between strangers. The mod-
ularity of guanxi renders its usage voluntary and guanxi relationships pluralistic.
Drastically different in origin and content, today’s culture of guanxi nevertheless
shares the recognizable features of Western civility: those of a shared cultural leg-
acy, modularity, and pluralism.

As we discussed in the introduction of this article, a culture of civility provides
the basic rules for voluntary social engagement. Civility is the cultural source for
social cohesion, which, though differently interpreted,51 is commonly empha-
sized as a defense against institutionally imposed social order. While in the Con-
fucian period, guanxi relationships depended on the institutional power of the
state and the patriarchal family, in the Maoist era, guanxi remained underground
and therefore achieved only limited social cohesiveness. Only now that guanxi
has resurfaced and sufficiently modularized through the reform period is it mani-
fested as a society-wide, self-regulating, and in this sense “civil” culture. The
three basic rules of Confucian guanxi that survived through the socialist era con-
stitute the basic grammar of the guanxi idiom; but rather than a set of institutional-
ized rules, the guanxi idiom is employed voluntarily and accepted as the common
standard for appropriate social interaction. Below, we elaborate on these three
rules in their contemporary, generalized form: an integration of the material and
the expressive, an emphasis on long-term reciprocity over one-time transactions,
and a respect for hierarchies, now understood in terms of “face,” with an emphasis
on how their application is voluntary and serves as a cultural source of self-
cohesiveness among networked social actors.
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We discussed earlier the importance of the congruence between instrumental
and expressive dimensions of relationships.52 In a guanxi culture, gifts are not to
be measured by their monetary value but rather by the degree of affection they
convey; in fact, the more distance a gift seems to take from the market, the more
valuable it is. The most valuable gifts involve a certain amount of personal risk on
the part of the donor (like sponsoring a child in school), some amount of effort to
acquire, or time spent discovering the recipient’s interests and needs.53

The continual transformation and extension of guanxi practices from one
dimension to the other (e.g., from the expressive to the instrumental and back to
the expressive, and so forth) ensures the growth and consolidation of guanxi ties,
which range in dependability and intimacy from what Yan terms a personal core
of family to a reliable zone of close friends to an effective zone of distant relatives
and acquaintances.54 The instrumental (e.g., gifts and favors) and the expressive
(e.g., depth of a friendship) aspects of a guanxi tie are to be carefully matched to
ensure appropriate social exchanges, but at the same time they can be handled
flexibly to allow for a gradual adjustment of the relationship. This flexibility
enables individuals to alter, over a period of time, the size and density of their
guanxi network in both their reliable and effective zones.55

This rule is self-regulating within the guanxi network; the only sanction comes
from the disapproval registered by others in the relationship. Hsing’s study
describes one such instance of noninstitutional sanction.56 On one occasion, an
official refused a gift because it was offered after a favor was requested. This act
was construed as a violation of the rule of the balance between the expressive and
the instrumental, as the timing placed too much emphasis on the favor request and
conveyed little desire for a friendship. The official thus returned the gift, declar-
ing, “it is obvious you are trying to bribe us.”57 The behavior of the gift giver
lacked civility in the context of a guanxi culture and is sanctioned as such. Yet the
sanction is informal and communal; the infraction is not punishable by institu-
tional powers.

The emphasis on the congruence of the instrumental and the expressive leads
to a second rule in guanxi—that is, long-term reciprocity—as the careful balanc-
ing between the two dimensions requires a long process of relationship building.
To continue with Hsing’s example, the proper way to build a relationship would
have been for the gift giver to show his commitment to the relationship through a
gradual and subtle process of favor exchanges. Rather than offering a sumptuous
article at the beginning of the relationship in “a once-and-for-all fashion,” he
should have proceeded with giving small gifts and favors as the friendship slowly
grew.58

While the element of long-term reciprocity finds its roots in the Confucian leg-
acy of ritualized reciprocal obligations, its contemporary application is voluntary
and driven by a sense of mutual social dependence. Alan Smart explains why peo-
ple follow this cultural rule:
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I felt strongly that people preferred to always give more than they received. Even if they
never “cashed in” the obligations that these prestations theoretically generate, they appre-
ciated having a widely distributed stock of “social capital” invested in their network, not so
much that they might be able to receive gifts in the future, but only as a kind of insurance in
case they might need some favour or other. . . . Certainly guanxi can be manipulated, but
when this is done too blatantly, the effort may fail and receive nothing but scorn in return.59

