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abstract
In this paper, we specifically focus on the social disciplining process in China since
2012, i.e., in the Xi Jinping era, although we also briefly touch upon historical aspects
of disciplining (Confucianism, Legalism, New Life Movement” in the 1930s political
campaigns in the Mao era, etc.). The approach adopted in this paper is to conduct an
analysis of the disciplining/civilizing top-down project of the state.
We argue that the function of the current Chinese state as a disciplining and civilizing entity is the connecting link tying policies such as the state’s morality policies,
its anti-corruption drive or the so-called “social credit system” together under a specific governance logic: to discipline and civilize society in order to prepare the people
to become modernized. In fact, modernization and modernity encompass not only a
process of economic and political-administrative modernizing but concurrently one
related to the organization of society in general and the disciplining of this society and
its individuals to create people with “modernized” minds in particular.
Our principal research questions in this paper are twofold: (1) How should disciplining and civilizing processes in general and in contemporary China in particular be
understood? (2) What kind of policies and tools does the Chinese state use to pursue
and implement its disciplining objectives? This paper thus contributes to the understanding of the logic and rationality of China’s political system, its developmental
goals and its disciplining and modernizing trajectories. In this way, it also enhances
our knowledge of comparative modernizing processes and multiple modernities.
The paper is structured as follows: First, we clarify our concept of social disciplining in a general sense, building on the propositions of Weber, Elias, Foucault
and Oestreich. In a second step, we examine the Chinese concepts of and discourses
on discipline/disciplining and civilizing. Thirdly, we trace disciplining processes and
ideas in China from the perspective of political culture. Fourthly, we address the function of the Chinese state as both a developmental and a disciplining state striving for
a new and modern social order, before, fifthly, we analyze current disciplining efforts.
In the final section, we examine three case studies: the functioning of the state as a
“moral state”; the ongoing anti-corruption campaign since 2014; and the so-called
“social credit system.” We will also briefly touch upon further disciplining or civilizing
1
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domains such as cyberspace control, the cadres’ evaluation system, civilizing ethnic
minorities, and measures to fight the coronavirus pandemic. We then summarize our
main findings in the conclusion.
Keywords
Modernizing minds and behavior, disciplining and civilizing processes, self-disciplining,
morality state, developmental state, anti-corruption drive, social credit system

introduction
Since 2014, there have been increasing reports that China’s political development
under current party leader Xi Jinping has taken on ever more repressive traits. The
growing nannyism and content restrictions on scientists, public intellectuals, NGOs
and international organizations, and the punishment or detention of critics have been
criticized by Western countries, as have phenomena such as the “Social Credit System,” strict Internet censorship and the methods of dealing with the Uighurs in Xinjiang. The initial question addressed in this paper is which logic and objective of the
party state (hereinafter: state) are hidden behind these various measures and to what
extent these factors can be attributed to a specific and uniform political purpose. In
our opinion, simply referring to the will of the party leadership to maintain power is not
sufficient to explain these phenomena and their inner coherence. This applies all the
more as power always has a functional aspect as well: to serve distinct objectives, be
it in the interests of the leader(s), the nation or both. At the heart of the current leadership’s efforts stands the mission of developing China into a comprehensive modernized entity by 2050 (see page 43).
In this paper, we argue that the function of the current Chinese state as a disciplining and civilizing entity is the connecting link tying all the above-mentioned policies together under a specific governance logic: to discipline and civilize society in
order to prepare the people to become modernized. In fact, modernization and modernity encompass not only a process of economic and political-administrative modernizing but concurrently one related to the organization of society in general and the
2
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disciplining of this society and its individuals to create people with “modernized”
minds in particular (see figure 1).
Figure 1: Varieties of China’s Modernizing Processes

© Thomas Heberer

Thomas B. Stephens (1992, 17) noted that: “Discipline is a state of mind. It is
that state of mind which accepts without question the submission of the will and to
the interest of a hierarchical superior in a group.” This is, however, a rather military
definition which fades out both the process of internalizing discipline and of inducing
a kind of self-disciplinization and self-discipline in individuals.
Of course, a “modern” mind does not mean that only one specific form of modern
mind exists and figures as an example to be achieved by each society in the world.
Rather, there are multiple patterns of “modern” minds, varying from country to country and from culture to culture.
Without doubt, modernization is not a unilinear process of or trajectory to modernity as, for instance, some proponents of the early modernization theories believed,
a process by which the “underdeveloped” or “late developing” countries gradually
adopted Western democracy and Western values, thus following the European example. Instead, we speak of “multiple modernities” (Eisenstadt 2002, Meyer and de Sales
Marques 2018), i.e., a broad variety of models of modernizing and modernization.
Eisenstadt, for example, rejects the assumption of a homogenizing Western blueprint
of modernization and modernities, arguing instead that we face “multiple institutional
3
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and ideological patterns” in the modern world, many of them accompanied by “strong
anti-Western or even antimodern themes” that are still “distinctively modern” (Eisenstadt 2002, 2). In a similar vein, Tu Weiming claims that the non-Western world has
spawned specific cases of modernization and modernity (Tu 2002, 217). In addition,
“late arrivals” cannot repeat the earlier sequences of industrial development (Bendix
1967, 328). In this light, the Chinese leadership bespeaks a “Chinese path to development” which would differ from Western concepts of modernization.
With regard to Europe, historian Gerhard Oestreich (1969) described this process
of modernizing the minds of the people as “social disciplining” (Sozialdisziplinierung).
He characterized “social disciplining” as a historical process aimed at bringing about
a consensus among the members of society on the values and norms that should regulate their behavior and, if necessary, be imposed in a top-down manner by the state.
We argue that the modernization concept we present here includes the adjustment of
political authority to the requirements of social regulation and disciplining. Sheilagh
Ogilvie (2006, 43) explained that its meaning is that the state intervenes in the private
life of individual people thus spawning a societal behavior essential for the creation of
a “well-ordered” state and the “capitalist modernization of the economy.”
Specifically in Europe, the modernizing process in terms of industrialization and
social change in the 17th, 18th and 19th centuries spawned a huge transformation of
the power structure of societies, of concepts of political order and individual morality
(see e.g., Kieser 2016). Increasingly, modernization was accompanied by a top-down
disciplining project, often framed as a “civilizational project” which legitimized the
invention of the state monopoly on the use of force and the institutionalization of
a disciplining apparatus. This project was not a fully unorganized one but was pursued through a planned process in which the military, the clergy, state educators, the
Inquisition, town councils, poorhouses, political theoreticians, witch-hunting and the
organization of industrial labor played a crucial role.
As Samuel Huntington’s seminal and controversial book “The Clash of Civilizations” (1996) has shown, civilization is not merely a historical category but is still a
widely debated issue today. Huntington has brought this notion of civilizations back
into the international foreground. The concept has always been controversial since
it encompassed different issues such as a specific level of societal development, as
4
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regulated and disciplined behavior and etiquette, or even eurocentristic and colonialist perceptions (see e.g., O’Hagan 2007).
In this paper, we focus on the social disciplining process in China since 2012,
i.e., in the Xi Jinping era, although we also briefly touch upon historical aspects of
disciplining (Confucianism, Legalism. The “New Life Movement” in the 1930s, political campaigns in the Mao era, etc.). We do not intend, in this paper, to examine the
response of social organizations and social groups to state-led disciplining processes
and the self-regulation of local communities. That is a matter for further study within
the context of an envisioned research project and by means of fieldwork. The approach
adopted in this paper is, rather, to conduct an analysis of the disciplining/civilizing
top-down project of the state. Concurrently, we are fully aware that the Chinese leaders do not exert strict control over all domains of social life covering every pocket of
society in a top-down manner.
Our principal research questions in this paper are twofold:
1. How should disciplining and civilizing processes in general and in contemporary China in particular be understood?
2. What kind of policies and tools does the Chinese state use to pursue and
implement its disciplining objectives?
This paper is structured as follows: First, we clarify our concept of social disciplining in a general sense, building on the propositions of Weber, Elias, Foucault
and Oestreich. In a second step, we examine the Chinese concepts of and discourses
on discipline/disciplining and civilizing. Thirdly, we trace disciplining processes and
ideas in China from the perspective of political culture. Fourthly, we address the function of the Chinese state as both a developmental and a disciplining state striving for
a new and modern social order, before, fifthly, we analyze current disciplining efforts.
In the final section, we examine three case studies: the functioning of the state as a
“moral state”; the ongoing anti-corruption campaign since 2014; and the so-called
“social credit system.” We will also briefly touch upon further disciplining or civilizing
domains such as cyberspace control, the cadres’ evaluation system, civilizing ethnic
minorities, and measures to fight the coronavirus pandemic. We then summarize our
main findings in the conclusion.
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social disciplining—the concept
Earlier European political philosophers such as Niccolò Machiavelli (1469–1527), Justus Lipsius (1547–1606) and Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679) were already concerned
with the issue of societal disciplining. Thomas Hobbes explicitly emphasized the
necessity to create disciplined citizens (Krüger 2005; Burchell 1999). “Man is not fitted
for society by nature, but by discipline,” wrote Hobbes (Gordon 1991, 14). In the 20th
century, major exponents of modernization processes such as Max Weber, Norbert
Elias and Michel Foucault associated modernizing with the issue of disciplining.
Undoubtedly, Max Weber’s rationalization concept and rationality approach provided a major stimulus for the social science debate on modern organization, administration, a rational system of rule, and modernization processes in a more general
sense. Weber was also one of the early sociologists combining the political, economic,
structural and cultural dimensions in analyzing modernizing processes and modernity. For Weber, state-building was primarily linked to rationalization and administrative centralization. He was convinced that rationalization would trigger modernity. His
concept of rationalization explicitly comprises the issue of disciplinization. Rationalization is primarily related to civil service, characterized by “rational specialization
and training. The Chinese mandarin was not a specialist but a ‘gentleman’ with a literary and humanistic education” (Weber 1978, Vol. 2., 1401). Weber defined “discipline”
as the “probability that by virtue of habituation a command will receive prompt and
automatic obedience in stereotyped forms, on the part of a given group of persons”
(Weber 1978, Vol. 1, 53). On the one hand, he conceived of discipline primarily as
a negative term, as a mere part of the exercise of power, and as “habituation” and
“uncritical and unresisting mass obedience” (Weber 1978, Vol. 2, 827). On the other
hand, for Weber, discipline was
nothing but the consistently rationalized, methodically prepared and exact execution of the received order, in which all personal criticism is unconditionally
suspended and the actor is unswervingly and exclusively set for carrying out the
command (Weber 1978, Vol. 2, 1149).

6
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In addition, he emphasized the necessity of “social action” and the rational obedience
of an “especially large mass” by “training” (Weber 1978, Vol. 2, 1149). Weber called
this “rational discipline” (ibid.), referring to “ethical motives” such as devotion, sense
of duty, conscientiousness and empathy of the guided according to the will of the leaders (ibid., 1149/1150). In his publication “The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism,” he wrote about the “ethos” of Western Europe and US capitalism embodying
traits such as honesty, punctuality, efficiency and professionalism. In capitalism, he
argued, “undisciplined” workers and unscrupulous business people were simply of no
use. He summarized the corresponding discipline and the way of life associated with it
as the “Spirit of Capitalism” (Weber 1988, 34–42). Elsewhere, he mentioned other factors of a rational discipline with regard to politicians: passion, sense of responsibility,
objectivity, and duty of truth, and demanded an “ethics for politicians” (Weber 2014,
72–81). The general conscription in the 19th century and the discipline of the military
(“mother’s lap of discipline”) and large enterprises were, for him, decisive institutions
with regard to social disciplining (Weber 1978, Vol. 2, 1150–1156).
Weber regarded disciplining as one of the key categories of modern and rationalized societies which shaped the actions of the populace by internalizing the rules and
objectives that should be achieved by means of internalizing power. What Weber did
not clarify and probably did not want to clarify was, on the one hand, the historical process of disciplinization, on which the discipline of modern times could build, and, on
the other hand, the concrete patterns of the enforcement of social, rational discipline.
At the same time, the analysis of interconnectedness between the state and discipline
was neglected in Weber’s writings. It was mainly three other researchers who—based
on Weber’s rather general statements on discipline and disciplinization—tried to clarify these processes: Norbert Elias, Michel Foucault and Gerhard Oestreich. Despite
many differences in their theoretical approaches and in the interpretation of the term
“discipline,” all of them share the interest in the long-term process toward modernity
and the changes of human behavior and action emerging during this process.
Elias enriched Weber’s rationalization approach by embedding it in disciplining
and civilizing processes that allowed the conditions for rational behavior to be created, i.e., a disciplining ethic. In his work “On the Process of Civilization,” he spoke
of the fact that “the personality structure of the individual changes,” thus becoming
7
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“civilized” (Elias 1989, Vol. 1, LXIV–LXV). By this, he meant the “forms of conduct
or behavior of people,” their “social quality,” their manners, language, clothing and
form of living (Elias 1989, Vol. 1, 317). Growing control of emotions and drives, refinement of manners, increasing self-control instead of external control, greater mutual
consideration and empathy, rationalization of thinking in the sense of calculating the
consequences of one’s actions in advance, and ultimately the internalization of such
values by individuals were the results of this process. Elias understood this not as an
individual, but rather as a societal, i.e., collective process, which he examined for the
time window of the Renaissance, in which a growing social differentiation and division
of labor developed. With this in mind, he wrote:
As more and more people must attune their conduct to that of other, the web of
actions must be organized more and more strictly and accurately, if each individual action is to fulfill its social function. Individuals are compelled to regulate
their conduct in an increasingly differentiated, more even and more stable manner (Elias 2000, 367).
As described below (page 13), for Elias, no “zero-point” of civilizing exists; rather, it
is a continuous process. He thus counters the allegation that “less civilized people”
are inferior to “civilized” ones. Elias’s concept of civilization therefore does not stand
for westernization but—as Jocelyne Cesari has argued—“rather to the internationalization of western concepts of nation, state, and religion and their grafting in different
cultural milieus” (Cesari 2019, 26–27).
In principle, Elias drew upon Weber’s concept of disciplining. Whereas Weber
described discipline rather as an instrument of power over the subjects, Elias dealt
specifically with the change in behavior in an overall social context, i.e., with the standardization of social behavior. He compared this process with the modern road traffic of a big city, which requires each individual to control and regulate himself and
adhere to the existing rules in order to ensure a proper traffic flow (Elias 1989, Vol.
2, 318–319). The latter is ultimately related to both disciplinization (by the state) and
self-disciplinization.
Foucault in turn defines “government” as the “totality of institutions and practices by which one steers people” (Foucault 1996, 119). Accordingly, power in a
8
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hierarchical political system functions via the ability to “bring subjects to a specific
behaviour” (power from within) (Foucault 2005, 255–257). This includes both the setting and enforcing of rules and the stimulation of “technologies of the self” (Foucault
1979b, 1990 and 1992). In contrast to Elias, in “Discipline and Punishment” Foucault
deals with the dark sides of disciplining, i.e., the disciplinizing processes in France
from the middle of the 17th to the beginning of the 19th century and “subjugation
[Zurichtung, T.H.] of the subject” by means of disciplining techniques. He highlights
that the new economic conditions of capitalism and industrialization require an “economization of the system of punishing”: the disciplining of people first in the monasteries, the military, the schools, factories, prisons and psychiatric clinics and later
through new technologies (Foucault 1979).
In a hierarchical political system, as Foucault put it, power is expressed as the
ability to “make subjects behave in a specific way” without the people affected noticing. Be it in the form of an act of coercion followed by an act of obedience, be it by
disciplining actors to behave in a certain way: actors learn that they must behave
according to the prevailing rules and norms, otherwise they may be punished if their
rule violation is discovered. Foucault’s (2010) concept of “governmentality” thus adds
a further facet of power to disciplining. Foucault is convinced that the most effective
form of wielding power is when those who are dominated accept as their own the
preferences of those who dominate, because this reduces the costs of supervision.
In addition, if individuals become thoroughly familiar with the preferences of their
dominators, they might even presage preference changes. In this way, they assist in
upholding, and even improving, dominance structures.
Foucault’s approach of “technologies of managing people” (Foucault 2010, 46)
added the facet of disciplinary power in the administrative system as a means to
achieve discipline, self-discipline and conformity among people. He primarily characterized the state as an entity of disciplining and surveillance, apparently overlooking
the other side of the coin, i.e., its function as an educating and moralizing state. In the
words of Bourdieu, the state is not only a coercive force but also a training instrument
(Dressurinstrument) (Bourdieu 2014, 281).
The historian Gerhard Oestreich criticized Weber’s thesis of rationalization as
the dominant form of and attitude toward life in capitalist modernity. He explained
9
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that rationalization also existed in absolutist polities. Implicitly, he pointed to an
important factor, namely that in the history of state-building and in the theory of the
state, debates were primarily focused on economic, military, fiscal and administrative
issues, but rarely touched upon disciplinizing and psycho-social aspects. At the same
time, he pointed out that absolutist rulers not only thought of ways to maintain power
and to increase their own resources, but also saw themselves as competent, responsible leaders and embodiments of the community acting in the interests of maintaining
the political and social order of a given polity. The latter in particular became necessary due to extensive migration movements of rural dwellers to urban areas. The state
therefore launched a disciplining program to enforce a new concept of order.
This latter point is also of significance in terms of the current Chinese case. Even
under absolutist rulers—as Oestreich notes—rulers would have tried to enforce what
he called “social disciplinization,” i.e., the disciplining of all subjects with regard to
their work (discipline and efficiency), their morals (“virtues”), attitudes, and the education to self-discipline (internalization of these virtues) (Oestreich 1968, 337–343).
The social causes of these measures were the growth of cities, the increasing density
of the population and the mode of habitation, processes of urban capitalist industrialization and associated with that the growing social division of labor and social
dependencies, and finally the increasing variety of tasks and expenditure of the state
(see Simmel 1995, 131; Thompson 1967, 56–97).1 This led to a “fundamental disciplinization,” which from the 18th century onwards gradually covered the entire society
(Oestreich, ibid.). The latter differs from the civilization process described by Elias,
which commenced from the social elites, whereas Oestreich was more concerned with
the top-down process of the absolutist state.
Having said that, Weber, Elias, Foucault and Oestreich coincide in their view that
disciplining is a process from external coercion toward the internalization of restraints
that are indispensable to achieve social order. In contrast to the Middle Ages, when
external coercion was relatively ineffective since it did not spawn internalization of
rules and norms, external action aimed at internalizing was therefore a more successful way of disciplining (van Krieken 1981, 606).
1
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Based on the approaches of Weber (rationalizing), Elias (civilizing), Foucault (disciplining) and Oestreich (social disciplining), we will try to trace and examine the disciplinary efforts of the current Chinese state. While we define discipline as the fitting
of a person into the order of a community and mastering one’s own will, feelings and
inclinations (self-discipline), in this paper we focus on the issue of “social disciplining.” We define social disciplining as the implementation of government measures
aimed at disciplined behavior and finally self-discipline or self-regulation within a
given society in the interests of this larger community.
Historically, by means of social disciplining, a consensus was reached in terms
of the societal value system and the rules of social behavior. The objective was the
disciplining of the entire society and the steering of every individual to internalize the
new core values and behavior. In the end, Oestreich’s approach starts out from the
perspective of a top-down manner by which the centralized state initiates processes
of disciplining. Oestreich characterized this behavior of the state as a mere “tendency” since both social forces and different government levels (provinces, cities,
counties) also impact on central government’s policies and its concept of disciplining
society.2 From the perspective of state-building, Gorski also speaks of a “top-down
process” in cases where the state figures as the principal actor (Gorski 2003, xvi, 31).
As explained above, this paper focuses on the top-down processes as a part of the
state’s disciplining policies and technologies, and does not touch upon the multitude
of bottom-up processes.
With regard to Europe, Gorski speaks of a “disciplinary revolution.” He writes:
Like the industrial revolution, the disciplinary revolution transformed the material and technological bases of production; it created new mechanisms for the
production of social and political order. And, like the industrial revolution, the
disciplinary revolution was driven by a key technology: the technology of observation—self-observation, mutual observation, hierarchical observation. For it

