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Abstract: Chinese grass-roots social groups have had a complicated relation with
the social order during the past thirty years. This paper aims at using a series of
practical concepts about |egitimacy, fromWeber and Habermas, to analyze therevival
and present functioning of these groups, especially associations based on folk religion.
Asl seeit, thefact that social groupsareableto exist “ normally” and to operate, even
though they are not in conformity with the law; should be understood with the help of
three categories: political legitimacy, administrative legitimacy and social legitimacy.
At the end of the paper, | discuss the promulgation of the “ Regulations for the
Administration of Social Associations” which setslegal legitimacy as a core process
integrating the three other kinds of legitimacy, and | examine the effort of government
to require all social groups to possess full legitimacy.
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Resumo: Os grupos de base chineses tém tido uma relagdo complicada coma ordem
social durante os Ultimos 30 anos. Este artigo tem como objetivo, usando uma sériede
conceitos préti cos sobre legitimidade, de Weber a Habermas, analisar o reavivamento
e o funcionamento presente desses grupos, especialmente as associacdes de base
sobre religido e folclore. Como vejo isso, o fato de que esses grupos sociais sdo
capazes de existir normalmente e de agir, mesmo que ndo estejam em conformidade
comalei, poderia ser entendido coma ajuda detrés categorias:. legitimidade politica,
legitimidade administrativa e legitimidade social. Ao final do artigo, discuto a
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promulgacdo das “ Regras para a Administracdo de Associa¢des Sociais’ que
estabelecem a legitimidade legal como um processo central integrador dostréstipos
de legitimidade, e examino o esforco governamental para requerer total legitimidade
de todos 0s grupos sociais.

Palavras-chave: associagdes debase, folclorereligioso, legitimidade, sociedade chinesa.

From the 1950sto the 1970s, due to ahigh level of vertical integration of
society by the state, the Chinese people generally took part in social processes
through their units or commune/production-teams, which served as grass-root
organizations of the “vertical society”. Their social activities were generally
within or under the name of the unit (in the case of urban residents) or the
commune/production-team (in the case of commune-members) to which they
belonged. Astheresult of reforms during the past decades, city-dwellersareno
longer completely attached to their units,® and rural dwellers have turned from
commune-membersinto villagers.2 In these circumstances, individualsfeel the
need and encounter opportunities to organize horizontally in associations and
participate in new sorts of social processes.

In a short period of under 30 years, associations have undergone
considerable development, demonstrating complex relationswith variouslegal,
political, and administrative orders and engendering new social practices.
According to certain analysts, from alega perspective, existing associations
may be classified infour types: 1) legally registered associations; 2) secondary
associationswithout corporation status (i.e., those nominaly affiliated to legally
registered associations but that arein fact independent); 3) business corporations
registered with theindustrial-commercid administrative authorities; and 4) “illegd”
associationsthat are not registered at all, such as associations operating under the
names of “saloons’, “tribunes’, or “clubs’ etc (Kang Xiaoguang, 1997, p. 630).

Adjusting this scheme to our needs, we divided associations into three
categories: registered, nominally affiliated (including those nominally affiliated

! Some have been separated from the unit system. Those that remain within the system see considerable
changes in their relation with the unit, i.e., the unit no longer holds all-round responsibility for the
individual, and the individual owes only limited obligation to the unit.

2 Commune members are attached through the commune to the state, while villagers are autonomous
and have to arrange independently their own productive labor and cultural life.
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to businessenterprises) and “illegal” associations.® The second category includes
those nominally affiliated to legally registered associations and those nominally
affiliated to and operating within various kinds of enterprises and institutions.
Prior to itsregistration, an association must be nominally affiliated to acertain
unit. It becomes aregistered association only after officia registration. Some
registered associations failing to go through the annual check-up may once
again become nominally affiliated associations. “1llegal” associationsinclude, in
addition to those active in metropolitan areas and named by Kang Xiaoguang,
the many traditional folk groups that exist throughout urban and rural areas,
e.g., folk-arts organizations in Beijing, worship groups and temple fair
organizationsin the countryside.

Itisfair to say that registered associations have afoot-hold within thelaw,
and “illegal” associations stand completely outsidethelaw. Generally speaking,
nominally affiliated associations are those having one foot inside and another
foot outsidethelaw. Here, theterm “ outsidethelaw” includesdifferent behaviors.
In some cases, an independently operating association has a unit for nominal
affiliation, but doesn’t go through the regi stration procedure. Others may operate
under the name of an enterprise. Thisisthe mode in which, for example, most
gi gong # organizations have been carrying out their gong-passing and gong-
practicing activities. Still other associations that have their orientation within
their units, and hence are exempt from registration, arein fact operating in the
society at large. No matter what their statusin relation to the law, associations
of the above three categories all go about their business and are faring well.
This doubtlessly shows that their existence and operation tallieswith a certain
kind of order, athough this order lies beyond the realm of law. It is especially
the case of grass-roots associations of folk religion in Chinawhich supply many
typical examplesand the main concern for thisessay.® In thefollowing discussion,

3 “lllegal” doesn’t necessarily mean criminal. It just means that such associations have not gone
through legal procedures.

