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The 21%t century sees a rapidly transforming and ascending China. On the one hand, the
market economy, growing rapidly in China, has raised the level of material life for its citizens; on
the other hand, while China has successfully realized its economic reforms, it remains
comparatively fossilized in its political transformation, leading to a tendency of “transformational
fixation”.! Thus, for a long time in the past, interest claims of various social strata and groups and
proposals for social development find it difficult to get onto the government political agenda, and
society and environment have paid a heavy price as a result of this phenomenon. At the same time,
the Chinese people have been experiencing a painful feeling in that they are spiritually rather
empty and feeble. The loss of core values that could be universally accepted makes it difficult for
China to become a real big power in the world. In order to solve this dilemma in social
development, social transformation has accelerated unexpectedly since the end of the last century,
not only the national government has put forward a strategy to build up a society of harmony, but
at the non-governmental level, a variety of volunteer organizations and public welfare actions has
appeared from bottom up. And around these volunteer organizations and public welfare actions,
corresponding growths have been registered in the circulation of resources, institutional reforms
and public spheres. The space of discourse formed by these public welfare actions and social
organizations is what we call a civil society. The reason for the idea of civil society to be
recognized in this fast changing society is that it is hoped that, on the one hand, it may mobilize
the non-governmental forces to take part in the social reconstruction and resolve social problems,
on the other hand, it is realized that a sound civil society will not necessarily result in destructive
confrontations, but rather will transform into a constructive force that is able to function well
interactively with the government, and in the end renew and reshape the human-based Chinese
culture. In this sense, it can be seen that the notion of civil society in China is not totally
equivalent to its connotations in the Western context. It has been domesticated as an approach or
value for the settlement of Chinese problems. In 2008, especially during the relief work after the
earthquake struck Sichuan on May 12" and the subsequent reconstruction, the scale effect of the
civic actions embodied by the non-governmental public welfare organizations and the vast masses
of volunteers was declared by some as the first year of the civil society in China.? Furthermore,
the Blue Book on Civil Society Development in China published by the Center for Civil Society
Studies, Peking University at the end of that year declared that China has already entered the rank
of civil societies.® The development of civil society in China has not only become a focal point in
the Chinese social transformation, but is also expected to serve as an important driving force for
social transformation.

However, both researchers and practitioners generally recognize that compared to the growth
of the state and market, the development of civil society in China is still rather weak. Taking the
situation as a whole, the insufficiency of civic social organizations is embodied in the following
three aspects: first, insufficiency of resources, second, insufficiency of legal basis, and third,
insufficiency of capacity. Faced with these problems, many organizers and actors of civil society
operating in the front communities call earnestly for support. And it is due to this fact that
supporting agencies for civil society have come into being. Since the end of the last century, these
supporting agencies have tried to help civic organizations, especially the grass-root NGOs to build
their capacities, which include many forms such as training, consultancy, small-amount loans and
aids, symposiums, visits, incubators, creation of and investments in non-profit organizations.
Although the corpus of knowledge and sense of values for capacity building in various
organizations differ, they exert a significant influence on the civic organizations in different
places.*

Meanwhile, in the 21%t century, with the popularization of the concept of corporate social
responsibilities and as more and more businesses and entrepreneurs begin to get themselves
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involved in the philanthropic work, they have become interested in cooperating with the civic
organizations. Since the May 12" earthquake in Sichuan, an increasing number of businesses and
wealthy people have started to set up private funds or foundations, which have resources, but are
plagued with the problems of capacity insufficiency. Under this situation, it is not easy for these
private foundations to get reliable cooperation partners, and even though such partnerships are
forged, their cooperative and supervisory mechanisms are far from being mature. For this reason,
the supporting agencies for civic organizations begin to assume the role of intermediaries, linking
the party with resources and the party of actors, promoting mutual understanding, exchange and
cooperation. Although their strategies and orientations are not necessarily the same, these
intermediary agencies have become important catalytic agents that bring the parties together.