2
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was observation—surveillance—that made it possible to unleash the energies
of the human soul—another well-known but little-used resource—and harness
them for the purposes of political power and domination. What steam did for the
modern economy . . . discipline did for the modern polity: by creating more obedient and industrious subjects with less coercion and violence, discipline dramatically increased, not only the regulatory power of the state, but its extractive and
coercive capacities as well (Gorski 2003, xvi).
The term “disciplinary revolution” is defined by Gorski as a “revolutionary struggle . . .
which has, as one of its chief ends, the creation of a more disciplined polity” (Gorski
2003, ibid.).
“Civilizing,” the Chinese government’s preferred term (as will be shown in the following section), has different meanings in different cultures (Elias 1989, Vol. 1, 1–4).
Borrowing from Elias, we use it, on the one hand, in relation to creating a new societal
morality and, on the other hand, in the sense of “civilized behavior” related to good
manners and decency, refinement of life and civilized standards in terms of violence,
bodily functions, table manners, forms of speech, i.e., social etiquette and internalized
self-restraint. We argue that civilizing people’s behavior in this sense is part and parcel
of the process of social disciplining. As the Chinese argumentation shows, it does not
mean “westernization”; in fact, it is strongly embedded in China’s traditional culture.3
Elias uses this term not to describe something superior in the sense of civilizing
“inferior” societies or social groups but to signify a continuous project:
There is no zero-point of civilizing processes, no point at which human beings are
uncivilized and as it were begin to be civilized. No human being lacks the capacity for self-restraint. No human group could function for any length of time whose
adults failed to develop, within the wild and at first totally unrestrained little
beings, as which humans are born, patterns of self-regulation and self-restraint.
What changes in the course of a civilizing process are the social patterns of
3
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individual self-restraint and the manner in which they are built into the individual
person in the form of what one now calls ‘conscience’ or perhaps ‘reason’ (Elias,
op. cit. in Cesari 2019, 25).
In an interview in 1989, Elias further elaborated the idea of the nonexistence of a
zero-point and negated the existence of an absolute stage of being civilized or uncivilized:
The theory of civilisation shows that one can never speak of an absolute state
of being civilised or of an absolute state of being uncivilised, but only of stages
of civilisation. The idea that there were ever uncivilised human beings is just
as false as the idea that one day there might be absolutely civilised human
beings. All that can be observed are changeable relationships of equilibrium
between more or less civilised tendencies of self-regulation. But, undoubtedly,
the self-regulation of human beings in complex industrialised states is more pervasive and more uniform than in simpler societies.4
With regard to disciplinization, constant surveillance, supervision and informationgathering are central instruments of exerting discipline and policing people’s behavior. Today, these instruments are becoming increasingly sophisticated by means of
new technologies such as artificial intelligence, face recognition, and cyberspace control. Without doubt, China is a forerunner in terms of developing und making full use
of such sophisticated surveillance technologies. Drawing on Christopher Dandeker,
we argue that surveillance and “surveillance capacity,” i.e., effective bureaucratic
surveillance, are “the basis of systems of administrative power in modern societies”
(Dandeker 1990, 194).
Giddens speaks of two types of surveillance in modern societies: the accumulation
of “coded information” to “administer the activities of individuals about whom it is gathered” and stored, and the “direct supervision of the activities of some individuals by
others in positions of authority over them” (Giddens 1985, 14). Talking about the capacity of the state to surveil and monitor, he speaks of the state’s “disciplinary power”
(ibid., 15) as crucial for internal pacification and securing law and order (ibid., 189).
4
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However, as mentioned previously, disciplining states do not just serve as actors
trying to enforce discipline through administration, penalties and surveillance. They
also influence the disciplining process by means of educational, ideological and socializing factors. The goal is to achieve not a slavish subject mentality, but the subjectification of the people, i.e., the creation of subjects who internalize discipline in terms of
self-disciplining, who are aware of the rules and norms and consciously respect them.5

the chinese concept and discourses of discipline/
disciplining and civilizing
The currently used Chinese term for discipline jilü (纪律) has a history going back
more than two thousand years. In the ancient written records, it is mentioned in
the “Zuo Zhuan” (The Commentary of Zuo), which is thought to have originated in
the 3rd century BC. In this record, we find the sentence “A hundred officials are
wary of discipline out of fear,”6 which sounds rather Legalistic (see pages 29–30)
since it relates to both discipline and fear. The expression originally referred to the
observance of Confucian moral rules. The modern Chinese term jilü resembles the
“Western” one in the sense of protecting collective interests, complying with rules
and regulations and steering the behavior of people, but also points to two further
factors: (a) to historic and cultural differences, and (b) to enforcing compliance by
imposing external constraints.7 According to the “Modern Mandarin-Chinese Dictionary” (Xiandai Hanyu Cidian, 1979, 528), the term is more related to the collective
interest of and rule-based processes in organizations.
In the history of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), the term discipline was and
is primarily related to party (political) or military discipline, less to the issue of social
disciplining (see e.g., Li Peng 2018). Effective disciplinization requires, in turn, supervision and surveillance technologies in order to be effective. Behavioral codes should
be gradually memorized by individuals, so that they become a constituent element of
5
6
7
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On subjectification, see Foucault 2006, 237.
Zuo Chuan Huan Gong ernian: https://ctext.org/chun-qiu-zuo-zhuan/huan-gong-er-nian (accessed 14 June 2020).
Baidu, Jilü, https://baike.baidu.com/item/%E7%BA%AA%E5%BE%8B/4477 (accessed 23 March 2020).
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the individual himself. The ultimate objective of disciplining until today is to establish
self-control internalized by individuals. Nowadays, the use of jilü is rarely used with
regard to societal discipline.
There is, however, another term in use for discipline, guixun (规训). With regard
to Foucault’s book “Discipline and Punish” or Oestreich’s “Social Disciplining,” in both
cases discipline/disciplining has been translated as guixun, and social disciplining as
shehui guixun (社会规训) (Hu Yingfeng 2012).8 As for the Chinese concepts of discipline and disciplining, both 纪律 and 规训 are used. According to renowned political
scientist Yu Keping (Peking University), both are modern concepts rather than ancient
ones. However, as Yu notes, 纪律 originated from the traditional Chinese army, while
规训 is pretty much a new term. While the terms 规and 训 were used in traditional
Confucian texts, the combination 规训 was seldom used. 规训 as a new term became
more popular when the title of Foucault’s book “Discipline and Punish” was translated
as “规训与惩罚” (guixun and chengfa). But interestingly, the Chinese term 规训stands
not only for disciplining but also for self-disciplining.9
Dr. Du Lun from the University of Duisburg-Essen argues that due to different
traditions, the notion of “disciplining” is also varying. In the context of governance,
terms such as “governing by virtue” (德政, dezheng) and “rule by rites” (礼治, lizhi)
played a more prominent role in China’s political culture. 纪律was rarely used in such
a context, but there was more use of terms such as “changing through education”
教化 ( jiaohua) and “educate and change the minds of the people”10 (教民, jiaomin).
The modern term 规训in turn is less concerned with rules but means “instructing” or
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Guixun yu chengfa (Discipline and Punish), https://baike.baidu.com/item/%E8%A7%84%E8%AE%AD%E4
%B8%8E%E6%83%A9%E7%BD%9A%EF%BC%9A%E7%9B%91%E7%8B%B1%E7%9A%84%E8%AF%9E%
E7%94%9F/15262496?fromtitle=%E8%A7%84%E8%AE%AD%E4%B8%8E%E6%83%A9%E7%BD%9A&fromid=771350 2 (accessed 14 June 2020); Angzang de ren: zaoqi jindai deyizhi de “kechi qunti yu shehui guixun”
(Dirty people: Early period of modern Germany’s disgraceful community and social disciplining). https://zhuanlan
.zhihu.com/p/87063658 (accessed 14 June 2020).
Personal communication with Yu Keping, 11 June 2020. I am very grateful for his advice.
Jiaohua (transformed by education) was already in use in China in the 19th century to explain European civilization. For more on this, see Hirono 2008, 24–26. Hirono related this notion to Confucian thought “which held
that the emperor had superior morality, and that this task was to ‘educate’ people and lead them to righteousness and morality” (ibid., 26). Pines (2012, 121) translates it as “moral transformation of the people.”
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“teaching.”11 Finally, guanjiao (管教) is another concept translated as “discipline” but
is connected to Confucian ideas of being subject to education, instruction or training.
The CCP considers discipline and moral education more as an essential part of its
civilizing project (wenminghua, 文明化), the state’s “attempts to subject the population
to new modes of discipline, inscribed as ‘civilized’” (Anagnost 1997, 12), i.e., to create
a “civilized society.” The modern concept of “civilization” (translated as wenming)
seems to have arrived in China via Japan,12 which in turn borrowed it from the French
concept of “civilisation” (Wang Gungwu 1982, 2). The term wen is an expression of
ancient Chinese thinking and relates to people who are able to read and write Chinese
and are educated (in a Confucian sense). It is, therefore, related to Chinese (traditional) culture and morals as a precondition of Chineseness. Thus, it differs from the
modern word “civilization.” Yang and Hua (2006, 1) even interpret “civilized society”
as “a culturally sophisticated one.” Hirono (2008, 24) translates wenming as “enlightened by culture,” which essentially describes the basic concept behind this term.
Wang Gungwu explains that non-Chinese could also be accepted as “civilized” if
they fulfilled these criteria:
It was not Chinese against non-Chinese, it was those Chinese who had civilization as opposed to all those who did not have it. Those who did have it included
non-Chinese as well as other Chinese (Wang 1982, 23).
Civilization in China, as Osterhammel (2006, 11) noted, “was an achievement, and
others were encouraged to make a similar effort.” At the same time, civilizing was the
task of and was brought about by “wise rulers or leaders,” meaning that it is not born
out of the initiative of individuals but comes from the (“wise”) ruler who urges the
people to change: to “become civilized is to change” (Wang 1982, 27–28). However,
the interrelationship between civilized (the elite) and non-civilized persons (ordinary
people) is a hierarchical one.
With regard to modern civilization, historian Xu Jilin (2020, 3) raised another interesting point. He distinguished between modernity (related to “wealth and power”)
11
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and modern civilization, related to “a set of value systems and corresponding institutional arrangements.” He argued that since the late 19th century, many Chinese have
perceived wealth and power to be most crucial and considered civilization and values
to be less important. “So for a long period,” Xu writes (2020, 7), “wealth and power
took precedence over civilization.” He added:
. . . the attitude of Chinese people toward modern civilization was to pay less
attention to universal civilizational values and the corresponding system of rule
of law, and more to the technical side, the non-value-related aspects of science
and technology, the rational order and the capitalist spirit. After a century and
a half of hard work, the China Dream finally became a reality. But only half of
the dream was actually realized, and China’s modernity remained incomplete.
Wealth and power “rose up,” but civilization remains lost in a haze (Xu 2020, 7).
This very fact could explain why the focus of political and social concern is now moving more in the direction of Xu’s interpretation of the concept of civilization.
But what does the current Chinese leadership mean by “civilization”? Alison
Kaufman (2018, 2–3) argues that Xi Jinping uses the term in a threefold way: (a) a people tied together by a shared geography, language and history over a long timeframe;
(b) in the sense of “culture” (shaped by common mindset, values, history, etc.); and
(c) referring to a “process of human development” differing from “non-civilized” people and displaying a type of behavior conceived of as “non-civilized.”13 This normative
understanding, which is strongly related to top-down disciplining and civilizing efforts
by the state, is highly relevant for this study. As Kaufman points out,
China’s entire modernization project, from 1840 to today, can be viewed as a
quest to become “civilized” . . . that is, to reorient its internal characteristics in
such a way [as] to guarantee its national strength, self-determination, and influence in the global arena (Kaufman 2018, 3).
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This resembles Prasenjit Duara’s definition of civilizing as efforts bringing true and proper civilizational virtues
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We further argue that there exists a fourth facet: to discipline and civilize one’s own
people so that they will be prepared and their behavior comes into line with the 2050
goal of China’s “comprehensive modernization” program. It is the latter on which this
study is focused.
Baidu, the biggest Chinese search engine and most important encyclopedia,
informs us that civilization in the Chinese context comprises five factors: material,
political, national, social and human civilization. Meanwhile, two further ones have
been added: ecological and internet civilization. As related to society, “civilized society” (wenming shehui) refers to the combination of the elements “civilized social
relations, civilized social ideas, civilized social systems, and civilized social behavior.”
In a narrow sense, “social civilizing” encompasses the factors “civilizing of social
subjects” (personal development, family happiness, neighborhood harmony, social
harmony), of social relationships (interpersonal, family, neighborhood, community
and group relationships), of social ideas (social theories, societal psychology, social
manners and customs, and social morality14), of the social system (social institutions,
social structures, social policies, social laws), and of social behavior (social activities, social work, social management).15 At the 17th National Congress of the CCP in
2007, “civilizing” (wenminghua) was mentioned 13 times in the report of then General
Secretary Hu Jintao16. At the 19th Party Congress (2017), Xi Jinping referred 45 times
to the term civilization,17 which shows that it had become increasingly prominent. The
civilizing concept of the central leadership has meanwhile trickled down to the lower
levels (see pages 49–51).
As described in the following section, we are concerned with the underlying
intentions as well with the practical policies to improve the “civilized” and (disciplined) “quality” (suzhi) of the Chinese people. We try to figure out the mechanisms of
“haunting,” as Avery F. Gordon (2008, xvi) labeled the process of enforcing discipline
14
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This aspect is sometimes referred to as “spiritual civilization” (jingshen wenming), based on “traditional Chinese culture” and centering on Confucian ideas and ethics. See Jingshen wenming, https://baike.baidu.com/item
/%E7%B2%BE%E7%A5%9E%E6%96%87%E6%98%8E (accessed 1 May 2020).
Shehui wenming. https://baike.baidu.com/item/%E7%A4%BE%E4%BC%9A%E6%96%87%E6%98%8E
(accessed 1 April 2020).
See Hu Jintao’s report: http://zqb.cyol.com/content/2007-10/16/content_1923411.htm (accessed 1 May 2020).
See Xi’s report: http://www.gov.cn/zhuanti/2017-10/27/content_5234876.htm (accessed 1 May 2020).
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that is internalized within people’s thinking and behavior, leading to self-control.
“Haunting” is conceived of as “producing a something-to-be-done,” something that
“must be done” (Gordon 2008, ibid.).18
As argued above, civilizing is one crucial aspect of social disciplining. Whereas
discipline relates primarily to a top-down process in which an entire society is educated
to compliance, finally internalizing general norms and rules, civilizing is more related to
social behavior imposed by the elite on the ordinary people with regard to modernity.
Since civilizing is the predominant term in China, we will use both in this article.