4 Qi gong, or gigong, is a Chinese traditional energy acculturation, e.g., a Chinese system of prescribed
physical exercises or movements performed in a meditative state.

We should bear in mind that grassroots associations of folk religion in China, athough they can
barely register and attain legal status as worship groups, have survived tough political circumstances,
enjoying increased popularity during the past decades. The different forms they take on will be
discussed below, including folk-arts organization and temple fair organizations. Though the religious
function has never been abandoned, these associations wisely resort to traditional, cultural and
administrative tactics to sediment their legitimacy.

o
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we attempt to show that to understand the de facto status of associations,
“legitimacy” isabetter category than “legality”.

Four categories of legitimacy

“Legitimacy” isaconcept with complex semantic extensions. According
todictionaries, itsadjectival form, “legitimate”’, meansany of thefollowing: 1)
according to law, lawful; 2) in accordance with established rules, principles, or
standards; 3) born of legally married parents; 4) in accordance with the laws of
reasoning, valid, logical; 5) resting on or ruling by the principle of hereditary
right; 6) justified, genuine; 7) of thenormal or regular typeor kind. The concept
of “legitimacy” is used to denote possession of these properties. In short,
“legitimacy” denotes something having abasisfor being recognized, approved,
or accepted. As to what particular basisit is, (e.g., certain provisions of law,
rules, standards or logic), isto be determined by the actual circumstances.

The concept of “legitimacy” isused in socia science (sociology, political
science, etc.) in both its broad and narrow senses. The concept in its broad
senseis used in discussions of social order and norms (Rhoads, 1991, p. 167;
Weber, 1954, p. 5-10), or norm systems (Habermas, 1979, p. 204). The concept
in its narrow sense is used in describing a sort of state rule (Weber, 1968, p.
212-216), or political order (Habermas, 1979, p. 179).

The concept of legitimacy in its broad sense involves extensive fields of
society, more extensivethan law or politics, and hasgreat potentia social usability.
Weber’'s idea of a legitimate order consists of morality, religion, custom,
convention, and law (Rheinstein, 1954, p. lix). As Rhoads put it, “in sum, a
legitimate order in Weber’s sense consistsof empirically valid rulesdifferentiated
by their modes of enforcement into either conventionsor laws’ (Rhoads, 1991,
p. 168). Therulesenforced by special personsand institutionsto ensure people’s
conformity are laws, while the rules naturally observed by the society are
conventions. Legitimacy means consistency with certain rules; among them,
laws are only a rather specia group. Other than laws there are rules such as
regulations, standards, principles, norms, valuesand logic. Therefore, thebasis
of legitimacy might be found inthelegal order, but it might be found in certain
social values or practicesinherited by the community aswell.

In their discussions of the legitimacy of rule, Weber and Habermas used
the concept of legitimacy initsnarrow sense. Legitimateruling isoneof various
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forms of legitimate order. It includes acceptance by the ruled. According to
Habermas, legitimacy means recognized value and de facto recognition of a
certain political order (Habermas, 1979, p. 179). A ruling can enjoy the
collaboration of the ruled, because the rules or the basis on which theruling is
established are acceptable or even approved by theruled. Theoretically speaking,
theruling isrecognized duetoitslegitimacy. However, from asociological point
of view, arulingislegitimate becauseit isrecognized. Thissociol ogical approach,
using recognition as an indicator, is a useful methodological reference for our
study of thelegitimacy of currently existing associationsin China.

Legitimacy of ruling as discussed by Weber and Habermas is shown as
recognition of those* above’ by those " below”. However, discussionsin recent
years about cultural pluralism have extended recognition to relations between
communities (horizontal recognition) and relations between those in authority
and those being ruled (recognition of those “below” by those “above’). This
sort of relationship formsthe“ politics of recognition” between different cultu-
ral groups within acommunity, and through this process particular cultures or
groupswith particular culturesacquiretheir legitimacy® (Taylor, 1994). Therefore,
when we analyze the legitimacy of an association according to the recognition
it receives, we define the recognition-giving subject asthe state, the government
departmentsor their representatives, the various units or social associations, as
well as individuals in the society. Recognition by the state or government
departments involves giving authorization for the association to operate.
Recognition by unitsor other associationsinvolves cooperation or the provision
of resources. Recognition by individual sinvolvesthe participation of particular
individuals. An association’s activities are the public activities of a group or
organi zation, and the legitimacy endowed by these three sorts of subjectsisthe
basisfor itspublic activities.”