A third rule in the enactment of guanxi is to save face, a concern resonant with
the emphasis on status and hierarchy in the Confucian legacy. Generally under-
stood as a sense of personal dignity and status, mianzi, or “face,” is achieved
through accumulating “the moral superiority” of being a favor giver.60 One main-
tains status, or face, through acts that appear giving and generous; one loses face
when perceived to be selfish and socially indebted. People go to great lengths to
ensure they are more a giver than a taker and in so doing preserve face in social
interactions. An economy of face underlies much of the etiquette involved in
semi-ritualized drinking, eating, gifting, and other social interactions in China.
For example, villagers in northern China maintain detailed lists of gifts offered by
fellow villagers on various occasions (e.g., wedding, childbirth) to ensure that a
gift of equal or greater value is proffered on the next occasion.61 At the same time,
strategic gift giving can allow someone to register disapproval of another’s action
(challenging his or her face). For example, a former party official expressed dis-
pleasure with a disloyal friend by refusing to attend the wedding of his friend’s
son. Instead, during the wedding, his wife presented a gift to the daughter-in-law’s
family. “Li’s wife both observed the rule of gift-giving, meeting her obligation to
return a gift, and publicly expressed her discontent and anger to the recipient.”62

In general, face guarantees that favors will be returned; relations flourish
through this “enduring indebtedness.”63 The social sanction of losing face is regis-
tered in the term face itself—a faceless person is deprived of his or her social per-
sona and is soon banished from the guanxi networks. Thus, the desire for accumu-
lation is mitigated by the need to maintain face. The importance of face prevents
guanxi exchanges from becoming extortionist in nature.64

In short, the rules of guanxi have become a cultural idiom for voluntary social
engagement that is free from institutional sanction. Taken together, these cultural
rules underscore the primacy of “social positioning” in relationship building. The
emphasis on the congruence of the expressive and the instrumental dimensions
requires social actors to consciously interpret the nature and depth of each particu-
lar relationship and to act accordingly in their interaction with different individu-
als. The importance of long-term reciprocity further compels social actors to con-
tinually adjust their roles in social relationships as they grow and change. The
respect for hierarchy and face reinforces the importance of positioning oneself in
relation to others in any social engagement. Thus, according to the cultural idiom
of guanxi, it is impossible to be civil with another without establishing a relational
position; civic engagement is always imagined and enacted by locating the rela-
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tional self in a social network and performing the appropriate social rituals that
come with one’s specific location. The idiom of social positioning is therefore the
primary language through which civic relationships become imaginable and are
pursued in contemporary China.

Guanxi and Legal Rationality

Guanxi is not the only language of sociability available in China. As several
studies have documented, the codes of legal rational regulation constitute a sec-
ond language that is being gradually adopted and institutionalized in Chinese
society. This observation raises questions about the interaction between guanxi
and the cultures and institutions of legal rationality. While scholars who subscribe
to what can be called a rational-bureaucratic framework view guanxi networks as
a sign of incomplete marketization and predict its eventual demise,65 numerous
accounts about the Chinese market suggest that the personal and the bureaucratic
do not constitute a zero-sum game.66 As Yang points out in her rebuttal of
Guthrie’s assertion of the decline of guanxi, “guanxi must be treated historically
as a repertoire of cultural patterns and resources which are continually trans-
formed in their adaptation to, as well as shaping of, new social institutions and
structures.”67 To understand the interaction between guanxi and legal rationality, it
is more fruitful to observe their conflicts and integration than to assume that either
one of them can only exist in the absence of the other.

In effect, as the Chinese bureaucracy is arguably undergoing a process of ratio-
nalization, guanxi links local bureaucracies to the market.68 As a result of recent
reforms that have preserved local socialist bureaucracies but have relaxed central
state control, China’s local bureaucrats enjoy much flexibility and autonomy from
central government levies and policies.69 Perhaps approximating Peter Evans’s
“embedded bureaucracy,” these relatively autonomous local state representatives
cooperate with private entrepreneurs to promote economic enterprise.70 They
exert control over much of the business environment, working both within the
broad scope of laws established by the central government and creating strategies
to circumvent these laws. This combination of flexibility and boundedness is rec-
ognized as key to China’s rapid economic growth, especially because of its role in
reducing transaction costs.71