disciplining processes in china: political culture matters
Weber, Oestreich and Gorski were primarily concerned with European disciplining
processes, particularly their relatedness to Protestantism and Calvinism. In Europe,
the disciplining process is associated with the rise of cities and a specific urban life.
Van der Loo and van Reijen (1992, 135) identified three initial avenues of disciplining
processes: a modern military organization; factory organization due to the industrial
revolution; and administrative organization. A strong permeation of the state and the
church, on the one hand, and for centuries a division of labor between the church
and the state, on the other, existed in which the church was primarily responsible
for issues of moral disciplining (church discipline, Kirchenzucht), while the state dealt
with issues of administrative, military and legal disciplining. Although disciplining
processes in East Asia differ from those in Europe, even in the latter the state played
a crucial role in terms of socialization, regulation, and disciplinization, thus figuring
also as a pedagogical, ideological and ethical organization (Gorski 2003, 165–166).
Interestingly, in East Asian countries we find multiple similarities in terms of disciplining processes. For example, disciplining efforts commenced in Japan in the Meiji
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The term “haunting” is borrowed from Derrida’s “Spectres de Marx.” With regard to China, it refers in this paper
not only to the continuing impact of Confucian discourses (such as the civilizing mission of the Center or the
concept of self-cultivation) but also to Maoist discourses (such as “struggle” and “re-education”), and discourses aimed at instilling certain concepts of development among local cadres (“modernization,” “improvement”). See Derrida and Magnus (1996).
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era (Ikegami 1989; Faison 2007), in Taiwan in the 1950s (Davis 2004; Chen 2008), and
in South Korea (Huer 1989; Davis 2004) and Singapore in the 1960s (Ohno 2005; Heng
and Aljunied 2009; Koh 2009). All of these political entities were—like China—developmental states with a disciplining trajectory during their modernizing processes (on
the developmental state see page 38–40). And in China, as in other East Asian countries, it was the state which was responsible for both moral and legal education and
disciplining in a top-down manner.
China has a lengthy history of written records providing information on disciplining
ideologies embedded in specific worldviews and concepts of social order. In the following, we will briefly touch upon two specific cases: first, the historically most prominent
ideologies of disciplining, and second on disciplining policies during the Mao era.
As in other East Asian countries, no single, unified state religion existed in China,
and religion and a church (as in Europe) did not play a prominent role. Various schools
of thought and religions shaped the minds and actions of people in different ways,
including Confucianism, Legalism, Daoism, Mohism19 and Buddhism,20 the critics of
Chinese traditionalism in the context of the 1919 May Fourth Movement in contemporary history (see Schwarcz 1986), and Western ideological and cultural influences.
Although we find similarities between Europe and China, there are also tremendous differences between, for instance, the concept and logic of the state, on the
one hand, and modernizing processes, on the other. Traditionally, the core function
of the Chinese state was to preserve stability and avoid disorder (luan) and to safeguard the moral order of society (see e.g., Balázs 1965; Wang 2017). Particularly with
regard to the latter function, i.e., ascribing moral virtues to the state and the state’s
task of asserting these values within society, this has spawned a different notion of
the interrelationship between the individual and the collective on the one hand and
the individual and the state on the other. As the late US political scientist and China
scholar Lucian W. Pye put it:
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Mohism refers to a school going back to the philosopher Mozi (also: Mo Di, 468–376 BC), which focused on
the principle of general love of and solidarity among people. The Mohists rejected traditional class differences,
preached frugality and modesty, and gave society priority over the family. Mohism is conceived of as an early
socialist trait. See e.g., Mo Ti 1975.
On Chinese Buddhism see Ikeda 1990.
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No people have ever outdone the Chinese in ascribing moral virtues to the state
or in deprecating the worth of the individual. First Confucianism and then the
Chinese version of Leninism went all out in extolling the importance of rules and
society and in minimizing the rights of individuals . . . The individual has consistently been seen as merely a disciplined member of some larger group and
the group’s interests are always assumed to take precedence over those of the
individual (Pye 1996, 16–17).
What Pye is telling us is not only that taking care of morality is a task of the state but
also that morality and self-education are strongly connected to collective interests
and the dedication and commitment of individuals to the collective and the interests
of the state.
Accordingly, Martin Jacques noted that the Chinese perceived the state differently from Westerners:
The latter see it as an outsider, an interloper, or even a necessary evil that must
be constantly held to account and justified. The Chinese, on the other hand, view
the state as an intimate, as part of the family, even as the head of the family
(Jacques 2012, 618–619).
Contrary to the European philosophy of state, a pronounced theory of the state did
not exist in the Chinese history of ideas. Rather, based on history and the past, ethical standards were formulated, determining how the emperors, civil servants and the
people should behave and which standards and norms they had to follow. Confucianism as a state-supporting concept formed the basis of the prevailing ethics. Until modern times, peasant rebellions, overthrow of dynasties, and conquerors have changed
little with regard to the political institutions. The perpetuation of these institutions as
the basis for the interaction between rulers and the ruled played a part in ensuring
that the Chinese political system remained largely constant over the centuries.
In the following sections, we will deal with two case studies: (a) the disciplinary
function of Confucianism and Legalism as the two ancient disciplinizing ideologies
which still have an impact on present politics, (b) the “New Life Movement” in the
1930s, and (c) the disciplining tools of the Mao era.
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Confucianismus
The term Confucianism encompasses three components: a theory of education, a
moral system and a social philosophy. Regarding the moral system, it consists of a set
of rules of conduct stipulating how to behave in a strictly hierarchical and disciplinized
society. Baumann et al. (2020) sum up the Confucian approach toward the individual
as follows: “The cornerstone of the Confucian tradition is that no one is unchangeable,
and that everybody possesses the capacity to transform themselves, regardless how
little. This is achieved through a balance of soft and hard approaches” (Baumann et al.
2020, 105). “Soft approach” here refers to the issue of self-reflection, “hard approach”
to punishment due to violating norms and rules (e.g., in a Legalist system).
Among other things, the focus of Confucianism is on learning correct social
behavior by means of a moral education process in which everyone should learn
how to conduct himself within the family, the society and toward the state. Through a
moral improvement and education process, people should learn correct social behavior—the basis of a sound social order. The ultimate goal was “self-cultivation” as the
basis of the order of the world.21 Cultivation of the person itself as a precondition
for “good governance” has already been propagated and explained by the canonical Confucian text “Great Learning” (Daxue). Originally, Daxue was a chapter in the
“Book of Rites” (Li Ji), one of the five Confucian Classics ascribed to Confucius himself.
During the Song dynasty (960–1279), it was selected as a crucial part of the examinations for the state’s civil service and a foundational introduction to Confucianism (for
details, see Lee 1985; Wang 2019). The text is primarily concerned with learning and
self-cultivation. The following quotation illustrates the basic political idea behind the
concept of “self-cultivation.” Since this concept is crucial for understanding disciplining and civilizing processes in China to this day, we will quote it in more detail:
The ancients who wished to illustrate illustrious virtue throughout the kingdom,
first ordered well their own states. Wishing to order well their states, they first
regulated their families. Wishing to regulate their families, they first cultivated
their persons. Wishing to cultivate their persons, they first rectified their hearts.
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Wishing to rectify their hearts, they first sought to be sincere in their thoughts.
Wishing to be sincere in their thoughts, they first extended to the utmost their
knowledge. Such extension of knowledge lay in the investigation of things.
Things being investigated, knowledge became complete. Their knowledge being
complete, their thoughts were sincere. Their thoughts being sincere, their hearts
were then rectified. Their hearts being rectified, their persons were cultivated.
Their persons being cultivated, their families were regulated. Their families being
regulated, their states were rightly governed. Their states being rightly governed,
the whole kingdom was made tranquil and happy. From the Son of Heaven down
to the mass of the people, all must consider the cultivation of the person the root
of everything besides. It cannot be, when the root is neglected, that what should
spring from it will be well ordered. It never has been the case that what was of
great importance has been slightly cared for, and, at the same time, that what
was of slight importance has been greatly cared for . . . the cultivation of the person depends on the rectifying of the mind.22
Self-cultivation was therefore conceived of as the root of all politics. Politics and
morality very closely connected with each other albeit the latter gained priority over
the first (see Tu 1993, 26).
The ethics of Confucianism was the ideal of the political elite and thus a “minority
morality” (He 2015, 28). The common people, who were not proficient in writing and
reading, could not obtain guidance from books of rites. The mass of the people thus
had no opportunity to cultivate themselves and to follow their superiors in achieving
the elite’s morality goals. Taking care of their livelihoods and daily survival were their
main concern. As Mencius (372–289 BC or 385–303 or 302 BC), the second most prominent Confucian philosopher, noted:
The way of the people is this: If they have a certain livelihood, they will have a
fixed heart; if they have not a certain livelihood, they have not a fixed heart. If
they have not a fixed heart, there is nothing which they will not do in the way of
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self-abandonment, of moral deflection, of depravity, and of wild license (Mengzi
2006–2020).
Without an adequate livelihood the preconditions for moralizing the masses were
lacking (Schwartz 1985, 105–106). In addition, the moral behavior of ordinary people
tended to be regulated by pictorial representations of the consequences of deviant
behavior (see illustration below). Compliance with moral norms was believed to be
monitored by a large number of gods. Disciplinization took place primarily within the
families and clans according to their norms and rules (see e.g., Yang 1994). Liu (1959)
and others showed in which way, specifically, the rural population was disciplined by
clan rules on clan internal and external behavior (Liu 1959 and 1964).
The “Book of Rites” (Li Ji), one of the five texts forming the Confucian canon
and thought to have originated in the second century BC, listed ethical rules of
conduct for all members of the hierarchically structured society so as to
prevent disorder (luan). The Li Ji linked
the ideal of a well-ordered family to the
well-orderliness of the state:
The piety of the son is the attitude
with which one should serve the
prince; fraternal subordination is the
attitude with which one should serve
one’s superiors; paternal love is the
disposition with which you have to
lead the crowd (Li Gi 1981, 51).
If the family was well-ordered, the state
was well-ordered as well. Accordingly,
social relationships were regulated in
great detail: piety toward one’s parents, adoring love toward elders, loving
Punishing misconduct monitored by gods.
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friendship toward equals, loyalty toward one’s superiors, humanity toward one’s
subordinates, polite restraint toward outsiders, behaving toward the dead according
to the rites.
While Mencius argued that humans are innately good, at the same time these
good factors required cultivation and the right environment to flourish.23 This stood
in strong contrast to Xunzi (ca. 300 BC–ca. 239 BC) who took the view that men tend
toward evil (Hsüntze 1966, 184–187). Both, however, believed that through education
and self-cultivation, humans could develop their positive sides.
The renowned social anthropologist Fei Xiaotong defined morality as “the life
that people in a society should abide by certain norms of social behavior” (Fei 1992,
71). But in contrast to the Western morality concept, in which morality was “built on
the relationship between the organization and the individual” (ibid., 72), morality in
China starts out from the individual, thus making self-disciplining and self-educating
such a central concept of building morality. Fei refers to the classical Confucian text
“Great Learning” (Daxue)24 and noted that the sentence
From the Son of Heaven down to ordinary people, all must consider the cultivation of the person as the root of everything . . . is the starting point in the system
of morality inherent in Chinese social structure (Fei 1992, 74).
In a similar vein, Tu Weiming (1979, 71) explained that self-cultivation is “the point of
departure in Confucianism ( . . . ) rather than social responsibility.” A quote from the
ancient book Liezi, attributed to the Daoist philosopher Lie Yukou (ca. 450 BC), helps
to underscore this argument. In the chapter “Shuofu” (说符) it is written:
King Zhuang from Chu asked Zhan He: ‘What should be done to put the state in
order?’ Zhan He replied: ‘I only understand how to rectify my own self; I don’t
understand how to put a state in order . . . I have never heard that when your own
self is in order, the state would get in disorder, and I have never heard that when
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Mencius (Selections), translated by A. Charles Muller. http://www.acmuller.net/con-dao/mencius.html#div-2
(accessed 14 June 2020).
The most prominent neo-Confucian philosopher Zhu Xi (1130–1200) included this text in the canon of the examination system for the state civil service. On Zhu Xi see Chan 1989.
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your own self is in disorder, the state can be ordered. The cause of the order is
therefore your own self.’25
The consequences of prioritizing self-cultivation over social responsibility are that
“real” Confucians were apparently concerned more with improving themselves and
less with issues of social responsibility. Social disciplining in the modern sense
is therefore aimed at bringing people in line with social accountability and social
discipline.
According to Confucianism, the people were incapable of managing themselves
and were conceived to be immature. The administration should therefore be left to
far-sighted officials. If unrest and dissatisfaction occurred, it was the ruler, not the
people, who was to be blamed. The subjects owed him respect and obedience, but
they had a right to rebel against rulers who deviated from the “path of virtue.” According to this concept, bad rulership became evident through a decline of agriculture and
livelihoods, the occurrence of major natural disasters, constant wars, etc.
Fei Xiaotong (1910–2005) spoke of the “Rule of Rituals” that shaped China and
the behavior of the Chinese people and which he conceived of as “recognized behavioral forms” (Fei 1992, 96). Ritual in the sense of “Li” (礼) meant the entirety of social
conventions and norms that should ensure correct behavior in the interaction and
communication with other members of society, thus leading to social order. It therefore figures as a kind of behavioral orientation. As Fei continues:
If you act in violation of rituals, your action is not only immoral but incorrect.
Rituals are sustained by personal habits. It is as if there were ten eyes watching
you and ten fingers pointing at you all the time. You cannot help but follow the
ritual (Fei 1992, 99).
Rituals are related to a distinct moral order that is intended to regulate interactions
within a society that has not yet spawned a legal system. The mere existence of
such an order signifies that the (Confucian) rituals constituted the disciplining tool of
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Source: 列子，说符. http://www.guoxuemeng.com/guoxue/7151.html (accessed 14 June 2020). English translation: Graham, A.C. (translator) (1990), The Book of Lieh-tzǔ: A Classic of Tao. New York: Columbia University
Press (revised version).
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society for many centuries. The Li Ji mentioned above is a clear expression of such a
code of conduct.
However, throughout history, Confucianism underwent major transformations
and no longer exists nowadays as a state cult.26 But Confucian values are still shaping
the minds of the people in terms of thinking and behavior.27 In the late 1960s, Lucian
W. Pye convincingly showed that in China a child’s first encounter with authority was
“in the acceptance of the omnipotence of his father” and that one’s self rested in
respect for the father’s authority. The acknowledgement of this authority is accompanied by a process of “strict disciplining” and self-disciplining. Self-discipline in this
sense meant that an individual could control his emotions and manners were strictly
separated from sentiments. The overarching point of reference was an (external)
authority, the father in one’s family and the “political authority” within one’s polity
(Pye 1968, 94–106).
In recent years, Confucian values and concepts have been revived and instrumentalized by the Chinese government in order to discipline society and stabilize
the current social and political order. Confucian tradition is now being cultivated in
schools and universities, even in party schools, not only as a means of filling the
spiritual vacuum and strengthening national self-confidence, but—as the Ministry of
Education explained in 2015—above all in the interests of personality development
and as a disciplining tool. This is underlined by symbolic politics of Chinese leaders.
In 2014, for example, Xi Jinping became the first party leader to visit Qufu (the alleged
place of birth and death of Confucius) to take part in the celebrations in honor of the
philosopher’s 2565th birthday. In his speech, Xi Jinping emphasized the importance
of Confucian values for China’s present and future development. He also noted that
Confucianism and Marxism were not opposed to each other. Patriotism, Confucian
values and,

recently, the emphasis on studying Marxism, which is still the official
guiding ideology of the CCP, should thus be merged to form a new national ideology (keyword: “Building a spiritual civilization”). Officials should regularly attend lectures on Confucianism and classical Chinese thinkers. In 2014, for example, a training
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center for local cadres—the Confucius Academy for Traditional Culture—was opened
in Guiyang (southern China). All these measures are meant to have a disciplining and
value-creating effect, in the sense of creating new core values as well as a morality based on traditional ethical principles of Confucianism and on self-discipline (see
e.g., Billioud and Thoraval 2015).
Daoism, which rejected Confucian values such as its rigid morality, knowledge and
piety, as well as private property, was the antithesis to Confucian concepts of order.
The state, it was argued, should refrain from interfering in societal matters, because
the principle of “Dao” would regulate everything anyway without the ruler’s intervention. Daoism was, on the one hand, an expression of the passive village protest against
strong interventions in local affairs by the ruling elites; on the other hand—as “popular
Daoism”—it offered a philosophy of rebellion and subversion. That does not mean that
Daoism was opposed to any kind of morality or discipline. Harmony was a crucial goal
specifically in terms of preserving the balance between men and nature. Environment
and nature were conceived of as a kind of “sanctuary” in the sense of a “sacred space”
and there was a specific code of conduct for how to behave in order to achieve harmony
and to avoid destroying the natural order, for instance (Miller 2005, 140–146). Daoist
religion also endorsed personal values, compliance with Daoist norms and social values. Moreover, mastering Daoist meditation practices, breathing techniques and physical exercises required discipline, although this kind of ethics and discipline differed
strongly from Confucian ones (see e.g., Lee 2014, 13–31).
Pye once noted that Confucianism placed emphasis on conformity, control,
orthodox belief and discipline, while Daoism placed more emphasis on tolerance,
greater private initiative, a low level of control and free thinking. This dualism has until
today been reflected in a cyclical oscillation between “left” and “right,” ideology and
pragmatism, rebellion and adaptation. In this way, Confucian discipline was always
challenged by its anti-disciplinary (Daoist) antithesis. From this dualism of Confucianism and Daoism (“China’s two cultures”) and the possibility of switching between
the two, Pye concluded that a political pragmatism was inherent in the Chinese political culture, by which influence, for instance, the rapid transition from a system of
Plan-Stalinism to a market socialism was facilitated (Pye 1988, 38–40). In addition,
Daoist spontaneity could always be countered by a disciplining Confucian component.
28
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Even Chinese Buddhism, which cannot be discussed in detail in this paper,
is per se strongly related to a process of constantly cultivating self-discipline. This
requires strict mental discipline and the continuous purifying of the mind. In the “Chinese Buddhist Encyclopedia,” it is noted that discipline is “the systematic instruction
intended to train a person,” and the “assertion of willpower over more base desires”
and self-discipline are “to some extent a substitute for motivation, when one uses reason to determine the best course of action that opposes one’s desires.”28 One specific school of Buddhism prevalent in China is the “Dharmaguptaka” (Chinese 法藏部,
Fazangbu), a division of the Buddhist “Vinaya” canon. Vinaya is generally translated
as “discipline” (律, lü) and refers to the norms and procedures of Buddhist monastic
communities (see Horner 1957–1970).
Legalism
Another prominent disciplining school of thought which has left its mark until today is
“Legalism.” This strand of Chinese political philosophy is concerned with the organization of the state. Legalism starts out from the conviction that man is bad by nature
and that a strong state with an absolute ruler and strict laws are required in order to
intimidate and discipline the people. In contrast to the Confucians, Legalists held that
the state could only be governed by harsh laws that precisely regulated rewards and
punishments, not by Confucian values such as humanity, justice or ethical models.
Laws were understood as an instrument of order (criminal law) rather than law in a
European sense. The demand was for a strong state with a single ruler at the top and
rigorous subordination required from the people (see Han Fei 1994). Governing should
be carried out by means of a system of heavy penalties and rewards, with the absolute
subordination of the people under the ruler. The principal idea of Legalism was the
concept of a comprehensively surveilling totalitarian entity. The statesman and political philosopher Shang Yang (who died in 338 BC), one of the proponents of Legalism,
argued that rulers should rule through fear. Even minor offences should be severely
punished so that nobody (except the ruler) would dare to violate the laws or revolt. If
people were permanently and strictly watched and monitored, they would conceive
28
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of suppression as something natural, just like death is part of nature (Lord Shang
1963). Although legalism only once and for a very short period figured as official state
doctrine (during the Qin dynasty, 221–207 BC), it always had an underlying impact on
thinking and behavior in China’s politics and among Chinese rulers.
In sum, the above section illustrates that discipline, disciplining and self-discipline
were salient parts of Confucianism, Legalism, Daoism and Chinese Buddhism, albeit
from different vantage points. As this shows, China’s political culture thus implies a
long history of disciplining and civilizing.
The “New Life Movement” of the 1930s
The “New Life Movement” (Xin shenghuo yundong) initiated by then president Chiang Kai-shek (1887–1975)29 in 1934 rested upon Sun Yat-sen’s conviction that China
needed three steps for its national regeneration and modern nation-building process:
(1) Restoration of the nation’s political unity and central state power by military rule
and martial law; (2) Political education of the people by a tutelage government during
a transitional period to enable them to exert their citizenship rights; and (3) Introduction of a constitutional government (Sun 1918). In 1934, China was already united and
centralized, and Chiang wanted to move to the second stage of Sun’s suggested steps,
i.e. the process of educating and disciplining the Chinese people.
Although the “New Life Movement” was also related to counterbalancing Communist influence and spreading western ideas of behavior (Ferlanti 2010, 963–981),
it was primarily aimed at “modernizing” the minds and behavior of the Chinese
people by means of disciplining and creating a new morality based on a mixture of
behavioral standards and traditional Confucian values; it was thus part of nationand state-building efforts. In his New Year‘s message in 1930, Chiang had already
regretted the moral decline of the Chinese people and called for the revitalization of
the ancestors’ virtues (Tong 1953, 155). In his 1934 speech to an audience of 50,000
people in Nanchang, Jiangxi Province, he explained his concept and the purpose of
this movement:
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The general psychology of our people today can be described as spiritless. What
manifests itself in behaviour is this: lack of discrimination between good and evil.
Between what is public and what is private . . . Because there is no discrimination
between good and evil, right and wrong are confused; because there is no discrimination between public and private, improper taking and giving [of public funds]
occur . . . as a result, officials tend to be dishonest and avaricious, the masses are
undisciplined and calloused, youth become degraded and intemperate, adults are
corrupt and ignorant, the rich become extravagant and luxurious, and the poor
become mean and disorderly. Naturally it has resulted in disorganization of the
social order and national life . . . As a preliminary, we must acquire the habits of
orderliness, cleanliness, simplicity, frugality, promptness, and exactness. We must
preserve order, emphasise organization, responsibility and discipline (Jiang 1934).
According to Chiang this movement should be guided by four values of Confucian
morality: Li (礼, “regulated attitude”), Yi (义, “right conduct”), Lian (廉, “clear discrimination”) and Chi (耻, “real self-consciousness”) (Chiang 1934), or simply by ritual,
duty, honesty and shame (Pitstick 2013, 3). Afterwards, these values were fleshed
out by the so-called “eight qualities”: orderliness (整齐, zhengqi), cleanliness (清洁,
qingjie), simplicity (简单, jiandan), frugality (朴素, pusu), promptness (迅速, xunsu),
precision (确实, queshi), harmoniousness (和谐, hexie) and severity (严肃, yansu)
(The New Life Movement 2013). According to Chiang, these principles and values
should be applied to everyday life, including issues related to food, clothing, shelter
and action and should govern every aspect of human and social behavior as well as
self-cultivation. Disciplining ( jilühua) should be achieved by military training (Jiang
1934; Chiang 1934). Similar to Mao, Chiang held the opinion that the military should
figure as a role model for disciplining society. Everywhere, so Chiang, in
the home, the factory, and the government office, regardless of place, time, or
situation, everyone’s activities must be the same as in the army . . . In other
words, there must be obedience, sacrifice, strictness, cleanliness, accuracy, diligence, secrecy . . . and everyone together must firmly and bravely sacrifice everything for the group and for the nation.30
30

31

Chiang Kai-shek as quoted by Clinton (2017), 135.

disciplining of a society
Social Disciplining and Civilizing Processes in Contemporary China