Another concept that goeswith legitimacy is*legitimation”, which means,
according to the dictionary, 1) to make or to declare lawful; 2) to admit (achild
born out of wedlock) as genuine; 3) to display, prove or declare lawful, proper
or justified, so asto win recognition or authorization. “ Legitimacy” denotesthe

5 For examples using the concept of legitimacy in these ways (i.e., horizontal recognition and
recognition from above), see Gutmann (1994, p. 5).

7 Kang Xiaoguang (1997, p. 636) mentions that associations in China have to simultaneously gain
two kinds of legitimacy: official legitimacy and social legitimacy.
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property of being cons stent with aparticular norm, which seemsto be something
objective, while“legitimation” denotesaprocessof actively establishing arelation
with aparticular norm, which obvioudly hasitsemphasison something subjective
—aneffort with definiteintention. “ Legitimation” can be understood asdefending
legitimacy at atimewhen legitimacy might be denied (Habermas, 1979, p. 179,
181). In other words, legitimation denotes an effort to reach acertain consensus
about legitimacy at a time when the objective basis of legitimacy is being
questioned.

The concept of legitimationisapowerful tool in analyzing relationsbetween
newly emerging thingsand normsor ordersin anincreasingly fragmented society.
L egitimation isnecessary only when legitimacy isnot automatic, and legitimation
isto show that our behaviour is consistent with certain norms, even though the
case may seem (or actually is) just the opposite. The mechanism of legitimation
reliesonthefact that, firstly, dueto the fragmentation of social values, thereno
longer exist uniform and generally accepted norms, and therefore all concerned
can only seek common groundsin their differences; secondly, the social process
isaprocess of dialogue, aimed at arriving at a certain consensus over complex
behaviour; andthirdly, any creativeactionisinfact abreakthrough and something
that should be approved by the existing order. Therefore, legitimation isaprocess
of extending and restructuring order.

To sum up, legitimacy involves relations not only with the law, but also
with the social order. Legitimacy isnot aproblem of being pursued by law, but
of being recognized by the society. Legitimation is then a process of actively
proving apositive relation with the order, not just passively “not running inthe
contrary direction”.

The theory on legitimate order that we have outlined above should be
helpful in understanding how associationsarefaring and operating currently in
China. We intend to show, through the analysis of various aspects of present-
day associations, that current legitimate order in Chinaiscompounded, diversified
and pluralized.

Looking at the temporal dimension, we observe the coexistence of new
normswith those that have enjoyed along continuity, aswell asthoselong past.
New norms, e.g., newly promulgated laws and rules regarding associations
activities, are constantly produced or enacted while, at the same time, among
those norms to be reformed, some are rescinded and some continue to be
effective. To make things more complicated, some completely discarded norms
of the past have been revived and are effective in certain areas. The staging of
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afolk show at religious festivals serves as apt example. If the organizers hold
the ceremony in accordance with old conventions, the event will readily be
recognized by authoritiesaccording to present-day standards. Thisoverlapinthe
timedomainisasignificant characteristic of asociety initstransitional period.

In spatial terms, activitiesin rural areas follow a set of norms different
from those in urban areas, and those associations rooted in units have norms
different from those with using neighbourhoods astheir base, even though both
sorts of associations are active in urban areas.

Looking at the social aspects of this context, we see that China has gone
from being highly integrated politically, economically, legally, administratively
and culturally to being relatively scattered —aprocessresulting in alot of what
Bourdieu has called “fields” with independent logics and rules of their own
(Bourdieu; Wacquant, 1992, p. 94-98). Legitimacy in one area does not
necessarily mean consistency with norms of another area. Temple fairs and
worship groups recognized by villagersin accordance with traditional customs
do not necessarily enjoy recognition by local governments. Even those folk
worship-groups recognized by local government may not have gone through
proper legal procedures. It is precisely because the current legitimate order (or
the legitimacy of order) is dependent on fields that the basis of legitimacy of
associations' existenceiscomplicated.

Sources of legitimacy for current Chinese associationsare chiefly political,
administrative, aswell asincluding social and cultural traditions, in additionto
the law. An association may acquire legitimacy in one of these four domains,
but it may also acquire legitimacy in al four domains. That is to say, some
associationsacquirerel atively compl etelegitimacy, while other associ ations may
acquire only local or partial legitimacy. The requirements posed for an
association’slegitimacy by these different domains have changed over the past
thirty years, just as the degree of an association’s need for legitimacy in these
domains has changed. Legal legitimacy became an explicit requirement for
associations only after the promulgation of “Provisional Regulations for the
Administration of Social Associations’, finally becoming arigid requirement
after the* straightening out” of associationsin 1997 and the promul gation of the
“Regulationsfor the Administration of Social Associations’ in1998. Whilelega
legitimacy hasgradually devel oped into acompulsory requirement, though with
considerable latitude, associations still must seek the social order’s acceptance
through satisfying political, administrative and socio-cultural legitimacy
requirements. In the following paragraphs, we propose to discuss the wisdom

Horizontes Antropolégicos, Porto Alegre, ano 13, n. 27, p. 49-68, jan./jun. 2007



56 Gao Bingzhong

of a certain group’s organizers who founded their association through local
legitimacy and strived to developit, working for full legitimacy on threedifferent
fronts, viz., through political legitimacy, administrative legitimacy, and social
legitimacy (or socia and cultural legitimacy as manifested by folk norms based
on cultural traditions, social customs, etc.).We will conclude our discussion
showing how legal legitimacy is programmed by the Chinese government asa
core process to integrate the other three kinds of legitimacy.