In the development of civil society in China, the government has played an important role. It
has assumed a paternalistic role towards the civic organizations, offering different administration
to different civic organizations. However, this kind of classified administrative pattern, for now,
still lacks a clear legal basis, and the processes of policy-making concerning NGOs are not
transparent, leaving the civic organizations in a very uncertain political environment. It can be said
that on the whole, the government is still at the stage of carefully observing the civic organizations.
However, the recently initiated proposals on the construction of civic organizations have given the
civic organizations that fall into the service sector more definite support. More and more service
oriented NGOs are permitted to register. The industrialization and professionalization of the
NGOs are mostly concentrated in this sector. Comparatively speaking, civic organizations that are
devoted to safeguarding the rights for people or promoting certain types of ideas are subject to
more rigorous government surveillance and control. Thus, many of the supporting agencies, in line
with the government attitude, are often aimed at becoming the spokespersons for the civic
organizations, attempting to provide consultancy to explain relative government policies, express
and report the opinions, views and voices of the civic organizations.

The Institute for Civil Society (ICS) attached to the School of Sociology and Anthropology,
Sun Yat-sen University is typically such a kind of supporting agency for civic organizations.
Founded in August, 2003, it is a non-profit civil society supporting agency that combines research,
experiments and teaching. The focus of its work, firstly on South China, has now gradually
expanded to cover North China and Northwest China.

Concretely speaking, in the past six years, the supporting work provided by the ICS falls into
the following three categories.

The first category is the study of the promotional work, which aims at producing for the civic
organizations tactical knowledge that is conducive to the growth of civil society in China. The ICS
stresses action study, aims to promote actions by research findings, and keeps reflecting in actions.
The ICS has not only undertaken research projects on non-profit organizations commissioned by
the state government (‘“Project 98.5), the Ministry of Education and the National Social Sciences
Foundation, but also conducted appraisals and studies entrusted by the NGOs and other
foundations. On the basis of five years of relevant research, the ICS has gradually developed a set
of citizen-based and community-oriented strategies for the civil society to take roots in China. The
ICS realizes that the generation of a civil society takes efforts from many sides, and under the
guidance of the state human-based strategies, the qualities of citizens not only determine the level
of development of the civil society per se, but also decide the extent to which a statesperson can
enhance his/her political qualities. Therefore, the ICS comes to see that one of the key issues of
the civil society lies in the cultivation of citizen qualities and in the capacity building of civic
actors. This is why the ICS has taken the cultivation of citizen qualities as its strategic goal. As the
formation of citizen qualities depends on the citizen’s face-to-face encounter with other citizens,
that is, the community, every day, the ICS regards the building of a sustainable community
capable of cultivating the citizens’ initiative as the core strategy in constructing the civil society.
The ICS believes that such a community construction relies on the fact that actors with citizen
qualities could be produced within the community. The ICS also believes that through capacity
building, civic actors capable of getting into the community and potential civic actors within the
community per se, by offering community services, organizing the community to take part or
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cooperate in the building of a sustainable livelihood, ecological environment and cultural life
within the community, and formulating a cooperative community governance model, can
gradually create a community conductive to the shaping of the citizen initiative, thereby
influencing the common folks in the community into generating citizen qualities. This change of
community per se can both serve as the root of an indigenous civil society and by expansion and
creative duplication, form a healthy social cell that is capable of promoting the socio-political
transformation.

Based on this strategy, the ICS regards itself as the supporter for the community actors. This
support includes three aspects. Based on this strategic orientation, the ICS has conducted relevant
community case studies and NGO case studies. The ICS has selected three communities with
typical significances, one in the earthquake disaster area in Sichuan Province, one in Zhabei
District in Shanghai, and the other in the Three-River Valley in Yunnan Province, each with the
participation of the NGOs and civic actors, for long-term ethnographic-like case studies. The
above three communities are either a township or a street neighborhood, and in the communities,
there are NGO participation and change of community policies. A comprehensive study, based on
the previous research work, was launched at the end of 2008. In 2009, focusing on the theme of
post-disaster community reconstruction, the ICS has successively studied 60 individual
organizations, completed the research reports on more than 20 relevant organizations, and
published a monograph entitled Responsibilities, Actions and Cooperation and relevant papers.

The whole research of the ICS is based on the theories of action study, expansion of case
studies, and long-term field work. Its research achievements include a monograph of case studies,
macro-vision teaching materials and academic papers published in prestigious journals. The ICS
also plans to launch an academic journal entitled Review of Public Life to examine the actions of
civil society.