In principle, this movement can be conceived of as the first government-led disciplining program to achieve modernity and as part of the modernizing process envisaged by Chiang (Liu 2013).
Ultimately, the movement was not a success story, for several reasons. The Japanese invasion of China led to a shift of the country’s priorities, the objectives formulated by the Chiang government were too abstract and not well understood by ordinary
people, the recourse to Confucian values was not attractive for intellectuals, and
finally, the government was not effective in mobilizing public support but attempted
to enforce its program in a top-down manner.31
Interestingly, there are some striking and intriguing similarities between the
objectives and principles of the “New Life Movement” and the CCP’s civilizing projects after 1949, including the current ones. Arif Dirlik summarized these similarities
as follows:
The most pronounced resemblance concerned the relationship of individual
behavior to society and polity. Despite crucial differences in premises and methods arising from broader underlying differences in social and political philosophy, the New Life Movement hoped to create a new Chinese bearing many of
the attributes of the ideal Communist in the literature of the sixties . . . And in
both instances, the military man—totally dedicated to voluntaristic action on the
service of organizational goals—provided the paradigm of the good citizen . . . It
shared with Communist-led mass movements the goal of fashioning a citizenry
responsive to national needs, willing to endure hardship for the good of society,
and ready to exert the maximum effort for the advancement of national progress
(Dirlik 1975, 976).
And many of the “civilized values” and behavioral rules promoted in the 1930s
such as “Don’t spit,” “Be punctual,” “Kill flies and rats” or “Cleanliness prevents diseases” Schlomann and Friedlingstein 1976, 69) are reminiscent of the Mao era and are
still promoted today. The mass campaign commenced in Nanchang (capital of Jiangxi
Province) in 1934. The city should figure as a model city of this program. Authorities
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launched a cleaning-up campaign, and with the help of posters, lectures, public rallies
the “masses” should be mobilized. Volunteers were asked to inspect homes and living
quarters and to call on people to comply with the rules for cleanliness, hygiene, and
order. Whereas apparently successful in Nanchang, it did not work well in other localities, specifically not in rural areas. It remained rather an urban movement opposing
spitting, smoking, and littering (Thomson 1969, 158/159). Finally, in the context of the
Japanese invasion and the fight against it this campaign lost its significance. It failed
since its focus was on moralistic goals and changing the behavior and habits of the
people only, and not connected to the improvement of the livelihood of the people or
the country’s economic development. Or—as James C. Thomson (ibid., 158) noted—it
was a movement “built on the toothbrush, the mouse trap, and the fly swatter.”
Historical Patterns and the Mao Era
Throughout all historical periods, the Chinese state has endeavored to subjugate the
population with its heterogeneous structures and to establish a coherent system of
control, monitoring and discipline. The infamous “Baojia” (保甲) system, which was
designed by Legalist Shang Yang (Lord Shang 1963, 57)32 and prevailed from the
Song Dynasty (960–1279) until the 20th century, played a major role in this regard.
It was first introduced in 1076. According to the original system, ten families were
combined into one unit (bao). During the Ming dynasty (1368–1644), this unit was
called jia (approximately 4–13 families), with ten jia forming a bao. During the Qing
dynasty (1644–1912), households were organized into sub-groups of 10 (pai), 100 ( jia)
and 1,000 households (bao) (Ch’ü 1988, 150–154). It divided village inhabitants into
household groups with a headman in charge of each unit. The headman was responsible for public security, tax payments, personal registration and disciplining the group
members. This system was also harnessed to enforce law and order and monitor compliance with moral and disciplinary standards. The Baojia was collectively liable for
misconduct or criminal offenses committed by individual group members.
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During the Ming dynasty, people were even scored for good (merit) or evil deeds
(demerit) by a points system, an idea enshrined in the morality book “Ledgers of merits and demerits” (Gongguoge) (Sakai 1970, 342–345).
As Sakai notes
According to this system the value of human deeds could be calculated with so
many credits of merits attached to each good deed and so many debits or demerits for the evil deeds. Using the point system provided him in the Ledgers, each
individual could evaluate his deeds one by one, add the merits and demerits, and
then strike the balance for himself. The greater the balance of merits, the greater
the reward he might expect, and vice versa. A conscientious person would go
through this process each day, and also calculate how he stood at the end of
each month and each year . . . Mechanical though the system was, however, it
was based fundamentally on the idea that the individual did the evaluating for
himself and took charge of his own fate (Sakai, ibid., 342–343).
Behind this system, which had historical forerunners in the Song (960–1279) and
Yuan dynasty (1271–1368) (ibid.), stood the idea that people could develop moral
self-discipline by internalizing this scoring system. Interestingly, from a historical perspective, China had already had experience of a scoring system for the elites.
The Baojia system was adopted by the Qing dynasty (1644–1911). The Japanese
forces also used this system during their occupation of China. The system had the
same function in both urban and rural areas: surveillance and social control of the
people. After the end of the Japanese occupation in 1945, the Guomindang government
took over the urban Baojia system. The CCP officially abolished it after its takeover,
but went on to establish new disciplining and control instruments. The collapse of
civil administration, goods shortages, inflation and public security problems required
clear discipline-oriented organizational structures.
In addition, by the end of the 19th century and in the first half of the 20th century,
we find various efforts to discipline and civilize urban areas. The so-called “study societies” (xuehui) during the late Qing period can be conceived of as a civilizing movement
aimed at civilizing and disciplining Chinese society based on Confucianism (Chen 2017).
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Military and physical education (“military citizenship”) were thought of as crucial parts
of civilizing, disciplining and even nation-building processes (ibid., 128–135).
Furthermore, Wang Di (2003), taking Chengdu, the capital of Sichuan Province in
southwest China, as a case study, explained that in the first half of the 20th century,
street supervisors and district supervisors were appointed, along with the issuing
of strict behavioral codes. This was supposed to introduce “civilization” and control
public behavior. In reality, it brought about new forms of social control and urban
administration. In the aftermath of these changes, many tasks which were formerly
incumbent upon the guilds and temple associations as charitable organizations were
transferred to the police. Strict traffic rules and regulations for merchants, the organization of the market and hygiene were issued. Gambling, prostitution and mendicancy
were forbidden and a rigid moral code was introduced. Popular culture and habits of
leisure were also subject to strict controls, i.e., a new type of orderly and productive
urban community was promoted (Wang Di 2003, 132–135; Stapleton 2000).
Furthermore, the Street Offices and Residents’ Committees established in the
early 1950s were tasked with implementing centrally determined and disciplining policies (e.g., mass campaigns) in the neighborhoods and dealing with social problems
and “problem groups” (the unemployed, retirees, disabled persons, previously convicted persons in the communities, etc.). They established pre-school facilities, health
care institutions and small businesses; they also exercised police auxiliary and disciplining functions and acted as registration offices and social service providers. In
times of political radicalization, they mutated into bodies responsible for political and
ideological surveillance and control (see Heberer and Göbel 2013).
In the Mao era in particular, political campaigns and mass movements were the
predominant means of enforcing political goals, norms, rules and discipline. More
than 100 campaigns were carried out in China between 1951 and 1976. The aim of
these mass movements was, on the one hand, to consolidate the rule of the CCP and
to suppress the forces that challenged this rule. On the other hand, the purpose was
to change people’s minds, in the interests of solving political and economic problems.
This was to be done by mobilizing the masses in collective actionism. This concept
was rooted in the traditional (Confucian) view of man, which was shared by Mao: that
people could be purified and their thinking changed by educating them. By influencing
35
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their disposition, according to the underlying idea, internal control and self-discipline
could be achieved. By means of self-examination and self-perfection (self-criticism),
deviators (“sick people”) could be reintegrated into the wider community. “Healing
the disease to save the patient” was the principle advocated by Mao. In 1951, Mao
called—in an almost Confucian manner—for “a movement for self-education” and
“self-remoulding” (Mao 1978, 60).
According to Mao, workers and peasants were “poor and blank,” i.e., untainted
and thus malleable in the interests of Mao’s revolutionary-disciplinary concept. In
1958, he wrote,
The population of 600 million in China has two peculiarities; they are, first of all,
poor, and secondly blank . . . A clean sheet of paper has no blotches, and so the
newest and most beautiful characters can be written on it, the newest and most
beautiful pictures can be painted on it.33
Mao’s “new man” should behave as a disciplined soldier, devoting his entire life selflessly and in a disciplined manner to the party and the construction of socialism.
The household registration system (hukou), which was introduced in the 1950s
and tied people, especially rural residents, to their place of birth in an attempt to
prevent mass migration to urban areas, was instrumentalized for social control and
disciplining the population.34
In the People’s Republic, over the decades, it was the “working unit” (danwei),
i.e., the space in which someone worked and lived, to which a person belonged and
was registered. The danwei organized the political campaigns within its domain,
exerted social control and disciplined its members. Victor N. Shaw (1996, 99) called
this disciplining character of the danwei “administrative disciplining,” although this
type of disciplining was not only administrative but also socio-political. Sociologist
Amitai Etzioni has argued that societies such as China’s, which create a modern economy but at the same time want to cling to the socialist system, are “thick,” i.e., they
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need a larger controlled social order and require processes and institutions that can
“mobilize a certain amount of time, activity, energy, loyalty of the members of society to serve one or more common goals” (Etzioni1999, 33). The danwei seem to have
served this role for quite some time.
The reform process has fundamentally reduced the role of the danwei as a
disciplining organization. The privatization or closure of many state-owned and
collective-owned enterprises, the establishment of companies with foreign investment, the return to family farming in the rural areas and the abolition of large collectives (People’s Communes), the growth of the private sector without danwei
structures, the decrease in directive planning requirements and the permitting of
new employment channels have weakened them significantly. This was necessary
because these structures hindered reform measures and this rather traditional system was hardly compatible with market economy structures.35 From the state’s point
of view, therefore, new forms of control, surveillance and disciplining were required.
The numerous traditional rating systems (such as the “Five Good Households” or
the “civilized households,” by which the behavior of all households was regularly
assessed) have remained in existence but have now lost their motivational disciplining and control function.
The system which in China is called “social management” is—historically and in
the context of its political culture—not entirely new. Technological development and
the new monitoring options have merely raised social control to a new, more sophisticated technological level. What is “China-specific” is the traditional role of moral and
civilizing education, a task that the “Confucian educational government” always had
(see, for example, Sun Yat-sen’s36 demand in the 1920s that the state should establish
an “educational dictatorship” in the interests of civilization and moral education of
the Chinese people; see Sun 1963, 127–129). The disciplining and educational government is now simply pursuing this role with other, i.e., modern technological instruments. What is similar between the Mao and the Xi eras is that both are characterized
by political disciplining in order to achieve political goals, on the one hand, and social
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disciplining, on the other. The difference, however, is that Mao periodically turned
to large-scale political mass campaigns which impacted on everyone, whereas Xi’s
campaigns are primarily affecting officials and party members, with disciplining and
civilizing of society being carried through by administrative means and education.

the chinese state as a developmental state with
disciplining capacity
Developmental states are purpose-oriented and “strong” states. Political elites in
such states are dedicated to a specific mission: modernizing their nation. Firm determination, consensus and commitment exist among the political and bureaucratic
elites to bring about systematic, planned and effective economic development. Such
states are capable of pushing through all-round development in a top-down manner,
across all particularist interests and in the face of resistance. In addition, they must
be able to enforce their policies on a nationwide scale. Achieving these goals requires
effective state intervention in the economy, as well as monitoring and disciplining of
the workforce. These states are, therefore, also characterized by a close symbiosis of
government and enterprises. Furthermore, they have an efficient bureaucracy at their
disposal which is constantly being professionalized and is capable of implementing
policies in an effective way and ensuring political and social stability. Developmental
states invest heavily in tertiary education, vocational training and research. At the
same time, they exhibit a relatively high degree of independence from the influence
of distinct interest groups. Without such autonomy, the state cannot exercise effective control over society, regulate social relations, and discipline social forces in the
interests of national development. Part of this concept is also a strict and repressive
approach against potential opponents with regard to developmental policies designed
by the political elite. Thus, these states are, as a rule, authoritarian political entities.
All in all, developmental states exhibit a high level of state capacity and regime legitimacy. Disciplining processes as part of modernizing policies ultimately reinforce
the capacity and power of the state (Haggard 2018; Kohli 2004; Woo-Cumings 1999;
Heberer 2017 and Heberer/Müller 2020).
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The concept of developmental states—developed by US political scientist Chalmers Johnson in the early 1980s (Johnson 1982)—was originally applied to Japan, later
to the role of the modernizing state in South Korea, Taiwan, Singapore and Malaysia.
In all cases, these were political entities in which the political elite pursued planned
and successful development top-down and in an authoritarian manner, based on the
rule of a unified organization, be it a single-party system (as in Taiwan or Singapore)
or a military dictatorship (South Korea). Even though there are differences between
the “prototypes” of the East Asian Developmental State of the 1970s and 1980s, we
contend that the economic dimension of China’s modernity project is neatly grasped
by this concept and its implicit developmental ideology. Moreover, it offers a suitable
framework for understanding the general logic, behavior and action of the Chinese
disciplining state led by the CCP. We concurrently argue that the concept of the developmental state is strongly linked to the issue of disciplining as a salient tool to accomplish modernizing objectives.
From a historical perspective, the concept of the developmental state is also
rooted in the history of Chinese political ideas. The philosopher and writer Liang
Qichao (1873–1929), for example, wrote at the beginning of the 20th century that China’s development required a strong, but at the same time enlightened and balancing
authoritarian and disciplining political entity. He opposed both the idea of a separation of powers and any restrictions on state power by means of checks and balances
because both aimed to limit the government’s scope of action and thus weakened
its ability to enforce its policies. At the same time—in accordance with the Confucian
doctrine—Liang was in favor of leadership by the political elite and opposed any kind
of “government by the people” (Liang 1902–06; Liang 1912). Only the elite—so Liang
argued—was capable of initiating and enforcing a modernizing and nation-building
process top-down. He argued that the civilizing level of Chinese people was rather
low, a factor which would negatively impact upon the country’s modernizing development. China’s traditional culture, Liang argued, had not spawned a modern society
so the country could not advance in the direction of a civilized society (Liang 1902–
06; Liang 2005, 322–326). He was, however, convinced that a moral society could
only be built on China’s traditional culture and ethics. Liang’s concept is reminiscent
of the Singaporean theory of “neo-authoritarianism” popular in China in the 1980s
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and 1990s, i.e., the enforcement of economic, social and political modernization by a
strong and capable government.
In a similar vein, the historian and philosopher Qian Mu (1895–1990) argued that
the elite had a duty toward the nation and the people. He called for an instructional
government (训 政) that should educate the people to become modernized. And, as
noted above, Sun Yat-sen, the first President of the Republic of China, advocated a
strong state, national renewal and a disciplinary dictatorship so as to educate and
prepare people for modernization.
In summary, the concept of the developmental state allows us to better understand the objectives of the Chinese state, the planned implementation of the development goals addressed in the following chapter, and the application of disciplining
means and policies in order to achieve these goals.

disciplining processes in china under xi jinping
In China, discourses on modernization commenced at the end of the 19th century.
Although after the end of imperial power in 1912 political leaders such as Sun Yat-sen
or Chiang Kai-shek (1887–1975) reasoned about how to modernize China, the political
environment did not allow a planned trajectory of modernizing due to internal disorder, a war against Japanese aggression and occupation, and civil war. Only after the
victory of the CCP in 1949 was a planned process of industrialization set in motion,
although frequently interrupted by large-scale “political campaigns” in the Mao era,
such as the “Great Leap Forward” (1958–60) and the “Cultural Revolution” (1966–76).
Looking back at the 1970s, at the start of its economic reforms, China’s leadership promulgated the “Four Modernizations” (of Industry, Agriculture, Science and Technology, and National Defense), pointing to China’s determination to catch up and find its
place in the modern world. This objective is still crucial: Chinese modernity is strongly
connected to the quest for continuous economic development to make China strong
and prosperous.
Apart from the economic-technological dimension of modernity à la Chinoise in
recent years, some Chinese intellectuals put political modernization to the fore, such
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as, recently, political scientist Yu Keping, who argues that modernization requires
“modern governance” and, eventually, democratization as an incremental process
(Yu 2019). What is widely lacking in the Chinese debates, however, is that effective
modern governance needs citizens to exhibit a public spirit and morality (e.g., Yan
2011 and 2019). Modern governance and a stable political entity demand specific preconditions which the Polish sociologist Piotr Sztompka (1993) classified as “civilizational competence.” By this term, he referred to the cognitive preconditions for a
stable and modern human order, and the imperative of an emerging citizenry with
a society-oriented public spirit and a sense of civic responsibility. In addition, we
understand “civilizational competence” to mean the acceptance of diverging opinions
and political criticism by both the state and society, peaceful and effective management of conflicts, and the emergence of empathy, i.e., the capability to understand
the feelings, emotions and minds of other people. In the Chinese discussion about
social change, these cognitive aspects of creating disciplined citizens are generally
neglected. Recent developments in other world regions (Arab countries, Afghanistan)
illustrate that something like “democracy” cannot simply be “introduced.” The development and stabilization of modern structures and institutions of governance first
and foremost require—apart from economic development and resources—cognitive
preconditions for the establishment of a good governance order.
Quite a while ago, the Chinese government arrived at the conclusion that the
country was facing a “moral crisis.” In 2011, then Prime Minister Wen Jiabao complained about corruption and food safety scandals and lamented the decay of social
morality and the extremely serious loss of intra-societal trust. He noted that “if a
country does not have the capacity to raise its people’s morale we absolutely cannot
call such a country a real strong one and a country respected by its people” (Wen
2011).37 A few years later, in 2014, the Chinese government spoke of a “serious moral
crisis,” claiming that a new moral order had to be built to restore intra-societal trust
and coherence. A “culture of honesty and sincerity” should be created to encourage
the authorities and all citizens to be honest and trustworthy (Guowuyuan 2014). The