Social legitimacy

Social legitimacy, aswe stated above, ismanifested as recognition or even
participation by certain people or community accompanied by concrete forms
of social justification. Social justifications may havethreekindsof basis: oneis
local heritage, another is local common benefit, and the third is consensus
regarding rules or arguments. To have its foothold somewhere, an association
must have at least one of these as its basis. For folk groups, tradition enjoys
irrefutablejustification. The organizer of alion-dance association once expressed
thisfact inamost convincing way —“ Thisisnot my invention but inherited from
our ancestors. Having been passed on from generation to generation, how could
it be disrupted in our hands?’ (Gao Bingzhong, 1998, p. 3).

Folk groupsthat exist nowadaysoften formulatejustificationson all possible
bases. We can cite asexamplethe” Dragon Tablet Association” weinvestigated
in arura area of northern China. It was organized by the dwellers of Fan
village, and was said to have along history but was banned when people were
organized into People’s Communes at the end of the 1950s. At first, people
continued to burn joss sticks stealthily at night, but then al such activities stopped
when the Cultural Revolution began. It was probably in the year 1979 that
villagers resumed enshrining the dragon tablet. And dragon tablet fairs were
resumed in 1987.

The “Dragon tablet” is a tablet with engravings saying: “Tablet of the
Dragon — True Dominator of heaven and earth, thethreeworlds, and all theten
directions’. Therearenineteen leaders of the association, who take turns keeping
the tablet for one year. On and around the second day of the second month of
the lunar year, the tablet is moved to a temporary shelter for worshipping by
more than hundred thousand peopl e from the neighbourhood, during which time
atemplefair is organized that normally lasts four days. Donations to provide
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joss sticks and lanterns and directly as votive offerings to the god amounted
to ¥ 80,000 (US$10,000) ayear in the beginning of the 1990’'s and more than
¥ 40,000 (US$5,000) in recent years. The leaders claim to “have kept
themselves “clean and honest” through their faith in the “dragon tablet”. The
council in charge of the temple fair declares that “ everything taken from the
peoplewill beused for the people”, and the money isused primarily for receiving
troupes that come to give performances, for entertaining guests, for assisting
familieswith financial difficulties, and for improving conditionsof local schools.

The “Dragon Tablet Association”, it may be observed, is part of local
tradition, and from the beginning of its resumption it has enjoyed what Weber
called “Traditional Legitimacy” (Weber, 1968, p. 36). It has also inspired a
yearly fair which facilitates economic intercourse among people of the area.
Therefore, it also hasabasisin publicwelfare. Moreover, itsincomeand expense
conformsto the generally accepted rules of the neighbourhood and, inthissense,
operate in an acceptable way. The Dragon Tablet Association, with ample
justifications, has thus won the recognition and merited the participation of the
local people, demonstrating itssocia legitimacy.

Most folk groups at their inception do not go through the legal process.
They can exist without legal legitimacy because, like the Dragon Tablet
Association, they have acquired socia legitimacy through traditional ceremonies.
Therearenow nearly ahundred such traditional folk-artsorganizationsin Beijing.
Each one of them has gone through the traditional ceremony of celebration at
their inception. For revival of an old organization, experienced organizers must
first have various kinds of stage props, such as“lions’ or drums, and ateam of
performers who are adept at using these props with sophisticated skill. When
everything is ready, the leaders, instead of going to register at the civil
administration department, will select an auspicious day for the celebration
ceremony, andinvite severd older, still-living leadersaswell asleaders of other
friendly or related organizations. Traditional folk- arts organizations cannot be
founded independently, but haveto be shown approval by the presence of these
leaders, people of the same occupation. In the past, the celebration ceremony
alone could endow afolk-arts organization with ample legitimacy, but today it
servesonly to convey social legitimacy.

The question of social legitimacy in the modern nation-state has posed
new requirements to folk-arts organizations. These organizations are active at
the grass-root level. They are founded and kept operative only because they
have acertain socia legitimacy. However, the monopoly of violenceand symbols
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by the modern nation-state has|eft society with no morethan relative autonomy.
The present rel ation between state and soci ety has reduced the social legitimacy
of folk-artsorganizationsto alimited legitimacy to operatein alimited sphere of
social life, in limited ways. The organizations now face pressure to meet the
requirements for legitimacy in other respects as well. When a folk-arts
organization, worship group, or templefair has devel oped to a certain stage or
level, it eventually will haveto deal withlegitimation problemsin other respects.
If it operatesonly inavillageor in aneighborhood, social legitimacy a onemight
be sufficient to guarantee its smooth operation. But if it is to operate or has
influenceover alarger area, it will haveto acquirelegitimacy in other respects, or
it will encounter unbearably repressive administrative, legal and political forces.