To ensure that such institutional flexibility is not abused or exploited by inves-
tors, local bureaucrats resort to the cultural idiom of guanxi to foster trustworthy
relationships with potential business partners. Through a multitude of semi-
ritualized social acts, potential partners enter into a process of relationship build-
ing that combines interests and friendship. The idiom of guanxi enables such sub-
tle communications. Abiding by the cultural rules of guanxi, investors and state
bureaucrats are protected from exploitation; as we have discussed earlier, exces-
sive demands of favors usually break the guanxi tie. Thus, the culture of guanxi
provides norms for social relationships, restricts rent seeking, and facilitates com-
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munication between state bureaucracies and entrepreneurs without degenerating
into rampant corruption. To be sure, many forms of outright corruption do exist in
China, but in comparison to other post-socialist societies, it would appear that this
problem is significantly curbed by the confines of strong state institutions and the
cultural idiom of guanxi.72 Guanxi works in tandem with the flexible boundedness
of local bureaucracies and is therefore increasingly integrated into the institu-
tional logic of the rational bureaucracy developing in China.

Contrary to any essentialist assumptions, Chinese people are certainly capable
of participating in contract-making and law-abiding activities, and they do not
have to do so at the expense of the cultural resource of guanxi. Rather, they are
inclined to interpret the law through the familiar cultural schema of social posi-
tioning. Since the law does not recognize the cultural primacy of social position-
ing among its citizens, it often appears as an inadequate set of codes for prescrib-
ing and describing social relationships. In this sense, all laws are, by definition,
“inadequately social” and require appropriate interpretation. As the cultural
idiom of guanxi is drawn upon to contextualize the law, it has the potential to
either motivate public mobilization or to encourage retreat from the public realm
altogether—an ambiguity inherent to political potential of guanxi civility to
which we will return later.

Guanxi and the Construction of Civil Society:
Civility, Pluralism, and Political Opposition

Understanding the significance of guanxi for a Chinese civil society may be
tricky. As we identify how this modularized legacy has developed into a culture of
civility, there is the temptation to idealize its promise for a civil society in this rap-
idly changing nation. At the same time, precisely because civil society is not fully
present, there is also the danger of overlooking the social impact of the culture of
civility. It is perhaps useful, therefore, to once again remind ourselves of the role
of civility in civil society so that we can situate guanxi civility in its proper context
within our discussion of its potential and contingencies.

Civility, as we explained earlier, pertains to the cultural dimension of civil soci-
ety. Civility speaks to a morality for social engagement and a tolerance for differ-
ence and is valuable as such. However, a climate of tolerance does not necessarily
foster political activity. For a culture of civility to develop into a political opposi-
tion that forms a critical will with respect to the state, an institutional arrangement
that guarantees the autonomy of the associational sphere needs to be established.
Furthermore, a process of political mobilization within this sphere has to unfold.
We can consider civility as providing a cultural idiom for the interactions within
the institutions of associational sphere (which constitutes civil society) and the
process of political mobilization (which leads to political society). Yet the culture
of civility alone does not engender the institutional developments or the political
processes that directly challenge political domination.
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In reality, even with a heavy stock of civility and fully institutionalized associa-
tional autonomy, examples of a mature civil society always appear to accommo-
date a mixture of political, nonpolitical, and in some cases parochial articulations.
Most often, civil society stages “plurality and inequality, tolerance and discrimi-
nation,” which go “hand in hand in associational life.”73 As much as civil society
might appeal to us as a normative ideal, it is important to acknowledge that the
wealth of associations “says as much about tribalism as about concern for com-
mon civic good.”74

Civil society, then, encourages pluralism without necessarily dismantling
domination. Trentmann explains it well as he observes that civil society produces
an “inegalitarian politics of difference,” which “keeps the river of social relations
from freezing” but is nevertheless inegalitarian.75 But the pluralism of civil soci-
ety is still an important political weapon. “If not entirely free from aggression,
these spaces contributed to a new ability to live with difference”76 and therefore
constitute a first line of defense against concentration of power.77 In this sense,
voluntary associations in civil society for any purpose are valuable because they
form the basis for the fragmentation and diversity of power.

Building on these qualifications, we elaborate on the potential and contingen-
cies of guanxi civility. Generally speaking, guanxi provides a cultural language
for voluntary social engagement in newly established civic groups that, drawing
on Western examples, develop their own organizational formats; at the same time,
the potential of guanxi civility is largely constrained by the dominant institutional
arrangement of domestic politics in contemporary China.