37

41

The original text of his speech: “Jiang zhenhua, cha shiqing” (Tell the truth, examine the facts). Renmin Ribao
(Peoples’ Daily), 18 April 2011. http://opinion.people.com.cn/GB/14411316.html (accessed 17 June 2020).
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“moral crisis” is reflected in a serious loss of intra-societal trust. A survey conducted
by Chinese sociologists in the context of the World Value Survey (2013) revealed a
massive loss of this kind of trust, indicating a moral crisis. According to the survey
in China, 77.3% of the surveyed Chinese responded to the question whether or not
they would trust unknown people they meet the first time with “not at all” or “only a
little bit” (ibid.). In addition, two large-scale surveys in 2014, one conducted by Gao
Zhaoming, Director of the Institute of Applied Ethics at Nanjing Normal University, and
another by three other scholars, revealed that moral decay and loss of trust were perceived by the respondents as the most serious “social diseases” (Gao 2015; Xu, Yuan,
and Tan 2014; Cheng 2015; He 2015).
Nowadays, therefore, the Chinese leadership does not only focus on the economic dimension of modernity but also strives for the creation of a new system of
ethics and morality to undergird Chinese modernity (see e.g., the “12 socialist core
values” addressed below).38 In this context, the traditional concepts (imaginaries) of
“Chinese civilization” and “Chinese morality” have been invigorated in order to give
ethical and moral orientation to China’s modernity project, not only domestically but
also contending that this project benefits the whole world. Today, numerous Chinese
intellectuals are promoting the advancement of a Chinese kind of universalism and
moral order, based on traditional Chinese moral values (see e.g., Zhao 2006; Xu 2015
and 2017; Qiang 2018; Dreyer 2015; Wang 2017; Heberer and Müller 2020). Political
scientists Jiang Guofeng and Li Min, who investigated the current causes of the moral
crisis, characterize this crisis as “a lack of social responsibility” and a “low awareness
of social accountability” among members of society (Jiang and Li 2013).
In recent years, the Chinese government has undertaken enormous efforts to
raise the discipline of citizens, to civilize their behavior (wenminghua) (including that
of officials) and to create a new social morality. As mentioned above, this endeavor
is related to two more recent issues: first, to “civilize” the behavior and minds of individuals in the direction of self-control awareness, and second, to accommodate the
Chinese people to accomplish the ultimate development goal by 2050. With regard to
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“Quanminan bawo shehuizhuyi hexin jiazhiguan de tedian” (Comprehensively capture the particularities of the
socialist core values). Jingji Ribao (Economic Daily), 24 December 2019. http://theory.people.com.cn/n1/2019
/1224/c40531-31519430.html (accessed 11 May 2020).
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this goal, the 19th Party Congress of the CCP in 2017 decided on a three-step roadmap
of modernizing China by 2049/50: (1) by 2021: replacement of the quantitative growth
model by a qualitative one, poverty eradication,39 and creating a society with modest
living standards (xiao kang); (2) by 2035: basic modernization, becoming the world’s
number one economic power, solving environmental and ecological problems; (3) by
2049/50: becoming both a leading world power on a par with the United States and
a “comprehensive modern society.” Achieving these goals is by no means an easy
task. The leadership is determined to fulfill the 2050 mission by arguing that on the
one hand, this would require a “strong” party and a strong and competent leader. On
the other hand, it would need both a disciplined contingent of cadres and disciplined,
civilized and unified people. In this way—according to the party leadership—China
could overcome various groups’ vested interests and ensure that everybody strives to
contribute to the achievement of these national goals.
The political elite is not simply concerned with “preserving the power of the Communist Party,” as is so often claimed. Rather, its power is aimed at realizing the aforementioned national mission. The task of the Chinese developmental state, led by the
CCP, is to ensure that this ultimate goal can be accomplished. The current strongman
party leader Xi Jinping called this the realization of the “Chinese dream.” By far the
majority of the Chinese share this “dream,” i.e., the vision of developing China into a
comprehensively modern entity with world power status by 2050. And it is precisely
this vision, i.e., the pursuit of this national core interest, which seems to legitimize the
Chinese developmental and disciplining state.
Due to the existence of various “risks,” the CCP leadership believes that a high
level of discipline is required. These are, specifically, risks related to opening-up
policies, the consequences of the collapse of the Soviet Union and the subsequent
decline of Russia, and the changes within Chinese society that have brought about
“moral decay.” In addition, the erosion of the party’s ideology and discipline and the
concern that the CCP could lose control over both economy and society, and the contentious search for a new, more sustainable, yet stable developmental model have
also contributed to a greater degree of political rigidity. “The government operates by
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Poverty eradication is, as a rule, also related to disciplinary poverty governance. See Soss et al. 2011.
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educating desires and configuring habits, aspirations and beliefs,” as Li (2007, 5) has
argued, so that people behave as expected by the state. We call this a disciplining or
civilizing p u s h (German: Disziplinierungsschub).
As explained above, disciplining (or civilizing) “pushes” existed in China throughout history, not as part of modernizing processes but rather to teach the people how
to behave in the interests of the rulers’ government concept and to preserve “order.“
As Osterhammel (2006) has convincingly shown, disciplining or what he called “civilizing” was a continuous process in Chinese history, specifically toward classes and
people perceived by the elite as being “uncivilized”: “The relentless urge of the Chinese elite to civilize others was directed at the peasantry, at non-Han Chinese (today
called “ethnic minorities”) within the realm and at “barbarians” along its borders”
(Osterhammel 2006, 10).
Rapid economic and social changes since the late 1970s, accompanied by mass
migration of people from rural to urban areas, the dissolution of collectives (village
communities and state-owned companies with a lifelong guarantee of jobs, housing
and all-round social security), the commercialization of all spheres of life and the
isolation of many people in urban spaces spawned an erosion of traditional values
without new ones replacing

them. So far, there has been little willingness among
large parts of society to comply with state norms and rules, and legal awareness is
rather underdeveloped. Corruption and scandals of all kinds, as well as mafia-like
structures, are prevalent and have eroded the structures of both the party and the
administration system right up to the top. Countless laws have been passed since
the 1980s, but what is still lacking is a functioning social order. Sociologist Emile
Durkheim has already pointed out that in modernizing societies in which law and
a legal consciousness are still overlaid by the public’s moral ideas, the “border
between what is permitted and what is prohibited,” what is right and what is not
is no longer clear, but can be “shifted almost arbitrarily by the individuals. Such
an imprecise and inconsistent morality”—according to Durkheim—“cannot result in
discipline” (Durkheim 1992, 43).
It is therefore hardly surprising that China’s political leadership—as explained
above—speaks of the need to lay the foundations for a new moral order, to create disciplined and civilized citizens, and to reinforce intra-societal trust. Five instruments have
44
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been designed to tackle the moral crisis and to create a “culture of sincerity and honesty” and morally sound, socially minded, honest citizens40: (a) the creation of a new
morality; (b) the “anti-corruption campaign”; (c) the so-called “social credit system”; (d)
the cadres’ evaluation system; and (e) “civilizing” the cyberspace. In this paper, we are
primarily concerned with (a), (b) and (c). It is the notion of “disciplining” which is most
interesting here. The state’s ultimate objective is a process developing from “external
coercion, i.e., by the state (in German: “Fremdzwang”) to self-constraints (in German:
“Selbstzwang”) or self-disciplining of the people, a process examined by Norbert Elias
(2000) and Michel Foucault (1977) with regard to Europe.
In the following, we examine three of the disciplining instruments employed by
the current Chinese leadership: (1) the creation of a new morality by the state, (2) the
anti-corruption drive, and (3) the “social credit system” to substantiate our argument
of the disciplining focus of the current Chinese leadership.

case study 1: the moral state: creating a “new
social morality”
As mentioned above, a “new morality” and discipline are to be created and implemented by the state in a top-down manner. Under then party leader Jiang Zemin, the
“Constructing a socialist spiritual civilization” program (Shehuizhuyi jingshen wenming jianshe) was introduced in the late 1990s (Jiang 1999). This program aimed to
construct a new way of thinking (sixiang jianshe), a new morality (daode) and a “scientific culture” (kexue wenhua). “New men” displaying a “high quality” (gao suzhi)
should be created, characterized as “Four Have Citizens” (si you gongmin), i.e., people
with high moral standards, noble ideals, and a high level of education and discipline.41
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See e.g., Li Keqiang, Rang shixin xingwei wuchu cangshen (Loss of trust should have no place to hide) (15 January 2014). http://news.sina.com.cn/c/2014-01-15/225729253494.shtml (accessed 11 March 2020). Li Keqiang
zhuchi zhaokai guowuyuan changwu huiyi (Li Keqiang presided over the State Council Executive Meeting) (15
January 2014). http://www.gov.cn/guowuyuan/2014-01/15/content_2591053.htm (accessed 11 March 2019).
Shehuizhuyi jingshen wenming jianshe (Constructing a socialist spiritual civilization). Baidu. https://baike.baidu
.com/item/%E7%A4%BE%E4%BC%9A%E4%B8%BB%E4%B9%89%E7%B2%BE%E7%A5%9E%E6%96%87%E
6%98%8E%E5%BB%BA%E8%AE%BE (accessed 9 April 2020).

disciplining of a society
Social Disciplining and Civilizing Processes in Contemporary China

This program sounded rather abstract, and the issue of “civilizing” did not play a major
role in the documents concerned.
Role models from which people should learn always played a special role in
China. By identifying with them, people should continuously discipline themselves. In
Confucian history, as described above, these were the junzi ((a man of noble virtue))
and in modern times various role models throughout the People’s Republic (Wei 2019;
J. Zhang 2019). Since the early 1960s the disciplined soldier Lei Feng is still one of the
most prominent role models (see e.g., Pan 2018, Gao and Bischoping 2019). The idea
behind “models” was that people should learn to distinguish between “good” and
“bad” people thus disciplining themselves accordingly. In 2015, Xi Jinping specifically
emphasized the role of moral models for civilizing people:
To give full play to the role of role models, leading cadres, public figures, and
advanced models must set a good example for the whole society and serve as
positive role models, thus guiding and promoting all people to establish a sense of
civility, strive to become civilized citizens, and display a civilized image (Xi 2015).
A further interesting point in this context is the concept of suzhi (quality) suzhi jiaoyu
(quality education) put forward not only in the 1990s but also today. In official statements, people insufficiently civilized or disciplined are characterized as possessing a
“low quality” (suzhi di) (Anagnost 2004; Kipnis 2006). Suzhi in this sense refers to “civilized” behavior or, from the perspective of the state, to modernity and self-discipline
(see e.g., Yan 2003, 494). Suzhi education, in turn, emphasizes the role of raising a students’ personal quality (Wen 2019). The suzhi concept is also part of the state’s power
concept. Its purpose is to establish new forms of social control, new patterns of rationality, and new norms and standards of behavior, while disciplining locals accordingly
(in the sense of “civilizing of minds”). Concurrently, it serves as an argument used by
the state to “excuse many things not getting done or not getting done well” by blaming
locals for poverty and backwardness.42 However, this is true not only for Han people
(China’s ethnic majority) but also for ethnic minorities (Yan, ibid.).
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A lack of suzhi is frequently perceived as a “potential source of chaos,” see Sturgeon 2009, 487.
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A new document adopted by the Chinese leadership in 2001 underscored the
urgent need to create a new citizen morality (Zhonggong Zhongyang 2001). In 2003,
20 September was established as the “Day of Propagating Citizen Morality.”43 Values such as “patriotism and abiding by the laws,” “honesty and personal integrity,”
“solidarity and friendliness,” “working hard and improving oneself continuously,” and
“cherishing one’s work and being respectful” were at that time the focus of this campaign (see e.g., the following propaganda poster).
Under Xi Jinping, the
“Socialist Core Values” (Gow
2017) were declared to figure as key points of future
behavior and a new morality
(2017). These core values,
characterized by China as “a
set of moral principles”44 to
cultivate responsible citizens
and boost social ethics (Cao
2018) and encouraged by the
CCP since its 18th Party Congress in 2012 (Yuan 2008),
encompass

twelve

(partly

very abstract) points: wealth
and strength (富强 ); democracy (民主 ); civilization ( 文明);
harmony (和谐); freedom (自
由); equality (平等); justice (公
正 ); governing by law ( 法治);

patriotism ( 爱国 ); devotion
(to work) (敬业 ); credibility (诚

43
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Propaganda poster for the “Day of Propagating Citizen
Morality” (photo: Heberer 2006).

See the document: http://www.gov.cn/test/2005-06/27/content_9963.htm (accessed 8 April 2020).
See: “Core Socialist Values.” China Daily, 12 October 2017.
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信) and friendliness ( 友善). These values are promoted almost everywhere in public

spaces, in the streetscape, in public buildings, educational institutions, offices and
even on small cards on restaurant tables.
These “core values” were introduced since China had “lost its moral compass
during its three-decade economic miracle” (Yuan, ibid.). Originally, they were developed in the Hu-Wen period as part of the “essence of socialist ideology (ibid.). After
Xi Jinping came to power, the focus was shifted toward creating a new type of morality
and discipline. These values embody a mixture of Chinese values (such

as harmony,
patriotism, devotion and credibility) and “Western” ones (democracy,

freedom, civilization) and what is understood as “Marxist” core values (equality, justice). However, terms such as democracy and freedom are defined and interpreted differently
from “Western” concepts.45 Democracy stands for “socialist democracy,” which—so
the argument goes—already exists in the current political system (keyword: “people’s
sovereignty”), but should be strengthened in future. Freedom, in turn, is primarily
conceived of as freedom of the collective, of the community or of the state, not of the
individual. This signifies that the “socialist core values” are first and foremost based
on the party leadership’s interpretation of socialist-Marxist and Chinese “values.” At
the same time Xi emphasizes that these core values are rooted in China’s “excellent
traditional culture.”46
At least half of these core values are related to the topical field of social discipline: civilization (self-awareness in terms of civilized behavior); harmony (in the
sense of peaceable social behavior); respect for other people; dedication to work (i.e.,
working discipline); credibility and friendliness, since on the one hand they refer to
individual behavior, but on the other hand they should contribute to re-building social
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See e.g., the definition of democracy given by Cui Tiankai, Chinese ambassador to the US, in June 2019:
“Democracy is a means to deliver a happy life to the people by constantly improving the governance of the
country and society,” which in no way corresponds to the concept of political democracy in a “Western” sense.
http://www.china-embassy.org/eng/zmgxss/t1669799.htm (accessed 14 June 2019).
Xi Jinping zai Zhonggong Zhongyang zhengzhiju di shisanci jiti xuexi shi qiangdiao ba peiyu he hongyang ninghun juqi qiangji guben (During the thirteenth collective study session of the Politburo of the CCP Central Committee, Xi Jinping emphasized the cultivation and promotion of the core values of
 socialism as the basic project
of amassing strength and building a solid foundation). http://www.gov.cn/ldhd/2014-02/25/content_2621669
.htm (accessed 9 April 2020).
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trust. However, these values are formulated in such a general way that there is significant room for interpretation. In the end, the state turns out to figure as a “moral state”
which aims to establish new social values in a top-down manner, ultimately in the
interests of disciplining and civilizing society.
It seems that the aforementioned document from 2001 and its follow-up policies
did not bring much improvement, a point clearly implied by a more recent document
from 2019. In October 2019, the Chinese leadership adopted a far more detailed document, entitled “Implementation of the outline of constructing a citizen morality in
the new period,” demanding that all party members and citizens should contribute to
the creation of a new system of morality and a new moral order (Zhonggong 2019). It
was emphasized that solid market economic rules and orderly social governing were
still lacking and that both a “moral anomie” and a loss of intra-societal trust were
prevalent. The document aimed to create new societal and professional ethics, and
to reinforce family ethics and personal morality. Among other things, new forms of
politeness, protection of public property, ecological behavior, reforming customs and
habits, social etiquette, tourist ethics and internet morality should be fostered. All
party members and citizens should behave accordingly in a self-aware manner and
figure as role models. All administrative levels, authorities and government bodies
were requested to implement this document carefully and thoroughly (ibid.).47
Let us take some examples from the local level where local disciplinary regimes
are emerging. In 2019, the author visited the city of Anyang in Henan Province where
everywhere in the city a reference to the local “civilizing contract” (wenming gongyue)
could be found. Among the 36 items the “contract” encompassed were issues such
as “love one’s work,” “obey discipline,” “abide by the law,” “pay attention to the collective,” “respect elderly people and love children,” “change old habits and customs,”
“work conscientiously and meticulously,” “cherish public property and respect teachers,” “lead a healthy life,” “be honest and keep to promises,” “take up the cudgels for
a just cause,” “warm-hearted charity,” “respect females,” “birth planning,” “preserve
stability,” “improve one’s inner qualities,” and “find it a pleasure to help others.”
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Even in public toilets one encounters “civilizing projects.” In “civilized toilets” (wenming cesuo), one can find
the following sign 向前一小步， 文明一大步 (A small step forward, a big step to becoming civilized) over the
urinals, pointing out that it is more hygienic to stand as close to the urinals as possible.
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This poster, one of twelve introducing the concepts of the “12 Socialist Core Values” and
found on a wall close to an entrance to Peking University in spring 2019, reveals the strong
link between these core values and what are perceived as traditional Chinese values (photo:
Heberer 2019).

Many of these slogans are historical idioms, including some from Confucian classics.
Civilizing or social disciplining is thus related to “traditional Chinese values” in contrast to “Western” ones, so as to make them more acceptable to the Chinese people.
In March 2020, the People’s Congress of Beijing adopted the “Regulations of
Beijing City for Promoting Civilized Behavior (draft),” after having requested online
comments by citizens in advance for several months. Among other things, these
regulations address and impose fines on “uncivilized behavior” such as littering,
spitting, smoking in non-smoking areas, non-compliance with waste separation,
noise disturbance, wasting water, electricity or gas, and non-compliance with regulations on fighting the coronavirus pandemic. It also refers to “uncivilized behavior”
50
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relating to traffic, traveling, weddings, funerals, internet activities, in hospitals, public places, etc. 48 The ultimate purpose is to improve social morality (shehui gongde),
the moral character of individuals (geren pinde), public order, and citizens’ interaction with each other. 49 The final Regulations, officially implemented from 1 June
2020, encompass nine major fields: (1) Public Health: clean and hygienic toilets, no
illegal dumping of waste, no smoking in non-smoking areas, wearing masks in case
of infection; (2) Public Order: be polite in everyday behavior, wait in line, do not
eat in the subway; (3) Traffic Safety, including correct parking of cars and bicycles;
(4) Community Harmony: no noise disturbance, taking care of pets; (5) Civilized
Tourism: respect customs and rules in tourist areas; (6) Watching exhibitions in a
civilized way; (7) Network Civilization: don’t stir up hate in the cyberspace; rational online posting; avoid cyber violence, do not spread rumors; (8) Medical Order:
respect medical treatment arrangements and medical personnel; (9) Ecological and
Environmental Protection.50
The regulations adopted by the government of Shenzhen city (January 2020) are
particularly interesting. They include points such as “be polite and use civilized language,” “consciously line up when you need to wait,” “obey code of conduct for public
spaces,” “use environmentally friendly products and reduce the use of products causing pollution and posing major environmental risks,” and “refuse to buy or sell illegal
wildlife products.” They also encourage people to actively participate in public welfare
or charity activities.
Several times, these regulations mention that citizens have to abide by and
obey discipline ( jilü), including “working discipline,” and strive for “self-discipline”
(ziqiang zilü).51
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Similar regulations existed in previous centuries in Germany, for example in Nuremberg; see Buchholz 1991.
The regulations are available here: https://www.hotbak.net/key/%E6%B5%81%E6%84%9F%E6%88%B4%E5
%8F%A3%E7%BD%A9%E5%86%99%E8%BF%9B%E6%B3%95%E6%9D%A1%E5%8C%97%E4%BA%AC%E5
%B8%82%E6%96%87%E6%98%8E%E8%A1%8C%E4%B8%BA%E4%BF%83%E8%BF%9B%E6%9D%A1%E4
%BE%8B%E5%85%A8%E6%96%87%E8%8D%89%E6%A1%88.html (accessed 3 May 2020).
“Beijing shi wenming xingwei cujin tiaoli” (14 June 2020) (Beijing Civilized Behavior Promotion Regulations),
Beijing Qingnian Bao, 1 June 2020, http://bj.people.com.cn/n2/2020/0601/c14540-34054130.html (accessed
15 June 2020). The Beijing Regulations can be viewed here: http://www.beijing.gov.cn/zhengce/zhengcefagui
/202005/t20200511_1893837.html (accessed 15 June 2020).
Regulations: http://www.szrd.gov.cn/szrd_zyfb/szrd_zyfb_cwhgb/202001/t20200110_18976358.htm (accessed
15 May 2020).
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A further interesting point is the link between “inheriting the excellent traditional
Chinese culture” by abiding by these regulations, promoting social morality, family
virtues, professional ethics, and “personal character building,” since this kind of civilizing and disciplining is strongly connected to “Chinese values” and their legacy,
pointing to a sinicization of disciplining in contrast to “Western” disciplining values.