Social legitimacy isextremely important not only for thesefolk groups, but
also for many other associations. Project Hope of China Youth Development
Foundation has enjoyed great success only because the idea of education held
by the CYDF has won extensive recognition by the society. Now that the
government is no longer providing funds, if an association is unable to gain a
certain level of socia recognition, it will not have the necessary resources for
operation, not even the basic fund for registration.

Aministrative legitimacy

Administrativelegitimacy isaformal legitimacy based on proceduresand
practices of the bureaucratic system. Administrative legitimacy of an association
depends on recognition by the head of a certain unit.® His recognition usually
extends naturally into participation, which in turn shows his recognition as a
matter of course. The form of his participation is quite flexible. It might be
either practical or symbolic, such as holding the position of an “honorary
chairman”. If the organizers of an association ask for permission and report in
accordance with administrative procedure, duly notifying the authorities of all
relevant activities, acting always with the approval of all unit or department
heads concerned, then they can operate within the space formed by the unit

8 Business enterprises and institutions are not themselves public administrative departments, but
their leaders also belong to the ranks of public personnel, and perform administrative functions.
They too are therefore sources of administrative legitimacy.
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itself and its effective sphere of influence, even though the association does not
enjoy legal legitimacy. If the organizers of the association are themselves
administrative officials of certain rank, the association will naturally enjoy
administrativelegitimacy.

Administrative legitimacy has extraordinary significance for Chinese
associations and their operations. In a certain sense, the administration of
associationsin Chinais an extension of the administrative system with the unit
asitsfoundation. As mentioned above, China's associations can be classified,
with respect tolegal status, in three categories: registered associations, nominaly
affiliated associations, andillegal associations. We can also differentiate existing
associationsintermsof social structureinto threetypes: corporation associations
(thosethat have acquired corporate status through registration), unit associations
(thosewhose activities are limited to within aunit), and folk associations (those
that are not registered nor nominally affiliated to any unit). Administrative
legitimacy isparticularly vital to the corporation associ ationsand unit associations.

Administrative legitimacy is a prerequisite for corporation associations.
According to the provisions of the “Regulations for Social Associations,” no
association can qualify asacorporation unlessit finds a responsible unit. That
is, a responsible administrative or quasi-administrative unit is a fundamental
condition or prerequisite for an association to consolidate its legal standing. If
an incipient association is unable to find a unit that will agree to grant it
administrative legitimacy, it will not be able to request, much less be granted
legal legitimacy.

Administrativelegitimacy iseven morevital to unit associations, sincethe
unitislegally entrusted with full power in management of all associationswithin
the unit. These associations are exempt from registration. To these associations,
the unit is actually alegal and administrative system all in one. For instance,
there are usually many associationsin universities, even tens of themin larger
universities. In order to enforce better administration, some universities have
issued regulations for the administration of associations within the university.
These regulations show that the unit is exerting administrative control over
association activities. For example, Provision 13 of the “Regulations for the
Administration of Student Associations’ of awell-known university stipulates
that “any association, prior to conducting any activities, should send in an
application to the university Youth League Committee, and, after being granted
consent following preliminary review, hand in abudget report of its activities.
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No activity should be organized until the entire program of activitiesisapproved.
Those responsible for the association should give the university Youth League
Committeean oral or written report after completion of said activities.” Provision
15 stipulates that “any association to conduct joint activities with other units
within or without the university should seek prior consent of the university Youth
League and send in certification by cooperating units along with the program of
activities. No activities should be conducted until these are reported by the
university Youth League Committee to higher level authoritiesor relevant units
and approved thereby.” In other words, the operation of these associations is
entirely regulated by administrative procedures. Their proposals and programs
can beimplemented only after acquisition of legitimacy through administrative
mechanisms. Compared with corporate associations, unit associations have less
autonomy and greater dependence on administrative legitimacy.