Through an example, let us illustrate how guanxi civility functions as a lan-
guage of social engagement in the “imported” associational context. Cornue’s
study of the nationwide Women’s Hotline, the first of its kind in China, documents
that the idea of a hotline is very much a product of transnational flows of NGO—
the organization had been directly inspired by the model of Western NGOs and
funded with U.S. money.78 Through the Women’s Hotline, women from all over
China speak publicly about what have historically been private concerns.79 As
Cornue puts it,

A new “women-only” relational and cultural space is created as callers are lifted out of their
social positionalities while they speak anonymously to “warm-hearted,” faceless, disem-
bodied women counselors, who nonetheless are trained in particular points of view. A new
women’s “family,” minus parents, husbands, and child, is created in the intimacy of the
interaction.80

As the callers are temporarily “lifted out of their social positionalities,” they
are, drawing upon the culture of guanxi, simultaneously inserting themselves into
a new social position. Women define the parameters of this novel practice of face-
less intimacy by invoking the imagery of a trans-spatial sisterhood. The name
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“sister” is more than just a convenient label; it established bonds and hierarchy
and gives this imported practice local meanings.

Deploying the word sister in Chinese automatically creates a relationship pungent with
meaning and rank. A woman can either be an older sister, jiejie, or a younger one, meimei.
Callers, if they label the transaction in familial linguistic code, routinely name counselors
jiejie. The notion of (equal) sisterhood held so dear to Western feminist notions is an unach-
ievable project short of inventing Chinese neologisms.81

Conversely, the civility of guanxi informs the development of a new kind of sis-
terhood, steeped in specific local cultural references. Positioning herself as a
meimei to the counselor, the caller creates for herself a culturally understandable
context in which to trust, confide in, and impose her troubles on an otherwise total
stranger.

Our own research confirms the observed emergent pattern of guanxi civility
informing new NGOs. Like the Women’s Hotline, the Beijing Migrant Women’s
Home (dagongmeizhijia—literally, “working little sister’s home”) draws on a
vocabulary of kinship to organize nonkin relationships among migrant women.82

The organization invites rural women who have migrated to Beijing for work to
participate in social events or just to spend time socializing in their offices. Similar
to the hotline, the home claims to be an NGO but in fact organizationally straddles
the state-sponsored Women’s Federation and Western funding agencies, receiv-
ing support and modes of action from both. Officials who run the agency encour-
age migrant women to adopt it as a “home away from home” where women might
find refuge from their urban social isolation.83 These displaced women position
themselves as quasi family members within the agency; it is being conceptualized
as “home,” rather than the more bureaucratic “association,” “organization,” or
even “collective,” and is mapped by relationships of intimacy, care, support, trust,
and shared experience. Accordingly (and not unlike the story of the hotline),
young migrant workers rely on the notion of sisterhood to define their relation-
ships with the counselor who runs the daily operations of the home (herself a
migrant). Relating to the counselor as “older sister,” migrant women confide in
her the difficulties they face in the city, including the deeply personal experiences
of sexual violence. The language of home and kinship allows them to forge ties
with migrants from diverse regions and in the process claim an urban space as
their own.

But guanxi civility has to operate within the constraints of the institutional
logic of state-society relationship in China. Specifically, state-centered political
institutions heavily sanction non-state powers and steer these “families” (e.g., the
Women’s Hotline) or “homes” (e.g., the Migrant Women’s Home) away from
becoming a political fulcrum. These emergent civic networks or organizations,
therefore, seek to prosper through state-society partnership and avoid state-
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society confrontation. They vie less for formal independence from the state and
concentrate more on developing a “state-friendly” agenda of self-governance,
engaging in activities that are consistent with state policies but fall outside of
direct state supervision.

Cornue explains this state-society partnership through the example of the
Women’s Hotline. In her observation, the organization desires partnership with
the state because “these groups need the political face (weight) of the state as
leverage to accomplish and legitimate their programs to combat deep-rooted cul-
tural and political prejudice as well as snowballing discriminatory market
forces.”84 At the same time, these non-state organizations are achieving what the
state wanted to but could not realize. Callers are allowed “by the anonymity of the
Hotline to move beyond the limitations of family, neighborhoods, and danwei and
access a trans-China, if not a global community.”85 A meaningful (if not full-
fledged) civic group is being negotiated outside of the state but not in opposition
to it. Thus, to understand the potential of civic groups in China, the content of
activities of a group may be more important than formal independence from the
state.86

