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Self-Governing Citizen as the Condition for Civil Society

- A Study on Association in China -

<Summary>

Huiwen Zhu

Civil Society, a classical political theory, is returning to the political
stage in a new style. People believe that the power of Civil Society should be
emphasized in order to protect their life from the interference of the Nation
System and Economy System. The paper is written based on the hypothesis that
the “self-governing citizen”, as a condition for Civil Society, could be developed
through voluntary association, and Civil Society, which is regarded as a process
of continuous historical development, will be built at the same time.

The idea of Civil Society is now a popular topic in China, where huge
social changes are taking place at a breathtaking speed. The Chinese regard Civil
Society as an ideal for their future, though the concept has its origin in the West.
In China, rapid economic development and the dramatic changes in economic
policies have not only contributed to social problems like the widening gap
between rich and poor, environmental pollution and the lack of social justice, but
have also influenced people’s way of life, commercializing everything including
human beings themselves. In order to resolve the social problems which are
getting more and more serious, the Chinese government has adopted the slogan
of “small government and big society” and announced developing Civil Society
as its new objective. But China is still a country with centralized one-party rule.
It is worried that a true Civil Society can not possibly be built up under this level
of government control.

In order to investigate whether there is really a chance for Civil Society
to develop in China, the author asks if “self-governing citizens” exist in China,
because “self-governing citizens” are assumed to be the condition for Civil

Society. In this paper, the author firstly introduces the concept of “association”,
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defining it as “an activity initiated voluntarily by independent people who are
united by a motivation in the activity itself.” Association is divided into 3 types,
namely “instrumental”, “expressive” and “both instrumental and expressive”.
Then the author introduces the background of the association activity in China,
and the influences that the economic change is bringing to the Chinese society. In
the main discussion, the author uses case studies to illustrate the present situation
of association in China. The cases of “association by intellectuals”, “association
by citizen” and “association through internet” are analyzed and some problems
are pointed out.

At the end, the author concludes that in China, there are some “self-
governing citizens”, though these individuals do not yet have sufficient
significance to be regarded to have met the condition for Civil Society, because
the number of such individuals is small, and their “self-governing” is of very
low quality. It is pointed out that it will take time to meet the requirement for a
genuine “self-governing citizen”. However, since Civil Society is considered not
as a space with no change but a process of continuous historical development,
the “self-governing citizen” could also be regarded as something that keeps

growing and improving continuously.
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