For folk associations that generally lack legal legitimacy, administrative
legitimacy aso has a practical significance. Folk associations enjoy social
legitimacy limited to the grass-roots level and can operate only within avery
limited space. However, in the course of their activities, they end up involving
administrative departments of all levels — an involvement which helps these
associations go beyond the limitations of a grass-roots society. Dancing and
singing troupes of folk-arts organizations, worship groups or templefairsusually
operate within the neighborhood or village, but certain activities organized by
the administrative units allow them to conquer awider audience. For example,
in Zhao County of Hebei Province, the Bureau of Cultural Affairsorganized an
annual competition of folk-arts organizations and awarded certificates of merit
to the winners, who then proudly displayed these certificates during their
participationintemplefair ceremonies. In Beijing during the Spring Festival, the
Chongwen District government sponsors the Longtan Lake temple fair, the
East Metropolitan District government sponsors the Temple of the Earth fair,
and the Chaoyang District government sponsors the temple fair held at the
Templeof Dongyue. During the fourth month of the Lunar Year, the Mentougou
District government sponsorsthe Miaofeng Hill Golden Top pilgrimagetemple
fair. Thefairsunitewithintheir framework those folk-arts organizationsusually
scattered in the neighborhoods, and these organizationsin turn transform their
certificate of participation inthese activitiesinto avague administrativelegitimacy
(or animpression of administrativelegitimacy) and useit asabasisfor justifying
their public operation. Some organizers apparently consider that their associations
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acquire a certain legitimacy through participation in these administratively
authorized activities.

To distinguish the administrative legitimacy of the association from that of
itsother aspects may further hel p usunderstand theimportance of administrative
legitimacy. The administrative legitimacy of an association may be obtained
onceandfor all from acertain unit (e.g., when a corporate association becomes
affiliated, or when the unit association obtains approva to be founded), but
administrative legitimacy may also have to be obtained step by step, because
the space for association activities may vary among different units and some
activities may even go beyond a single unit. Therefore, whether a corporate
association or aunit association, if itisto get on withitsactivities, it will haveto
get in touch with various units and seek approval or support from the authorities
concerned.

Theadministrative system givesan associ ation acertain degree of legitimacy
based on its usefulness. Unitsand departments consider associ ations as el ements
of their activities or as part of their socia resources. On a small scale, many
local governments invite folk-arts organizations to perform, warming up the
atmosphere at ceremonies in memory of martyrs during the Spring Festival or
in honor of military men’s families on Army Day. On a larger scale, local
governments may use temple fairs to stimulate markets and promote the
economy. For instance, “Jingxi Tour Agency” (in Beijing) is a corporation
controlled by the Mentougou District government, Beijing. One of itseconomic
mainstaysis the income from tourism to Miaofeng Hill, the main attraction of
whichisthetemplefair together with the pilgrimageto “ BixiaYuanjun” (Goddess
with Azure Glow). And the Miaofeng Hill temple fair that resuscitated in the
1990s is formed with the participation of folk-arts organizations from various
districts and counties under the sponsorship of the Mentougou District
government.

Political legitimacy

Palitical legitimacy involvesintrinsic qualities of the association such asits
purpose and the intention and meaning of itsactivities. Political legitimacy de-
notesthat the association or itsactivitiesconform to certain political norms, that
itis“politically correct” and hence acceptable. An association choosesitsown
purpose and shows the meaning of its activitiesin the course of its operation. If
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these are accepted, especialy by the Party system,® the association has thus
obtained acertain legitimacy.

Political legitimacy isvital to theexistence and development of associations.
Itisaproblemto be solved first of all in order to have any existencein China's
public space. China sadministration of associationsemphasizestheadministrative
mode of control. It takes associations as an extension of the state unit system,
and administrative control of any unit sees maintenance of political order asits
primary obligation. Therefore, to get a unit for affiliation an association must
satisfy the requirements of the political norms. Passively speaking, it should not
“run contrary to thenorms’.*° Positively speaking, the association isbest served
by making contributionsto theexisting political order. Only under such conditions
will the unit leaders allow the association to use their administrative resources
and to operate within their administrative space. Only then will the association
have any possibility of success in becoming a corporation. Even after an
association hasturned into acorporation, theleaders of the unit, with resources
in their hands, will still continue to evaluate its activities in terms of political
legitimacy and react accordingly. Associations with neither legal nor
administrative legitimacy will use socia and cultural legitimacy to maketheir
appeal while using political legitimacy to respond to pressure from the
administrative and law enforcing departments. For example, they might say,
“Yes, we do not have your permission, nor have we registered, but what we
have doneisright in nature.” Usually they would thus be exonerated.

Because of itsimportance, political legitimacy isamust for associations.
Associations are technically autonomous organi zations of the masses, but they
aregenerally quite conscious of their doublefunction asakind of state political
unit and will take on certain political responsibilitiesto reinforcetheir political
legitimacy. To be*“ palitically correct”, asdefined in state-promul gated regul ations
for the administration of associations, is a passive requirement, meaning “no

9 One of the characteristics of the Chinese system is the existence of a professional political system
in addition to the administration system, which consists chiefly of the Party and Youth League
system. They examine associations, looking for political standards consistent with the political
order and grant or deny the association political legitimacy accordingly.