case study 2: the anti-corruption campaign
In Chinese, two terms meaning corruption exist: tanwu (贪污) and fubai (腐败). Fubai
refers in the first instance to the negative side of a system, to structures, measures, or
the negative moral behavior of an actor or organization. If applied to people or a government, fubai means moral and ethical decadence or moral degeneration. The term
is primarily applied to moral matters and stands for everything that does not conform
to the ruling morality. It signifies that the behavior of an actor or organization deviates
from the general norms of society and is a dereliction of duty and discipline, thus damaging or violating common interests or moral standards. This may range from crimes
committed by party officials to political and ideological misdemeanors violating party
norms or the current party line. Moreover, social phenomena such as gambling, visiting prostitutes, extramarital sexual relations, excessive spending on funerals, marriages or banquets, violating public morality, but also unreasonable public expenditure
or wasting public funds are conceived of as part of fubai. As Ko and Weng (2011, 372)
have shown, “the morality of state functionaries is regarded as a public issue” and is
related to a “code of ethics” of the state. Accordingly, the Chinese term fubai differs
from Western definitions of corruption, and can be defined as “publicly unacceptable
misbehavior committed by state functionaries for private gain at the expense of public
interests, and/or causing intentional damage to public interests and values” (ibid.,
374). However, such a broad definition makes it difficult to differentiate between matters relevant to criminal investigation and moral aberrations.
The word tanwu, in turn, refers to the abuse of a public position to line one’s own
pockets, and comes close to the English term corruption. Frequently, both terms are
combined in signifying corruption as tanwu fubai (贪污腐败).
52
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The reform process since 1979, market economic processes and the discretionary
power of officials with regard to resources and their disposal concurrently caused a
huge increase in corrupt behavior by those in positions of power, i.e., the discipline of
many officials eroded. Material and intellectual corruption was prevalent, the armed
forces, managers of state-owned enterprises and private entrepreneurs pursued
their individual economic interests, and mafia-like organizations and religious sects
spread. The current anti-corruption drive, the most extensive and thorough that has
ever taken place, has been used as a targeted mechanism to discipline both officials
and specific social groups. In China, corruption has always been conceived of as an
expression of particular interests that hinders the enforcement of common interests.
The ongoing anti-corruption campaign has four major disciplining functions: (a)
to contribute to the deterrence, prevention, and repression of acts of corruption, thus
diminishing corrupt behavior; (b) to help consolidate the power of the current leadership and enforce its political and developmental program against all opponents; (c) to
push back the growing influence of powerful interest groups on politics, thus regaining central control; (d) to prove that the Xi Jinping leadership is determined to fight
corruption effectively, rigorously and as a matter of principle, thus reinforcing trust in
the CCP and its political leadership.
In fact, a central goal of the anti-corruption campaign is to bring all officials into
line with national (collective) interests. Thus, the drive is about implementing a new
discipline and morality among party members (Yuen 2014; Pei 2016; Heberer 2020).
Basically, corruption in China has never been combated per se. Apart from
deterrence, it has always had a political function in the sense of disciplining officials politically, thereby eliminating opponents of a specific political line. The current
anti-corruption drive is also intended to serve the Chinese leadership by realigning
the minds and behavior of party officials. Furthermore, the leadership believes that it
will consolidate and create new societal trust in the party and its leadership. It is also
regarded as a prerequisite for achieving the modernization goals described above.
After coming to power in 2012, the new Xi administration faced the task of ensuring that the entire party was following its economic and political line. To achieve this
goal, the new leadership first launched a major “Rectification Campaign” (2013) in
order to “thoroughly clean up the working style” of the members of the CCP. This
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prelude to a large-scale anti-corruption drive aimed to bring the cadres and armed
forces (People’s Liberation Army—PLA) under stricter control by asserting the political line of the Xi leadership within the party and the PLA.52 In 2014, three leading
generals—Guo Boxiong and Xu Caihou, both former members of the Politburo (Guo
from 2002–2012; Xu from 2007–2012) and vice chairmen of the Military Commission
of the CCP, and Gu Junshan, former deputy logistics chief of the PLA—were arrested.
Party chief Xi Jinping was extremely upset about widespread corruption among the
PLA leadership. He declared that the PLA completely lacked any fighting capacity and
was totally corrupt (Dong 2014). Accordingly, Xi announced a complete restructuring,
reform and reshuffle of the armed forces (Jundui fanfu 2014). As a first step, about two
dozen new “clean” officers were promoted to military leadership positions.
The downfall of Bo Xilai, a leading and influential political figure accused of corruption and sentenced to life imprisonment in 2013, was directed not only against
Bo personally but also against his powerful network, which included senior military
and civilian leaders (see Heberer and Senz 2012). In addition, the 2013 “Rectification
Campaign” targeted leading managers of state-owned enterprises and banks, senior
officials and private entrepreneurs involved in corruption cases, i.e., people regarded
as undermining the new political direction. Concurrently, the “mass line” activities of
2013/2014 represented an attempt to come to grips with the moral decay in the CCP’s
cadre contingent and to create proper tools and institutions for dealing with the problem. Among other things, this required state officials to behave in a clean, non-corrupt
and non-bureaucratic manner. This was to be achieved by fighting the aforementioned
“four evils” (corruption, bureaucratic behavior, hedonism, and extravagance) which
are part of fubai, i.e., corruption not as a criminal act but rather as the outcome of a
person’s “evil” mind and behavior.
The anti-corruption drive has certainly led to the exposure of countless cases of
corruption with the effect of at least temporarily diminishing corruption, waste, and
immoral behavior by officials. It has also led to a significant decrease in the squandering of public funds. For instance, since 2014, official banquets and dinners including
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According to official data for 2013–2017, more than 13,000 officers were punished on corruption charges,
including more than 60 generals between January 2015 and July 2017 alone. See Wang 2017.
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the consumption of alcohol at public expense have widely decreased. Even the practice of officials visiting bars, restaurants and dubious establishments, etc. has almost
vanished. As a result, disciplining in this sense works since officials have become
more cautious, anxiously attempting to avoid any suspicion of corrupt behavior. Even
family members of senior officials are more careful now, and businessmen no longer
dare to offer benefits or advantages to higher-level cadres. As Yang (2015) convincingly showed, the anti-corruption campaign has also spawned a new lifestyle and
morality, thus underscoring its disciplining character.
However, both academic reports and our own interviews indicate that quite a
large number of officials and entrepreneurs dislike the anti-corruption drive. Officials
fear losing a significant share of their earnings, while entrepreneurs complain that
mechanisms for influencing policies and gaining access to important resources have
decreased and that they have lost opportunities created by previous investments in
connections, networks and access to officials. In fact, bribery costs have risen due to
the greater risks involved for cadres. New forms of payment have emerged, such as
payment in foreign currency directly into offshore bank accounts or even—admittedly
an extreme case—hiring, for instance, an “American professional card shark to play
private high-stakes games with party bigwigs and intentionally lose to certain players”
(Anderlini 2017). It remains to be seen what the final outcome of the anti-corruption
drive and its disciplining effects will be.
On the other hand, the anti-corruption drive has had a negative impact on local
experimenting and innovation, and on investment by private entrepreneurs, slowing
down investment growth and reducing local officials’ commitment to policy innovations and policy experiments.53
However, in view of the systemic corruption in China, where the majority of officials are more or less prone to corruption, the party would eliminate itself if it were
to take action against all corrupt cadres.54 The critical question, ultimately, is which
actions are to be taken by the current leadership to minimize the systemic character
53
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On the latter issue see L. Wang 2016.
Sun and Yuan (2017) argued that the anti-corruption drive had “less effects in controlling the types of corruption that affect citizens’ lives more directly,” i.e., at the grassroots as well as petty corruption, leading to more
satisfaction with fighting corruption at the national and provincial level but less at the local level.
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of corruption without totally undermining the power of the CCP. The party secretary of
the city of Maoming in Guangdong province who had been arrested due to corruption
declared on his blog: “If you say that I am a corrupt official, I say that all officials are
corrupt. Why have you specifically selected me? . . . Today you caught me; tomorrow
your own people will catch you, too.”55 He was pointing to the fact that most officials
are corrupt in one way or another and that prosecution was handled in a rather arbitrary manner.
In the end, it is a selective fight since the leadership decides who and whose
networks are considered to be corrupt or not. Cai (2015, 49) explains this phenomenon with the “political logic” of cadres’ disciplining. On the one hand, political leaders have to punish corrupt behavior in order to “show accountability” and “to protect
the authority” of the CCP (Cai called this “positional responsibility”). On the other
hand, there are the “cost considerations,” i.e., when punishment is regarded by higher
authorities as being too costly. In addition, Zhu (2012, 9–12) distinguishes between
“forgivable” and “unforgivable” errors. The former “fall within the boundary of tolerance,” while the latter are “beyond” this boundary.
The author of this paper has another interpretation:
For quite some time, the central leadership turned a blind eye to cadres who
on the one hand were somewhat corrupt, on the other successful in developing a locality and improving the living standard of its inhabitants. In the case
of major local protests against corrupt practices leading to disturbances of the
social order and stability, repeated failure to achieve “hard” development goals,
or opposing reform programs or policies adopted by the higher echelons, however, responsible cadres were charged with corruption and punished. Effective
development was the focus of the central leadership and its deliberations and
not corruption per se (Heberer 2020).
A more lenient approach toward corrupt cadres who were behaving in a “developmental manner” is by no means detrimental to the authority of the CCP, but can be
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“Yige tanguan beibu jingran shuochu zheyangde hua” (2014) (A corrupt official has been arrested; he unexpectedly said the following words). Xintangren Dianshitai (New Tang Dynasty Television). 30 June. http://www.ntdtv
.com/xtr/gb/2014/06/30/a1119782.html (accessed 30 April 2020).
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understood as a means of protecting those officials who committed less serious mistakes and turned out to be promising developers (similarly Cai 2015, 50).
Certainly, the anti-corruption drive continues to be a powerful political tool for
the cleansing of opponents of the CCP leadership’s current political line. In fact, the
anti-corruption drive is supported by the majority of ordinary people, who praise
“strongman Xi Jinping” for his courageous line of action and disciplining capacity—
the more so, as this campaign does not target these people, but primarily focuses
on corrupt officials and businessmen who benefit by bribing officials. According to a
survey by Harvard University’s Ash Center in 2016, 71.5% of all respondents (2011: just
35.5%) supported Xi Jinping’s efforts to combat corruption (Cunningham, Saich and
Turiel 2020, 9–10).
It is widely expected that the anti-corruption campaign will be a long-term one,
accompanied by a thorough follow-up reform program aimed at accelerating the modernizing and disciplining process and consolidating the power of the current leadership. Chinese economist Xu Gao (2017; see also Chen 2014) has even argued that the
campaign is not detrimental to China’s further development but may contribute to
improving market structures, potentially enabling the country to avoid the so-called
“growth trap” (middle-income trap), i.e., losing competitive capability while being
unable to compete with better-developed economies.

case study 3: the “social credit system”
In this section, we deal with a phenomenon that is frequently and critically discussed
in the international media (see e.g., Song 2019a and 2019b), but is partially misunderstood: a system of scoring Chinese citizens, enterprises, social organizations and
authorities by assigning positive or negative points for behavior. This system shall
figure as one of the major disciplining instruments.
In 2014, the Chinese State Council adopted an action plan to establish a “social
trust system” (shehui xinyong tixi), known in Western terms as the “social credit system,” which should—according to the announcement—be implemented nationwide
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by the end of 2020.56 Basically, the translation of the Chinese term xinyong (信用)
as “credit” is not accurate. The correct translations would be “trustworthiness” and
“social trustworthiness system.” This would in fact be more appropriate since this is
exactly in line with the official purpose. However, as it is better known as the “social
credit system” in the Western media, we use this latter term in this paper.
The objective of this system is—as described above—to create a “culture of sincerity, honesty and trust” within society or at least to increase its extent in China
(see pages 41–42). The necessity to establish such a system stems from the aforementioned insight that China faces a massive loss of intra-societal trust, a rather low
level of civilized behavior among specific sections of the population, a moral crisis,
and a very low propensity of people to comply with rules, norms and laws (see ibid.).
In addition, back in 2014, the Chinese government acknowledged that a low level of
legal awareness and a high level of corruption and social scandals existed (see Scheil
2017). In a similar vein, a Chinese social scientist has noted that although China has
passed a large number of laws, a functioning social order is still absent (Wu 2014). The
state should therefore figure as a “disciplining state.” Morally impeccable and honest
citizens and institutions with social attitudes and concerns should be created, according to the action plan. As a Chinese scholar put it in an interview: “We need a society
in which people no longer violate rules and norms. The first step is that people are
afraid of violating these rules, norms and laws,”57 a statement reminiscent of legalistic
ideas. However, the social credit system is viewed less as a legal instrument than as a
moral and trust-building tool wielded top-down by the state. The decision to introduce
such a system takes as its point of departure the conviction that social morality and
discipline have to be improved, and intra-societal trust and a new morality created. A
social scoring system is understood as the proper tool to serve these purposes. Similarly, Professor Wang Shuqin, who led a major research project on integrity culture
and the social credit system, connects this system explicitly to disciplining and the
creation of a new morality and norm system (Wang 2017).
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Guowuyuan guanyu yinfa shehui xinyong tixi jianshe guihua gangyao (2014–2020nian) de tongzhi (2014) (Notification of the State Council regarding basic parameters on establishing a social credit system). http://www.gov
.cn/zhengce/content/2014-06/27/content_8913.htm (accessed 15 April 2019).
Interview, Beijing, 4 April 2019.
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At the time of completion of this article, the “social credit system” had not yet
been developed into a uniform system with consistent goals, standards, regulations
and databases. It is currently only implemented at a few dozen pilot sites, with differing objectives and priorities.58 The primary goal is to discipline the behavior not
only of citizens, but also of civil servants, enterprises, and social organizations, and
to regulate the market. For cadres, a separate ranking system has existed for many
years (see Heberer and Trappel 2013). The offices responsible for the digitalization
of the economy are concurrently responsible for the general implementation of the
scoring system. Both positive and negative points are assigned and registered.
Authorities are entitled to check the data of an enterprise, an organization or an
individual, if this is necessary for fulfilling their duties. Anyone who seriously violates laws, rules, regulations or ethical standards can be put on a “blacklist” which,
depending on the facts and the seriousness of the misconduct, can lead to withholding of access to bank loans, flight and train tickets, passports, trips abroad, etc.
For instance, anyone who does not service her or his debts, refuses to pay administrative fines or court costs, is in arrears with payments, or in a more general sense
does not comply with laws or legal obligations; companies that defraud, distort
competition, circulate inferior products or violate labor laws; tax evaders or anyone
who commits other criminal offenses—to mention just a few—will face points deductions and further sanctions. An official government report published in early 2019
revealed that in 2018 alone, 17.46 million people were denied access to air tickets
and 5.4 million persons to high-speed train tickets due to major violations. Penalties
apply to individuals, companies and officials. For example, 3.59 million companies
were no longer allowed to issue shares or to participate in public tenders. The withdrawal of trade and business licenses, the exclusion from insurances and from the
purchase of securities or real estate, withholding of passports, etc. are also connected to a person’s points account.59 The future plan is to register all data collected
from companies and individuals in central databases.
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In mid-2018, approximately 40 pilot locations at city and provincial level existed; cf. Kostka 2018.
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2018nian shixin heimingdan niandu fenxi baogao fabu (Report and analysis on blacklists of untrustworthy
cases in the year 2018). http://www.gov.cn/fuwu/2019-02/19/content_5366674.htm (accessed 17 April 2020).
An overview of the significance of the social credit system for enterprises is provided in Meissner 2017.
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The sanctions are diverse and can be divided into three major areas: government
and administrative matters, business matters and individual social behavior. Different
authorities maintain their own databases, including the Ministry of Environment, the
tax authorities or the State Bureau for the Administration of Industry and Commerce.
The provisions of the latter state that in the case of “particularly serious” or repeated
violations by a firm, such as unfair competition, misleading advertising, or violation
of trademark law, of consumer interests, of customers’ data privacy or of intellectual
property law, a company may be placed on the above-mentioned “blacklist.”60 Even
the “Alipay” online payment system runs a scoring system to assess and track participants’ payment record and trustworthiness (Paulo 2019). Therefore, this system can
be characterized as an incentive and deterrence system.
Sometimes we find very diverse regulations in different pilot locations, as well
as significant variations between urban and rural areas, larger and smaller cities (see
e.g., Creemers 2018). Scheil (2018, 45–48), for instance, writes about the regulations
in Shanghai, which primarily focus on the payment record and creditworthiness.
Although these regulations did not originally provide for the possibility of an administrative objection or a judicial review of administrative decisions, such an option has
apparently existed since 2017 (Scheil, ibid.).
A report on the pilot city of Rongcheng (Shandong province) represents another,
more rural morality focus. Here, at the beginning every resident received 1,000 points
as start-up capital. Citizens were divided into categories A *** (most positive) to D
depending on their points. The focus was on public behavior with a detailed reward
and penalty system (adding or deducting points) (see Mistreanu 2018; Paulo 2019). In
rural areas, it is often about supporting the socially weak: looking after poor, sick and
elderly family members or co-villagers, avoiding disputes with neighbors and within
families, donations for the needy, voluntary services for the community, assisting in
maintaining social order, environmental protection, cleanliness of villages, etc.
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Jiedu “Yanzhong weifa shixin qiye mingdan guanli zanxing banfa“ (Interpretation of the “Provisional Regulations for Dealing with non-trustful enterprises that have seriously violated legal stipulations”), 30 May 2018.
http://credit.mot.gov.cn/zhengcefagui/guojia/201805/t20180530_3027537.html (accessed 17 April 2020). Link
to the regulations: http://credit.mot.gov.cn/zhengcefagui/guojia/201805/t20180522_3023596.html (accessed
17 April 2020).
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In 2018, the author noticed in the city of Hangzhou that drivers at a crossing
slowed down and stopped from a distance, even if only one pedestrian was using the
crossing. Such behavior was new to him and he wondered how the city government
managed to enforce it. For years, the city had demanded that drivers stop at pedestrian crossings. But almost nobody stopped, despite the threat of a fine. The explanation was simple. In the meantime, cameras for facial recognition had been installed
above the crossing. Anyone who simply drives on when pedestrians wanted to use
the crossing is captured on video by these cameras, resulting in an immediate points
deduction. Here, the social credit system acts as a direct instrument of disciplining.
And such examples are frequently given by Chinese citizens to explain the necessity
of such a system and its popularity.
In 2019, the southwestern province of Guizhou was designated a pilot province.
The relevant regulation illustrates which types of violations are the main focus: tax
evasion, internet fraud, the spread of fake news, environmental crimes, counterfeiting
of products, non-payment of wages for migrant workers and of invoices of small and
medium-sized private companies, failure to abide by court orders, insurance fraud,
misuse of charity donations, fraudulent financial transactions, misleading advertising, and violations of environmental and cyberspace laws. “Loss of trust” (shixin) and
“restoring trust” between companies and customers and between authorities and citizens are specifically mentioned as background for this disciplining catalog.
As illustrated above, mechanisms to monitor and discipline the population have
played a specific role in China’s political culture up to the present day (see pages
33–38). These historical and past experiences enshrined in the collective memory of
the people61 may be one of the reasons why there does not seem to be much concern
about the disciplinary instrument of the social credit system, particularly as many
interviewees and people we spoke to argued that only criminals or people violating
rules and norms would be negatively affected by this system.
From the standpoint of legal safety, however, the social credit system raises
numerous questions: Who determines what a good citizen is? Which concept of the
person is behind it? Is there any form of transparency regarding the control and use of
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See e.g., the aforementioned scoring system during the Ming dynasty (page 34).
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the system? Who controls it in order to avoid data misuse? What remedies are available to individuals or groups? What can those affected do in the event of registration
errors, injustices or wrong decisions? Ultimately, the key question is the control and
use of the data collected so as to prevent a kind of technological totalitarianism. Our
interviews in 2018 and 2019 revealed that many people, including intellectuals and
academics, knew little or nothing about the social credit system or just welcomed
it. Respondents’ most important argument was that they adhered to laws, rules and
standards and therefore would not be negatively affected by this system, whereas
those not abiding by the rules should be punished through points deduction: this
was only just and fair, so the argument goes. As a result, many Chinese people regard
this (previously fragmented) system less as a mechanism of social surveillance than
as a means to steer social behavior in a direction that increases the level of trust,
discipline and order within society, improves civilized behavior, and leads to more
customer-friendly behavior by companies and services, and to a less fraudulent internet. The social credit system—so a further argument goes—also aims to prevent the
emergence of a pure market society in which all relationships are subject to the pursuit of profit.
A Chinese social scientist told us that in the end all governments monitored their
citizens, as the NSA and the Snowden case had revealed. In China, the primary task
at the moment was to ensure that rules and standards were followed, to fight cybercrime and to discipline the people. Only at a later point in time would the question of
data protection and human rights come up.62 The goal was to develop self-control and
self-discipline, including self-censorship, something that had always been a Confucian
educational ideal in the form of “self-cultivation.” This line of argument is reminiscent
of the aforementioned concept of “governmentality” coined by Foucault, by which he
characterized the disciplining “technologies of the state” par excellence, i.e., to control and influence the self, including people’s minds and behavior, so that they would
voluntarily abide by the rules established by the state institutions and accept their
disciplining technologies (Foucault 2005). Here, the concept of a “post-disciplinary
order” predicted by Robert Castel in the early 1990s seems to become reality, i.e., that