Since most civic organizations seek to prosper through cooperation, rather
than competition with the state, the civic sphere is unlikely to provide the basis for
a formal, membership-based political society.87 We should then consider the polit-
ical ambiguity of guanxi civility in situations in which state-society confrontation
appears unavoidable. To address this ambiguity, we propose to distinguish
between guanxi’s potential for the “privatization” and the “publicization” of
power in society.88 Guanxi facilitates the privatization of power in situations
where people draw on their personal ties to strike deals about issues that are of
public concern and should have involved a public discussion. Guanxi encourages
the publicization of power when people recognize their networks to be a public
site of collective bargaining. Actors using guanxi to publicize power resort to ties
with state bureaucrats or other social groups to mobilize support in a public nego-
tiation or debate rather than to seek favors for personal solutions. The interaction
between these two potentials of guanxi is key in shaping its political mobilization.
The future trajectory, however, has yet to unfold.

Li Zhang’s study of an unofficial migrant community in Beijing illustrates
these dual tendencies in the political mobilization of guanxi ties.89 Zhang traces
how ties based on place of origin, often referred to as “native place ties” by China
scholars, enabled the construction and survival of this enclave of migrant workers,
serving as channels of information exchange and resources for mutual protection.
Migrant leaders built up their power through control of housing and market spaces
within the community and by constructing good guanxi with powerful figures in
various levels of state agencies. At the same time, despite wide internal socioeco-
nomic stratification, native-place solidarity continued to thrive, especially in the
face of state attempts to dismantle this migrant enclave. Zhang characterizes the
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mobilization of native-place guanxi in this struggle as a form of failed clientalism.
For Zhang, an ineffective central state left a power vacuum for migrant leaders to
occupy. Their relationships with other migrants and with local state bureaucrats
worked as an informal mechanism to manage the social and economic lives of the
enclave. When the central state decided to reclaim control over the enclave, these
personal ties, which Zhang describes as an example of the privatization of power,
proved no rival against state power.

Zhang’s rich empirical discussion of the case, however, suggests a more com-
plex picture than her theory conveys. As the appeal to personal ties was failing, the
migrants began to change their strategy. “Housing bosses and migrants within a
housing compound together drafted an urgent appeal in the name of all migrants
in the area and submitted it to the All-China-Federation of Industry and Com-
merce . . . and the National Association for Independent Workers.”90 Furthermore,
they actively sought political backing from the local government of their native
place.

The native-place identity became a mechanism through which political alliances between
local government and migrants of the same place of origin were created. The Zhejiang pro-
vincial liaison office delivered an appeal to the Beijing city government to stop the cam-
paign, and two provincial officials met with the vice directors of the campaign.91

In the end, these appeals also failed to stop the demolition campaign, but they dif-
fered significantly from the earlier efforts. Instead of appealing to informal ties
and seeking personal favors from individual bureaucrats, these appeals brought
the struggle into the public realm. Through these actions, migrants transformed
their networks into a site of legitimate, collective bargaining.

Our own research also uncovers important instances of the publicization of
power based on guanxi. To continue with the example of the Migrant Women’s
Home, we observe that on some occasions migrant women publicly voiced their
opposition to the state-enforced temporary permit system, which prevented their
permanent settlement in urban centers, and denounced the limited enforcement of
labor laws, which perpetuated degrading working conditions and low wages.92

The creation of a space that they claim as home has built the networks and fostered
the identity with which they can vocalize their dissatisfaction. Taking this highly
localized forum to a wider public audience, in June of 1999 the home convened
the First National Forum on the Protection of the Rights of Migrant Women
Workers. The conference provided a public stage on which activists and the
migrants voiced criticism of several state policies regarding migrant workers.
Furthermore, participants strongly condemned the government-promulgated dis-
course that blames migrant’s socioeconomic marginalization on migrant’s “low
quality” (suzhi di), that is, their lack of skills and education. In what one commen-
tator called an “example of civil society at work in contemporary China,”93 the
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forum raised consciousness about the plight of migrant workers and promoted
among the migrants a shared critical perspective. Such instances are significant
markers of the potential for guanxi networks to become sites of the publicization
of power, although they remain vulnerable to state power and are far from a con-
stant social phenomenon in today’s China.94

These examples suggest that while under an ineffective central state, guanxi
often facilitates the privatization of power, and guanxi can also be mobilized as the
basis for the publicization of power. To put it differently (and to be reminded of an
earlier point), state laws are mediated through an extensive web of guanxi ties, but
this “mediation” has alternatively given rise to opportunities of collective bargain-
ing and private forms of negotiation among citizens who attempt to disengage the
state. This dual tendency, we suggest, is a crucial ambiguity in the political poten-
tial of guanxi civility, which is itself highly vulnerable to changing state policies.
The specific conditions and mechanisms that shape the further development of
this ambiguous potential is an important question whose answer awaits future
empirical research.