0 All of the government regulations on associations list certain fundamental political norms that
must not be violated, e.g., no contradictions with the four cardinal principles, no harm to national
reunification or to the unity of the Chinese nationalities, etc. Thus the regulations are formal as
well as substantial.
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violations’. However, most associationsexplicitly statetheir intention to show a
positivepalitica attitude. For example, thea umni association of Peking University
(founded in 1984) stipulated its purpose as “to strengthen relations between
alumni, to carry forward the good tradition of Peking University, and to make
contributionsto the devel opment of our d ma-mater, to the socialist modernization
construction and the reunification of our motherland, and to the rejuvenation of
China.” The charter adopted by ChinaFolklore Society (founded in 1983) stated
itsaim as “to uphold the four cardinal principles, carry on the policy of ‘letting
the hundred flowers blossom and a hundred schools of thought contend’, unite
those working on the folklore of our country to investigate, collect, process and
research on the folklore of our country’s different nationalities, and make
contributions to establishing Marxist-Leninist new folklore with Chinese
characteristics, to transforming social traditions, to enhancing socialist material
and moral civilization, to promoting overseas cultural intercourse and to enriching
the cultural treasuresof theworld.” Apparently the political aspirationsof these
associations go much higher than the bottom-line of the state. This underlines
how associationsarein dire need of political |egitimacy to survive.

To maintain its political legitimacy in an ever-splintering society, an
association needsto make skillful maneuvers. “ Politically correct” isasubjective
judgment. It formsthe basis of legitimacy only when thisjudgment becomesthe
consensus of all concerned, and the easiest way to reach this consensus is to
affirm it in the association’s explicit purposes, as in the above examples.
However, to pass judgment on the activities of an association isamuch more
complex problem. In a country where social strata and cultural values are
undergoing sharp changesand divides, itisthe general rather than the exceptiona
case that people would have different interpretations regarding the political
significance of the same action. As a matter of fact, an association and its
activitiesmay, inits main or direct aspects, be quite different from the current
political norms, and the above-mentioned consensus might not be reached
naturally (or spontaneously). In such circumstances, the association will have
to produce (or form) this consensus through its own efforts. This is called
legitimation, in the course of which some activities that started out as vague,
contradictory or negative may turn out to have positive value.

Associations have produced “ politically-correct” consensusby using various
tactics. For instance, the China'Youth Devel opment Foundation initiated “ Project
Hope” to seek donationsfor poverty-stricken studentsto completetheir primary
education. This is a project to make amendments for deficiencies in the
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government’s education policy. To beimplemented, it had to arouse sympathy
and get donationsfrom people. Henceit reveal ed themisery of children deprived
of education, a revelation that implied political criticism of social injustice.
However, itsoverwhel ming successrelied precisaly onitsutilization of politically
legitimate administrative resources. Its organizers did not openly criticize
government mistakes, but instead made every effort to publicize the concern
leaders of the party and state'* expressed for this project, aswell as other sorts
of positive political valuesthey extracted out of Project Hopeto the state.? As
a result, what people generally perceived was the project’s positive political
meaning, aperception that guaranteed ample political legitimacy from the Party
and government. “Project Hope” owes its great success to the great political
wisdom and skill of itsorganizers.

Afolk group’seffort in seeking political legitimacy presentsanother example
of thiscomplicated maneuvering. The dragon tabl et enshrined by the“ Dragon-
Tablet Association” of Fan Villagewas originally atablet representing the God
of the Land®® or a group of gods.** But around the year 1990, as the dragon-
tablet fair grew in scale, intellectuals of the Dragon Tablet Association (native
villagers and non-natives) gradually reached unanimity in stating that the dragon
tabl et represented the“ Gou” Dragon — Successor of the Dragon. The organizers
had thisverdict printed on pamphlets and included in the history of the* Dragon
Tablet Association”. Giant horizontal scrollswere unfurled at gathering places,
saying " All descendentsof Yan Di and Huang Di are successors of the Dragon”.
Resultsof questionnaires applied to villagers of Fan Villageaswell astovisitors,
in 1998 and 1999 respectively, showed that 72% of the villagers from the Fan
Village and 50% of the visitorsthought that the god of the dragon tablet wasthe
ancestor of the Chinese people. “Successors of the Dragon” is a slogan to

% For a comprehensive report on the participation of important leaders, see the section on “Waves
of love from Zhongnanhai” in “For the Future of Our Motherland — A report on the seven years of
operation of Project Hope” (Journal of the China Youth Development Foundation, 1 November
1996).

2 For example, “Project Hope” is a new growth point in the construction of socialist moral
civilization. (Journal of the China Youth Development Foundation, 1 August 1996).

% The God of the Land is also known as “Dragon Fude”

% Perhaps they are called “Dragon Tablets” because they incorporate engravings of dragons. | have
discussed this conclusion with Professors Ye Tao and Liu Tieliang using the results of their
investigations.
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enhance cohesion of the Chinese people, and has been endowed with the
profound political significance of patriotism.