62

62

Interview, Hangzhou, 24 March 2019.

disciplining of a society
Social Disciplining and Civilizing Processes in Contemporary China

it might become “technologically feasible to programme populations themselves, on
the basis of an assessment of their performances, and, especially, of their possible
deficiencies” (Castel 1991, 294).

further fields of disciplining
Further fields of disciplining can be identified, such as civilizing peasants (Thøgersen
2003), “state agents” or cadres (Cai 2015), “internet civilizing,” the cadres’ evaluation
system (Heberer and Trappel 2014) or civilizing “ethnic minorities.” Since the fields
mentioned in this final section have already been examined in some detail by other
scholars, they will only briefly be addressed in the following.
Regarding the cadres’ evaluation system, the 2019 regulations specifically and
repeatedly address the necessity of cadres’ political, organizational and moral discipline ( jilü).63 “Internet civilizing” (banwang wenming) and a campaign called the
“internet civilizing project” (wangluo wenming gongcheng) commencing in 1999 and
continuing after 2012 were aimed at cleaning up the Chinese internet and regaining
party control of public debates and blogging content in the cyberspace. The purpose
of the campaign was to minimize rumors, pornography, violence, fraud, copyright
infringement, etc. (see Yang 2017; Goldkorn 2013; Wangluo wenming gongcheng,
undated). The disciplining and civilizing character of “cleaning up” the internet was
further emphasized by a document in early 2017 which stated:
Guide the majority of mobile Internet users to access the Internet in a civilized
manner, and actively participate in purifying the network environment and maintaining network order (Zhonggong Zhongyang 2017).
Similar regulations were adopted in 2019 for civilized, “ecological” internet content
(Wangluo xinxi neirong 2019).
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See “2019 dangzheng lingdao ganbu kaohe gongzuo tiaoli” (Regulations on the Evaluation Work of Leading
Party and Government Officials), Renmin Ribao (People’s Daily), 22 April 2019. http://www.gov.cn/zhengce
/2019-04/21/content_5384955.htm (accessed 27 April 2020).
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Concerning another field, the civilizing of ethnic minorities in China, social
anthropologist Stevan Harrell, for instance, speaks of “civilizing projects”
. . . in which one group, the civilizing center, interacts with other groups (the
peripheral peoples) in terms of a particular kind of inequality. In this interaction,
the inequality between the civilizing center and the peripheral peoples has its
ideological basis in the center’s claims to a superior degree of civilization, along
with a commitment to raise the peripheral peoples’ civilization to the level of the
center, or at least closer to that level (Harrell 1995, 4).
Similarly, Gladney (2004) in line with Scott (2009, 116–126) and Heberer (2001 and
2013) also examined the civilizing mission of the “center.” The idea of a mission to
“civilize” natives has been specified by Edward Said as a “duty to natives . . . for the
‘benefit’ of the natives, or for the ‘prestige’ of the mother country” (Said 1994, 130).64
The distinction between “civilized” and “barbarian” people was by no means a
purely Chinese enterprise. Rather, it existed across all cultures as an asymmetric relationship and perceived distinction between “us” and “the others” (see e.g., Chen 2017,
2–9). In China, the notion of civilizing peripheral people also has strong roots in the
country’s history, albeit differing from European concepts. As mentioned above (see
page 16), Wang (1982, 23) has argued that traditionally, people having “wen” could also
turn into civilized people if they were educated and upheld (Confucian) morality (ibid.).
In a similar vein, Hirono (2008, 72) explained that the basic idea of traditional Chinese
policies toward ethnic minorities was the Chinese state’s conviction that these minorities could “change their status from uncivilized to civilized by achieving greater proximity to the center of civilization and therefore the prevailing civilizational ideology,” and
that this principle has not changed much during Chinese history. Or, as Leibold puts it:
The ability to maintain peace along the frontier was the ultimate signifier of a
government’s strength, authority, and majesty (Leibold 2007, 79).
This points to two kinds of disciplining or civilizing: to disciplining conducted by internal elites with regard to the “We group” or “national self,” and disciplining carried out
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by external elites, i.e., the “They group” or “the others” (see also Vickers 2015). As
Leibold and Grose (2019) have shown, the education system plays a specific role in
disciplining children from ethnic minorities.
A recent and specific example of civilizing is the re-education of ethnic minorities in Xinjiang. A government document of 2017 leaked in the West in 2019 under the
name “China Cables” reveals that the “vocational education and training program,” i.e.,
re-education of Uighurs (see Jacobs 2018) and other members of Muslim minorities in
Xinjiang, is strongly connected to the issue of disciplining and civilizing. Specifically,
points 12, 13, 15 and 16 relate to disciplining (“industrial discipline”), self-disciplining,
and civilizing behavior in daily life, i.e., changing the manners, habits and hygiene of
Xinjiang’s ethnic people. Point 16 even addresses the issue of scoring daily behavior
and “progress.”65 Wang Gungwu describes this “civilizing process” in the following way:
. . . the “urge to civilize” is the urge to hua, “to change others for the better.” The
key criteria were moral and behavioural criteria, and in ancient times it was possible to conceive of superior people with high moral behavior among people who
were not Chinese. As long as their behaviour met certain criteria, civilized people
therefore could be found among non-Chinese peoples . . . It was not Chinese
against non-Chinese, it was those Chinese who had civilization as opposed to all
those who did not have it (Wang 1982, 23).
The Chinese leadership therefore concluded that Uighurs were not sufficiently civilized since Islamism, support of Islamist sects and terrorist activities had increased
(see Greitens et al. 2019/20) and that such behavior was not only destroying social and
political order but also deviating from “Chinese civilization” so that people infected
had to be re-educated in order to be re-civilized.
Finally, even the 2020 coronavirus crisis and related policies, such as locking
down entire cities, quarantining large sections of the population in major infected
areas, mobile tracking of infected people, requiring people to wear face masks, or
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Zizhiqu jiguan fadian (Administrative bodies cable of the Autonomous Region), Guanyu jin yibu jiaqiang he
guifan zhiye jineng jiaoyu peixun zhongxin gongzuode yijian (Opinions on further strengthening and standardizing the work of vocational skills education and training centers). https://www.documentcloud.org/documents
/6558509-China-Cables-Telegram-Chinese.html (accessed 13 April 2020).
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strictly prohibiting markets selling exotic or rare animals (such markets were claimed
to have been the origin of epidemics such as SARS in 2001/2002 and the coronavirus
pandemic) were part of the disciplining and civilizing policies.66
There are even Chinese scholars who hope that the epidemic could result in
“re-civilizing” of Chinese and human civilizations, i.e., with regard to fostering mutual
help and support and a new awareness of the meaning of life and the importance of
nature (see Wei 2020).

conclusion
This paper started out from the question concerning the underlying logic and functionality of the current Chinese state. Our principal argument was that disciplining and civilizing policies are part and parcel of modernizing processes that aim to create modern
citizens. We argued that modernization is a process that not only refers to economic
and political-administrative modernizing but also touches upon the organization of
society in general and the disciplining of both society as a whole and the individuals
within it. Globally, these processes are not unilinear but vary from country to country
due to different historical and cultural backgrounds and trajectories. We have shown
that European scholars (Weber, Elias, Foucault, Oestreich) have analyzed and traced
such processes in European countries. With regard to non-Western countries such
as China, analyses of disciplining developments in the context of modernizing processes are rather rare. European disciplining processes certainly differ from those in
China, since religion and the church played a major role here. However, the theories of
European scholars provided a sound basis and concepts for analyzing such processes
even in non-Western entities.
China’s history of ideas elucidates that concepts of disciplining and civilizing
have strong roots in major Chinese world views, be it Confucianism, Daoism, Legalism or Buddhism, albeit starting from different vantage points. However, the current
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As Mary A. Brazelton (2019) has shown, fighting epidemics through vaccination and improving public health,
hygiene and sanitary conditions in the 1950 and 1960s were concurrently part of the government’s disciplining program.
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disciplining and civilizing process in China is specific. On the one hand, it is connected
to a modernizing process and the objective of accomplishing modernity. On the other,
it harnesses traditional ideas borrowed, for example, from Confucian concepts in
order to make disciplining more acceptable to the Chinese people and to develop a
modernity with Chinese features.
In addition, we showed that the top-down disciplining concept is embedded
in the overarching function of the state as a developmental state. The latter is the
designer, planner and key player in the modernizing process, and disciplining is one
major function and task within its developmental program. Accordingly, we analyzed
major instruments of the disciplining process during the Xi Jinping era, such as the
function of the state as a “moral state,” the anti-corruption drive, and the social
credit system. We also briefly touched upon some further fields of disciplining, e.g.,
regarding the cadres’ evaluation system, internet civilizing, and civilizing policies with
regard to ethnic minorities or in the context of the 2020 coronavirus crisis. This paper
thus contributes to the understanding of the logic and rationality of China’s political
systems, its developmental goals and its disciplining and modernizing trajectories. In
this way, it also enhances our knowledge of comparative modernizing processes and
multiple modernities.
This paper did not analyze the implementation of the disciplining program through
local disciplinary regimes, the outcome and results of this process, and the reaction and
response of local people toward disciplining and civilizing policies. The latter requires
fieldwork and opinion surveys, which will be left to a follow-up research project.

67

disciplining of a society
Social Disciplining and Civilizing Processes in Contemporary China

references
Anagnost, Ann (1997), National Past-Times. Narrative, Representation, and Power in Modern
China, Durham & London: Duke University Press.
Anagnost, Ann (2004), “The Corporeal Politics of Quality (Suzhi).” Public Culture 16:2, 189–208.
Anderlini, Jamil (2017), “The political price of Xi Jinping’s anti-corruption campaign.” Financial
Times 4 January. https://www.ft.com/content/3f1938d6-d1cf-11e6-b06b-680c49b4b4c0?mhq5j=e2 (accessed 9 May 2020).
Balázs, Étienne (1965), Political Theory and Administrative Reality in Traditional China, London:
School of Oriental and African Studies.
Baumann, Chris; Winzar, Hume, and Viengham, Doris (2020), Confucianism, Discipline, and
Competitiveness, New York, Abingdon: Routledge.
Bendix, Reinhard (1967), “Tradition and Modernity Reconsidered.” Comparative Studies in
Society and History, 9:3 (April), 292–346.
Billioud, Sebastian and Thoraval, Joed (2015), The Sage and the People. The Confucian Revival
in China, Oxford et al.: Oxford University Press.
Bourdieu, Pierre (2014), Über den Staat, Frankfurt/M.: Suhrkamp.
Boutonnet, Thomas (2011), “From Local Control to Globalised Citizenship: The Civilising Concept of Wenming in Official Chinese Rhetoric.” In: Neri, Corrado and Florent Villard (eds.),
Global Fences: Literatures Limits Borders, Lyon: Université Jean Moulin, 79–103, http://
univ-lyon3.academia.edu/ThomasBoutonnet/Papers/439254/From_Local_Control_
to_Globalised_Citizenship_The_Civilising_Concept_of_Wenming_in_Official_Chinese_
Rhetoric. (accessed 2 June 2020).
Brazelton, Mary A. (2019), Mass Vaccination: Citizens’ Bodies and State Power in Modern China,
Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press.
Buchholz, Werner (1991), “Anfänge der Sozialdisziplinierung im Mittelalter. Die Reichsstadt
Nürnberg als Beispiel.“ Zeitschrift für Historische Forschung 2, 129–147.
Burchell, David (1999), “The Disciplined Citizen: Thomas Hobbes, Neostoicism and the Critique
of Classical Citizenship.” Australian Journal of Politics and History, 45:4, 506–524.
Cai, Yongshun (2015), State and Agents in China. Disciplining Government Officials, Stanford et
al.: Stanford University Press.
Cao, Yaxin (2018), Chinese Values: Traditional Culture and Contemporary Values, Beijing:
Foreign Language Press.

68

disciplining of a society
Social Disciplining and Civilizing Processes in Contemporary China

Castel, Robert (1991), “From dangerousness to risk.” In: Burchell, Graham; Colin Gordon, and
Peter Miller (eds.), The Foucault Effect. Studies in Governmentality, Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 281–298.
Cesari, Jocelyne (2019), “Civilization as Disciplinization and the Consequences for Religion and
World Politics.” The Review of Faith and International Affairs, 17:1, 24–33.
Chan, Wing-tsit (1989), Chu Hsi: New Studies. Honolulu et al.: University of Hawaii Press.
Chen, Dingding (2014), “Four Misconceptions about China’s Anti-Corruption Campaign.” The
Diplomat, Aug. 6. http://thediplomat.com/2014/08/4-misconceptions-about-chinas-anti
-corruption-campaign/ (accessed 3 May 2020).
Chen, Hon Fai (2017), Civilizing the Chinese, Competing with the West. Study Societies in Late
Qing China, Hong Kong: The Chinese University Press.
Chen, Ketty W. (2008), “Disciplining Taiwan: The Kuomintang’s Methods of Control during the
White Terror Era (1947–1987).” Taiwan International Studies Quarterly, 4:4, 185–210.
Cheng, Li (2015), “Bringing Ethics Back into Chinese Discourse.” In: He, Huaihong, Social Ethics
in a Changing China. Moral Decay or Ethical Awakening?, Washington, D.C.: Brookings
Institution Press, xv–xl.
Chiang, Kai-shek (1934), “Essentials of the New Life Movement.” Primary Source Document
with Questions. New York: Columbia University. http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/ps/cup/
chiang_kaishek_new_life.pdf (accessed 4 August 2020).
Chua, Amy (2011), Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother, London et al.: Bloomsbury.
Ch’ü, T’ung-tsu (1988), Local Government in China under the Ch’ing, Cambridge/Mass. and
London: Harvard Council on East Asian Studies.
Clinton, Maggie (2017), Revolutionary Nativism. Fascism and Culture in China 1925–1937,
Durham and London: Duke University Press.
Creemers, Rogier (2018), “China’s Social Credit System: An Evolving Practice of Control.”
SSRN paper, 22 May. https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3175792
(accessed 23 April 2020).
Cunningham, Edward; Saich, Tony, and Turiel, Jesse (2020), Understanding CCP Resilience:
Surveying Chinese Public Opinion Through Time, Cambridge/Mass: Ash Center for Democratic Governance and Innovation, Harvard Kennedy School.
Dandeker, Christoph (1990), Surveillance, Power & Modernity. Bureaucracy and Discipline From
1700 to the Present Day, Cambridge and Oxford: Polity Press.
Davis, Diane E. (2004), Discipline and Development: Middle Classes and Prosperity in East Asia
and Latin America, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

69

disciplining of a society
Social Disciplining and Civilizing Processes in Contemporary China

Derrida, Jacques and Magnus, Bernd (1996), Specters of Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work
of Mourning, and the New International, New York et al.: Routledge.
Dirlik, Arif (1975), “The Ideological Foundations of the New Life Movement: A Study in Counterrevolution.” The Journal of Asian Studies, Vol. 34, No. 4 (August), 945–980.
Dong, Mianxiong (2014), “Cong Kang shifu dao Zhou laohu. Zhou Yongkang an yanshen 15
wen” (From master Kang to tiger Zhou. 15 questions concerning the case of Zhou Yongkang). Kaifang Zazhi (Open Magazine) August. https://www.boxun.com/news/gb/
pubvp/2014/08/201408060842.shtml (accessed 2 May 2020).
Dreyer, June Teufel (2015), “The ‘Tianxia Trope’: Will China change the international system?.”
Journal of Contemporary China, 24:96, 1015–1031.
Duara, Prasenjit (2001), “The Discourse of Civilization and Pan-Asianism.” Journal of World History, 12:1, 99–130.
Durkheim, Emile (1992), Über soziale Arbeitsteilung. Studie über die Organisation höherer
Gesellschaften, Frankfurt/M.: Suhrkamp.
Eisenstadt, Shmuel N. (2002), “Multiple Modernities.” In: Eisenstadt, Shmuel N. (ed.), Multiple
Modernities, Abingdon and New York: Routledge, 1–30.
Elias, Norbert (1989), Über den Prozess der Zivilisation, 2 Vols., Frankfurt/M.: Suhrkamp.
Elias, Norbert (2000), The Civilizing Process. Sociogenetic and Psychogenetic Investigations, Revised edition, Oxford: Blackwell.
Etzioni, Amitai (1999), Die Verantwortungsgesellschaft, Berlin: Ullstein.
Faison, Elyssa (2007), Managing Women: Disciplining Labor in Modern Japan, Berkeley et al.:
University of California Press.
Fei, Xiaotong (1992), From the Soil. The Foundations of Chinese Society, Berkeley, Los Angeles,
London: University of California Press.
Ferlanti, Federica (2010), “The New Life Movement in Jiangxi Province, 1934–1938.” Modern Asian
Studies, Vol. 44, No. 5 (September), 961–1000.
Foucault, Michel (1977), Discipline and Punish: the Birth of the Prison, New York: Random House.
Foucault, Michel (1979a), Discipline and Punishment. The Birth of the Prison, New York: Vintage
Books.
Foucault, Michel (1979b), The History of Sexuality, Volume 1: An Introduction, London: Allen Lane.
Foucault, Michel (1990), The History of Sexuality Volume 3: The Care of the Self, London: Penguin Books.