CONCLUSION

To reiterate, guanxi in its modularized form, or as a “generalized particu-
larism,” should be recognized as a culture of civility that meaningfully informs
voluntary social engagement in the emergent associational sphere in China. At the
same time, this culture of civility is highly contingent on the institutional con-
straints of domestic politics. While the future trajectory of this rapidly changing
society is hard to predict, the present offers a scenario of increasingly pluralistic
civic activities that are nonetheless rarely oppositional.

Since the concept of modularization is crucial for our understanding of the
transformation of guanxi, it is apt to consider what the study of guanxi can offer in
return. For civil society scholars, the modularization of guanxi presents two valu-
able reminders. Understanding the transformation of guanxi as a process that par-
allels the development of Western civility suggests that a culture of civility could
have origins apart from the legacy of rational individualism. By the same token,
this understanding reminds us of the particularistic roots in the universalistic
assumption of Western civility.

Let us return to Gellner’s elaboration of modularity for a moment. Gellner’s
discussion is, in part, inspired by modular furniture. He notes that modular furni-
ture is quite accommodating; pieces of furniture can be bought or replaced at any
point in time and yet still fit together as a set. Civil society, observes Gellner,
depends on “modular man” just like our office does modular furniture. Modular-
ity ensures both flexibility and togetherness and thus defines the condition of
civility.95

Gellner’s metaphor, however, has some additional qualities that are notewor-
thy. First, pieces of furniture can only be recognized as modular in relation to
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other pieces in the same line. If we, without any other information, see a piece of
furniture standing alone, we will have no way of deciding whether it is modular.
Modularity is thus a relational feature, existing within a collective rather than a
single individual. Second, there are not one but many lines of modular furniture. It
is pointless to hold up one particular line of production as the only model and
declare all other furniture as non-modular. Modularity does not imply singularity.

Our article illustrates these points. We recognize how guanxi has undergone
the transformation from an ideological center to a fragmented cultural legacy and,
through its voluntary and flexible application, is developing into a cultural vocab-
ulary of civility in China. Though guanxi and rational individualism have simi-
larly gone through this historical transformation, we certainly do not deny the dif-
ferences between the cultures of guanxi and individualism; our discussion of the
cultural principles of guanxi made it clear that guanxi civility differs drastically
from individualism civility in content. However, we recognize in both the defin-
ing features for what counts as a civility: cultural homogeneity, modularity, and
pluralism. To paraphrase Gellner, the two represent different lines of modular
furniture.

By the same token, this reading of Gellner points to the enduring, if altered and
attenuated, role of tradition in the formation of civility. We join recent scholarly
efforts that recognize that “in earlier research on the public sphere, the importance
of traditions has not been adequately developed.”96 As a critique of the “sharp,
unsustainable opposition between tradition and reason in Habermas’ writings on
the public sphere,”97 we argue that a culture of civility always has (attenuated)
roots in a tradition, as it is conceptualized as a modularized form of a shared leg-
acy. Contemporary civil societies are, in part, founded on civilities that have pre-
served cultural and social legacies, which are reinvented in the absence of the
institutionalized ideological center. Western civility, often taken to be a marker of
modernity, does not, after all, represent such a decisive break from its tradition; at
the same time, other traditions can become modularized and give rise to different
kinds of civility. It would appear that there are diverse cultural sources for civil
society.

NOTES

1. Hall offers a clear analytical definition of civil society, which includes “the presence
of strong and autonomous social groups able to balance the state,” as well as “a high degree
of civility in social relations.” See John A. Hall, “In Search of Civil Society,” in Civil Soci-
ety: Theory, History, Comparison, edited by John A. Hall (Cambridge, UK: Polity, 1995),
1-31. Other scholars have put forth similar arguments. For Bryant, civil society should be
understood “in terms of the associations of citizens—social self-organization—between
households and state and aside from the market”; with a focus on civility, civic associations
are conceptualized to be “conducted within a framework of law and convention.” See
Christopher G. A. Bryant, “Civic Nation, Civil Society, Civil Religion,” in Hall, ed., Civil
Society, 148). Similarly, Giner’s conception of civil society stresses “the network of rela-
tively independent institutions . . . as well as the cultural attitudes of civility and tolerance
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