In the past five years, the concept of “intangible cultural heritage” has
become very popular. The central and local governments now recognize many
items of folklore and folk religion (which had been treated as symbols of
backwardness and superstition for decades) as valuable culture. The concept
of cultural heritage has become a category of political rectitude. The Dragon-
Tablet Association’s organizers made new scrolls during the 2005 fair with
saying such as “The Dragon Tablet Fair is an Intangible Cultural Heritage”.
Through reproduction (reinterpretation and publicity) of its original meaning
and identity, they have transformed their worship from something that might
well berejected by the outside world into something people cannot but admitis
politicaly right.

Palitical legitimacy isarigid requirement, but which political norm applies
and how compatible it is with the nature of an association are flexible issues.
Political legitimacy isaform of restriction, however it aso provides political
rhetoric for creating new interpretations. Asaresult, it provides a certain cover
for social dynamicsand vitality.

Investigation of various associations' statements about their political
purposes and significance suggeststhat they have three ways of demonstrating
their consistency with the political order: 1) consistency with the ideology and
valuesupheld by the state (e.g., socialist moral civilization); 2) consistency with
the goals of the state, especially the central task (e.g., economic construction);
and 3) consistency with policies of the state (e.g., united front and maintaining
stability). Thekey to political legitimacy isnot what isdone but what is spoken.
Political legitimacy depends particularly on the process of interaction.

Legal legitimacy as the core of infegration

When they began, many associations had only one sort of legitimacy:
political, administrative or social and cultural, hencetheir operation was based
on oneaspect. Lega legitimacy wasthelast and theleast important requirement,
proved over time to be a requirement that could be disregarded. However, the
time when associations could exist with just one sort of legitimacy isfinished.
Since the promulgation of the “Regulations for the Administration of Social
Associations’ (“Regulations’ in brief) in 1998, the government has imposed
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comprehensive regquirementsof legitimacy on associations, which now must be
politically up-to-par, administratively affiliated, compliant with lega procedures,
and supported by the society. None of the above can be omitted. Among them,
legal legitimacy isthe only genuinely rigid requirement. According to regulations,
social groups have to register with the Department of Civil Administration in
order to becomelegal groups recognized in law, or they will be punished.

Apparently legal legitimacy is considered a core process, designed to
integrate the other three kinds of legitimacy, and so the government expectsall
associationsto possessfull legitimacy. The Regulationsrequireall social groups
tohold political, administrative and social legitimacy aswell aslegal legitimacy.
The 9" entry of the Regulations reads “before any initiator applies to the
registration bureau to found asocial group, he must have hisapplication censored
by the units in charge and acquire their permission.” The censorship and
permission of concerned units meansthat the social group must passthetest of
political and administrative legitimacy. Furthermore, the 10" entry states that
any social group isexpected to have certain resources and civil capacities[such
as a certain number of members, fixed location, legal source of property and
financing, operation outlay from ¥ 30,000 ($3,750) to ¥ 100,000 ($12,500),etc.].
Social legitimacy isthe premise of all these conditions, because society isthe
only place where associations can find their members and supporters, property
and financial resources. We can say that social legitimacy isthe base on which
associations can make room for themselves in society. Apparently these three
kinds of legitimacy are prerequisitesto legal legitimacy aswell aschannelsfor
the state and society to exert their influences. The state, through the Party and
administrative authorities, holdsthe power for endowment of political legitimacy
and administrative legitimacy, while the general public, acting according to its
own interests, decides whether or not to endow associations with social and
cultural legitimacy.

With abundant resources, some associations, such as China Youth
Development Foundation and China Tea Friends Association, can satisfy the
new legal requirements. However, others have a hard time coping with them.
Experienced secretaries are undone by the required registration fees. Even
some academi ¢ associ ationswhich, up to now weredoing well, find it ishard to
adapt to the new requirements.

Other associations, such asfolk groups, arefinding it nearly impossibleto
gainlega legitimacy under the new Regulations. For thefolk-arts organizations
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in Beijing, the most difficult conditionisthat they must affiliateto unitsin charge.
No government unit — neither the Propaganda Department, nor the Culture
Bureau, nor the Tourism Bureau — is willing to take political and economic
responsibility for them, even though the various temple fairs bring promise of
economic prosperity. We can say the main problem of academic associationsis
an economic one, whilethe main problem of folk groupsisthat of administrative
affiliation. While there are exceptions (the “Dragon Tablet Association” has
successfully combined its dragon worship with national ideol ogy, transforming
a temporary shrine into a “Dragon Culture Museum”), most grass-roots
associations in China have been hampered by the new law.

The"Regulationsfor theAdministration of Social Associations’ issuedin
1998 brings home the message: an association either enjoys all four kinds of
legitimacy, or it does not exist at all. Nonethel ess, within the categories of folk
groupsand illegal associations, therewill continue to be many associationsfor
quite a long period. In a society where several contradictory orders coexist,
there is bound to be a mechanism for acquiescence embodying compromise
(Weber, 1954, p. 9). Thiswill leave some room for the operation of different
types of associations aswell as aunique field for further study.
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