On this basis, the ICS emphasizes the promotional work based on research findings. This
work is divided into two parts. The first part, aimed at the civil society itself, uses appraisals,
supportive training and media reviews as its main working approaches. The ICS has opened
special civil society columns in such important media as the Nanfang Metropolis News, and
supports @minjian, an on-line journal. The second part of the work, targeting the government,
includes mainly the writing of policy study reports, provision of proposals for government
reference and holding or participating in the meetings and conferences that involve government
agencies.

The promotional research attempts to influence in general the public discourse and
policy-making process. Another important part of the ICS’s work is the establishment of a network
of actors through civic education. Its core includes the trainings at four different levels: the first is
the training of leadership capacity at Huangpu, Guangzhou, and the preliminary training of
professional NGO staff in Guangxi, Yunnan, Hunan and other places. The direct result of this kind
of training is the establishment of an NGO network in South China. Another level of training is
aimed at volunteers and interns. The third is a course called “Citizens, Society and Development”
offered at the university, which provides developmental education towards the mainstream of
future society. The above three levels of training constitute the main direction of civic education
provided by the ICS, with the training of community actors and forming of connections between
actors as its core.

Apart from the online activities, in order to further understand the strategy and demonstrate
its effect, the ICS has also dedicated itself to community experiments. At present, the ICS, in
cooperation with three different NGO organizations, is trying to rebuild the community at the
Whitewater River in Dragon Gate Mountain, Sichuan Province. Our idea is mainly to push for the
establishment of community public sphere and look for, seek and train relevant actors by building
public facilities, constructing public space, and organizing community activities together with the
villagers. In May, 2009, the Whitewater River Community Center was set up. Sanheping
community, a once nobody-cared community plagued with complaints and sense of abandonment,
has turned into a community with great cohesive force and great sense of participation. At present,

2018.04.19 17:42:09 4,131 words 3 CCC 6.4 2A - ZHU Jiangang, Building an Indigenous Civil
Society UK 2,770.doc



the ICS is building another community center and a youth hostel with the protection of ecological
system as its theme in a nearby rural community. And it’s the plan of the ICS to set up a
community college upon that basis. By now, the ICS has completed its stage of service and
participation. The next step of its mission is to promote a sustainable livelihood and a three-party
cooperative community governance model. This experiment is an explorative process, in which
the ICS mainly acts as a planner and researcher. Under the support of the International Association
for Sustainable Communities, the ICS has held an International Cooperative Forum on
Post-disaster Sustainable Community Reconstruction and run a workshop to train backbone
community members, as a kind of support for the eight communities involved in the post-disaster
reconstruction experiment. With this as a starting point, the ICS has conducted relevant researches
and appraisals.

The ICS tries to take its roots in the communities through its work on the site, on-line and on
the surface. For the above three parts of work, the ICS has set up special teams and groups. Their
operations prove that the ICS has already become one of the most influential institutes of civil
society in South China, and promoted the growth of the NGOs in the whole South China at the
same time.

To ensure the above operations, the ICS has tried to incubate a small indigenous non-publicly
raised foundation to support the development of sustainable communities, especially the above
three tasks. As far as the community experiments are concerned, the foundation will learn the
growth pattern of community funds to support the development of the communities involved in
the experiments. Regarding the civic education, the foundation will set up corresponding project
funds to provide operational expenditures to social innovators and organizations that are potential
future leaders. For promotional studies, the foundation will set up a research fund to support
studies on the community-driven, non-governmental public welfare organizations and community
experiments. At the same time, the foundation will promote the innovation of non-publicly raised
funds so as to encourage more and more non-publicly raised funds to support the civic
participations in sustainable communities.

The above account of the ICS’s work has revealed the mission of the ICS, that is, “through
researches, experiments and promotional efforts, explore the development strategies for an
indigenous civil society, support the growth of civic organizations, promote the communication
and cooperation among the civil society, government and enterprises, and realize the aims of
social harmony and social justice.” As an active actor of the civil society, the ICS upholds “doing
what seems impossible in a down-to-earth manner” as its highest principle, and attempts to
construct a civil society “on the basis of citizens, voluntary participation, opening to all sides, and
multiple cooperation.” This is what the ICS understands as an indigenous civil society.
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