70

disciplining of a society
Social Disciplining and Civilizing Processes in Contemporary China

Foucault, Michel (1991), “Governmentality.” In: Burchell, Graham; Colin Gordon, and Peter
Miller (eds.), The Foucault Effect: Studies in Governmentality, Hemel Hempstead: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 87–104.
Foucault, Michel (1992), The History of Sexuality, Volume 2: The Use of Pleasure, London: Penguin Books.
Foucault, Michel (2005), Analytik der Macht, Frankfurt/M.: Suhrkamp.
Foucault, Michel (2006), The hermeneutics of the subject: lectures at the Collège de France,
1981–1982, New York: Picador.
Foucault, Michel (2010), Kritik des Regierens, Frankfurt: Suhrkamp.
Foucault, Michel and Trombadori, Ducio (1996), Der Mensch ist ein Erfahrungstier: Gespräch
mit Ducio Trombadori, Frankfurt/M.: Suhrkamp.
Friedman, Sara L. (2004), “Embodying Civility: Civilizing Processes and Symbolic Citizenship in
Southeastern China.” The Journal of Asian Studies, 63:3 (August), 687–718.
Gao, Zhaoming (2015), Daode wenhua: cong chuantong dao xiandai (Moral culture: from tradition to modernity), Beijing: Renmin Chubanshe.
Gao, Zhipeng and Bischoping, Katherine (2019), “The Communist hero and the April Fool’s joke:
the cultural politics of authentication and fakery.” Social Anthropology 27(3), 483–454.
Giddens, Anthony (1985), The Nation-State and Violence. Volume Two of a Contemporary Critique of Historical Materialism, Cambridge: Polity Press.
Gladney, Dru (2004), Dislocating China. Reflections on Muslims, Minorities, and other Sub-altern
Subjects, London: C. Hurst & Co.
Goldkorn, Jeremy (2013), “China’s Internet—A Civilising Project.” In: Barmé, Geremie R. and
Jeremy Goldkorn (eds.), The China Story Yearbook 2013, Canberra: Australian Centre on
China in the World, Australia National University, 320–353.
Gordon, Avery F. (2008), Ghostly Matters. Haunting and the Sociological Imagination, Minneapolis and London: University of Minnesota Press.
Gordon, Colin (1991), “Governmental Rationality: An Introduction.” In: Graham Burchell, Colin
Gordon and Peter Miller (eds.), The Foucault Effect. Studies in Governmentality, Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1–52.
Gorski, Philip S. (2003), The Disciplinary Revolution. Calvinism and the Rise of the State in Early
Modern Europe, Chicago and London: Chicago University Press.
Gow, Michael (2017), “The Core Socialist Values of the Chinese Dream: toward a Chinese integral state.” Critical Asian Studies, 49:1, 92–116.

71

disciplining of a society
Social Disciplining and Civilizing Processes in Contemporary China

Greitens, Sheena Chestnut; Lee, Myunghee and Yazici, Emir (2019/20), “Counterterrorism
and Preventive Repression: China’s Changing Strategy in Xinjiang.” International Security, Volume 44, Issue 3 (Winter 2019/2020), 9–47. https://www.belfercenter.org
/publication/counterterrorism-and-preventive-repression-chinas-changing-strategy
-xinjiang (accessed 15 February 2020).
Guowuyuan guanyu yinfa shehui xinyong tixi jianshe guihua gangyao (2014–2020nian) de
tongzhi (2014) (Notification by the State Council on the Parameters of a Plan Creating a
Social Credit System), http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/content/2014-06/27/content_8913
.htm (accessed 2 April 2020).
Haggard, Stephan (2018), Developmental States, Cambridge et al.: Cambridge University Press.
Hall, Martin and Jackson, Patrick Thaddeus (2007), eds., Civilizational Identity. The Production
and Reproduction of “Civilizations” in International Relations, Houndmills, Basinkstoke
and New York: Palgrave Macmillan.
Han, Fei (1994), Die Kunst der Staatsführung, Köln: Komet.
Harrell, Stevan (1995), “Introduction: Civilizing projects and the Reaction to them.” In: Harrell,
Stevan (ed.), Cultural Encounters on China’s Ethnic Frontiers, Seattle and London: University of Washington Press, 3–36.
He, Huaihong (2015), Social Ethics in a Changing China. Moral Decay or Ethical Awakening?,
Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press.
Heberer, Thomas (2001), “Old Tibet a Hell on Earth? The Myth of Tibet and Tibetans in Chinese
Art and Propaganda.” In: Dodin, Thierry and Heinz Räther (eds.), Imagining Tibet. Perceptions, Projections and Fantasies, Boston: Wisdom, 111–150.
Heberer, Thomas (2014), “The Contention Between Han ‘Civilisers’ and Yi ‘Civilisees’ over Environmental Governance: A Case Study of Liangshan Prefecture in Sichuan.” The China
Quarterly, September, 736–759.
Heberer, Thomas (2017), “The Resilience of Authoritarianism. The Case of the Chinese Developmental State.” In: Gerschewski, Johannes and Christoph H. Stefes (eds.), Crisis in Autocratic Regimes, Boulder, Colorado: Lynne Rienner, 155–174.
Heberer, Thomas (2018), “China’s Road.” Neue Gesellschaft/Frankfurter Hefte, Journal of Social
Democracy 4, 8–13.
Heberer, Thomas (2020), “Decoding the Chinese Puzzle. Rapid Economic Growth and Social
Development Despite a High Level of Corruption.” In: :Storz, Cornelia and Taube, Markus
(eds.), Firms, Institutions, and the State in East Asia: A Festschrift in Honour of Werner
Pascha, Marburg: Metropolis, 245–268.

72

disciplining of a society
Social Disciplining and Civilizing Processes in Contemporary China

Heberer, Thomas and Göbel, Christian (2013), The Politics of Community Building in Urban
China, London and New York: Routledge (Paperback).
Heberer, Thomas and Müller, Armin (2020), Entwicklungsstaat China. Politik, Wirtschaft sozialer
Zusammenhalt und Ideologie, Berlin: Friedrich Ebert Foundation.
Heberer, Thomas and Senz, Anja (2012), “The Bo Xilai Affair and China’s Future Development.”
Asien. The German Journal on Contemporary Asia, October, 78–93.
Heberer, Thomas and Trappel, Rene (2013), “Evaluation Processes, Local Cadres’ Behaviour
and Local Development Processes.” Journal of Contemporary China, 84 (November),
1048–1066.
Heng, Derek and Aljunied, Khairudin (2009) (eds.), Reframing Singapore: Memory, Identity,
Trans-regionalism, Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press.
Hirono, Miwa (2008), Civilizing Missions. International Religious Agencies in China, Houndmills, Basinkstoke and New York: Palgrave Macmillan.
Horner, Isaline B. (transl. and ed.) (1957–1970), Book of the Discipline, 6 Vols., London: Luzac.
Hsüntzi (1966), The Moulder of Ancient Confucianism, translated by Homer H. Dubs, Taipei:
Che’ng-Wen Publishing Company 1966.
Hu Yingfeng (2012), Guixun quanli yu guixun shehui (Disciplining power and disciplining society), Beijing: Zhongyang Bianyi Chubanshe.
Huer, Jong (1989), Marching Orders: The Role of the Military in South Korea’s Economic Miracle,
1961–1971, New York: Greenwood Press.
Huntington, Samuel (1996), The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order, New
York: Simon and Schuster.
Ikeda, Daisaku (1990), Der chinesische Buddhismus, Frankfurt/M. and Berlin: Ullstein.
Ikegami, Eiko (1989), Disciplining the Japanese. The Reconstruction of Social Control in Tokugawa Japan, PhD thesis, Cambridge/Mass.: Harvard University.
Jacobs, Justin M. (2018), “Chinese leaders tried before to assimilate the Uighurs. This time it
might face less resistance.” Washington Post, 31 October. https://www.washingtonpost.
com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2018/10/31/chinese-leaders-tried-before-to-assimilate
-the-uighurs-this-time-it-might-work/ (accessed 16 June 2020).
Jacques, Martin (2012), When China Rules the World, London: Penguin Books.
Jaspers, Karl (1957), Die großen Philosophen, München: Piper.
Jeffreys, Elaine (2009) (ed.), China’s Governmentalities. Governing Change, Changing Government, London and New York: Routledge.

73

disciplining of a society
Social Disciplining and Civilizing Processes in Contemporary China

Jiang, Guofeng and Li, Min (2013), ‘“Gongmin daode weiji’ cunzai yuanyin ji huajie lujing tanxi”
(Analysis of citizens’ “moral crisis,” its causes and the paths to resolving this issue).
Renmin Luntan (Peoples’ Forum), 13 December. http://news.ifeng.com/shendu/rmlt/
detail_2013 _12/13/32102010_0.shtml (accessed 11 March 2020).
Jiang, Jieshi (1934), “Jiang Jieshi on his New Life Movement.” Alpha History (https://alphahistory
.com/chineserevolution/jiang-jieshi-new-life-1934/, accessed 4 August 2020).
Jiang, Zemin (1999), Jiang Zemin lun shehuizhuyi wenming jianshe. ed. by Zhonggong Zhongyang Zhengce Yanjiu Shi, Beijing: Zhongyang wenxian chubanshe.
Johnson, Chalmers (1982), MITI and the Japanese Miracle, Stanford: Stanford University Press.
Jundui fanfu (2014), “Jundui fanfu bixu zou zai qianmian” (Fighting corruption within the armed
forces has to proceed further). Huanqiu Shibao (Global Times), 12 May.
Kaufman, Alison (2020), “China’s Discourse of ‘Civilization’: Visions of Past, Present, and
Future,” The AsanForum, March–April, 8:2. http://www.theasanforum.org/chinas
-discourse-of-civilization-visions-of-past-present-and-future/ (accessed 8 April 2020).
Kieser, Alfred (2016), From Freemasons to Industrious Patriots. Organizing and Disciplining in 18th Century Germany. http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=
10.1.1.856.7892&rep=rep1&type=pdf (accessed 28 January 2020).
Kipnis, Andrew (2006), “Suzhi: A Keyword Approach.” The China Quarterly 186, 295–313.
Ko, Kilkon and Weng, Cuifen (2011), “Critical Review of Conceptual Definitions of Chinese Corruption: a formal—legal perspective.” Journal of Contemporary China, June, 359–378.
Koh, Ernst (2009), “Gender and Discipline in ‘The Singapore Story’: The Female Chinese Factory Workers in Perspective, 1980–1990.” In: Heng, Derek and Khairudin Aljunied (eds.),
Reframing Singapore: Memory, Identity, Trans-regionalism, Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 109–131.
Kohli, Anul (2004), State-Directed Development: Political Power and Industrialization in the Global Periphery, Cambridge et al.: Cambridge University Press.
Kostka, Genia (2018), China’s Social Credit Systems and Public Opinion: Explaining High Levels
of Approval. https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3215138 (accessed
18 April 2020).
Krüger, Kersten (2005), Formung der Frühen Moderne. Ausgewählte Aufsätze, Münster: Lit.
Lee, Jung H. (2014), The Ethical Foundations of Early Daoism, New York: Palgrave MacMillan.
Lee, Thomas H.C. (1985), Government Education and Examinations in Sung China, Hong Kong:
The Chinese University Press and New York: St. Martin’s Press.

74

disciplining of a society
Social Disciplining and Civilizing Processes in Contemporary China

Leibold, James (2007), Reconfiguring Chinese Nationalism. How the Qing frontier and its indigenes became Chinese, New York: Palgrave MacMillan.
Leibold, James and Grose, Timothy A. (2019), “Cultural and Political Disciplining inside China’s
Dislocated Minority Schooling System.” Asian Studies Review, Vol. 43, Issue 1, 16–35.
Leira, Halvard (2008), “Justus Lipsius, political humanism and the disciplining of 17th century
statecraft.” Review of International Studies, 34:4, 669—692.
Li Gi (1981), Das Buch der Riten, Sitten und Gebräuche, ed. by Richard Wilhelm, Düsseldorf and
Köln: Diederichs.
Li, Peng (2018), “Mao Zedong weishenme shuo jilü shi badao?” (Why did Mao Zedong spoke of
discipline as something despotic?). Shangguan Xinwen (Observing News). https://www
.jfdaily.com/wx/detail.do?id=98791 (accessed 1 May 2020).
Li, Tania Murray (2007), The Will to Improve, Durham and London: Duke University Press.
Liang, Qichao (1902–06), Xinminshuo (On new Citizens), https://zh.wikisource.org
/zh/%E6%96%B0%E6%B0%91%E8%AA%AA (accessed 10 April 2020).
Liang, Qichao (1912), Zhongguo liguo zhi da fangzhen (Basic Guidelines for the State of China),
https://www.douban.com/note/670534597/ (accessed 10 April 2020).
Liang, Qichao (2005), “Xinmin shuo” (On new citizens), shortened version, Liang Qichao
zuopin jingxuan (Liang Qichao’s Selected Writings), Wuhan: Changjiang Wenyi Chubanshe, 322–326.
Liu, Hui-Chen Wang (1959), The Traditional Chinese Clan Rules, Locust Valley, New York: J.J.
Augustin Incorporated Publisher.
Liu, Hui-Chen Wang (1964), “An Analysis of Chinese Clan Rules: Confucian Theories in Action.”
In: Wright, Arthur F. (ed.), Confucianism and Chinese Civilization, New York: Atheneum,
16–49.
Liu, Shaoqi (1981), “Lun gongchandangyuan de xiuyang” (On the self cultivation of Communists). Liu Shaoqi xuanji (Selected works of Liu Shaoqi), 1, Beijing: Renmin chubanshe,
97–167.
Liu, Wennan (2013), “Redefining the Moral and Legal Roles of the State in Everyday Life: The New
Life Movement in China in the Mid-1930s.” Cross-Currents: East Asian History and Culture Review No. 7 (June). https://escholarship.org/uc/item/2v98z7x8 (accessed 4 August
2020).
Lord Shang (1963), The Book of Lord Shang, transl. by J.J.L Duyvendak, London: Arthur Probsthain.
Lü, Xiaobo and Perry, Elizabeth (1997), Danwei. The Changing Chinese Workplace in Historical
and Comparative Perspective, Armonk and London: M.E. Sharpe.

75

disciplining of a society
Social Disciplining and Civilizing Processes in Contemporary China

Mao, Tse-Tung (1978), “Great Victories in Three Mass Movements.” In: Mao, T., Selected Works
of Mao Tsetung, Vol. 5, Beijing: Foreign Language Press, 59–63.
Meissner, Mirjam (2017), “China’s Social Credit System. A big-data enabled approach to market regulation with broad implications for doing business in China.” Merics China Monitor, 24 May. https://www.merics.org/sites/default/files/2017-09/China%20Monitor_39
_SOCS_EN.pdf (accessed 26 April 2020).
Mengzi (Mencius) (2006–2020), Teng Wen Gong 1 (Duke Teng of Wen 1), electronic resource,
Chinese and English. https://ctext.org/mengzi/teng-wen-gong-i (accessed 19 June 2020).
Meyer, Thomas and de Sales Marques, José Luís (2018) (eds.), Multiple Modernities and Good
Governance, Abingdon and New York: Routledge.
Miller, James (2005), Daoism. A Short Introduction, Oxford: Oneworld Publications.
Mistreanu, Simina (2018), “Life Inside China’s Social Credit System. The party’s massive experiment in ranking and monitoring Chinese citizens has already started.” Foreign Policy,
3 April 2018, https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/04/03/life-inside-chinas-social-credit
-laboratory/ (accessed 17 April 2020).
Mo Ti (1975), Solidarität und allgemeine Menschenliebe, Köln: Diederichs.
Mouffe, Chantal (2007), Über das Politische. Wider die kosmopolitische Illusion, Frankfurt:
Suhrkamp.
Murphy, Rachel (2004), “Turning Peasants into Modern Chinese Citizens: ‘Population Quality’
Discourse, Demographic Transition and Primary Education.” The China Quarterly 177, 1–20.
O’Hagan, Jacinta (2007), “Discourses of Civilizational Identity.” In: Hall, Martin and Jackson,
Patrick Thaddeus (eds.), Civilizational Identity. The Production and Reproduction of “Civilizations” in International Relations, Houndmills, Basinkstoke and New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 15–31.
O’Neill, John (1986), “The Disciplinary Society: From Weber to Foucault.” The British Journal of
Sociology, 37:1 (March), 42–60.
Oestreich, Gerhard (1968), “Strukturprobleme des europäischen Absolutismus. Otto Brunner
zum 70. Geburtstag.“ Vierteljahresschrift für Sozial- und Wirtschaftsgeschichte, Bd. 55,
Heft 3, 329–347.
Oestreich, Gerhard (1969), “Strukturprobleme des europäischen Absolutismus.“ In: Oestreich,
Gerhard, Geist und Gestalt des modernen Staates. Ausgewählte Aufsätze, Berlin: Duncker
& Humblot, 179–197.
Ogilvie, Sheilagh (2006), “So that every subject knows how to behave. Social Disciplining in
Early Modern Bohemia.” Comparative Studies in Society and History, Vol. 48, 1, 38–78.

76

disciplining of a society
Social Disciplining and Civilizing Processes in Contemporary China

Ohno, Kenichi (2005), The Economic Development of Japan. The Path Travelled by Japan as a
Developing Country. Tokyo: GRIPS Development Forum. National Graduate Institute for
Policy Studies.
Osterhammel, Jürgen (2006), Europe, the “West” and the Civilizing Mission, London: German
Historical Institute London. https://www.ghil.ac.uk/fileadmin/redaktion/dokumente
/annual_lectures/AL_2005_Osterhammel.pdf (accessed 7 May 2020).
Pan, Ji (2018), “When the Periphery Meets the Core of a Party-Press System: Remember Comrade Lei Feng in China’s Shifting Media Kaleidscope.” International Journal of Humanities
and Social Science Research, 4, 29–40.
Paulo, Derrick A. (2019), “Civilising China? A contentious social credit system moves boldly
forward.” CNA Insider 9 April, https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/cnainsider
/civilising-china-contentious-social-credit-system-moves-boldly-11419272 (accessed 28
April 2020).
Pei, Minxin (2016), China’s Crony Capitalism: The Dynamics of Regime Decay, Cambridge/Mass.
and London: Harvard University Press.
Pines, Yuri (2012), The Political Culture of Ancient China and Its Imperial Legacy, Princeton and
Oxford: Princeton University Press.
Pitstick, Mike (2013), Comparing the New Life Movement to the Cultural Revolution. E-International Relations. https://www.e-ir.info/2013/11/14/comparing-the-new-life-movement-to
-the-cultural-revolution/ (accessed 4 August 2020).
Pye, Lucian W. (1968). The Spirit of Chinese Politics. A Psychocultural Study of the Authority
Crisis in Political Development, Cambridge/Mass. and London: The M.I.T. Press
Pye, Lucian W. (1988), The Mandarin and the Cadre: China’s Political Cultures, Ann Arbor: Michigan Monographs in Chinese Studies.
Pye, Lucian W. (1996), “The State and the Individual: An Overview Interpretation.” In: Hook,
Brian (ed.), The Individual and the State in China, Oxford and New York: Clarendon.
Qiang, Shigong (2018), “Zhexue yu lishi” (Philosophy and History), Kaifang Shidai (Period of
Opening-Up) 1. http://www.opentimes.cn/Abstract/8398.html (accessed 2 February 2020).
Renmin Ribao (People’s Daily), Beijing.
Romero, Aran M. (2018), “From Process of Civilization to Policy of Civilization: A Holistic Review
of the Chinese Concept Wenming.” Revista D’Antropologia I Investigacio Social, 8. https://
revistes.ub.edu/index.php/contextos/article/view/27293/28304 (accessed 10 April 2020).
Said, Edward W. (1994), Culture and Imperialism, London: Vintage.

77

disciplining of a society
Social Disciplining and Civilizing Processes in Contemporary China

Sakai, Tadao (1970), “Confucianism and popular educational work.” In: de Bary, William T.
(ed.), Self and Society in Ming Thought, New York: Columbia University Press, 331–366.
Scheil, Jörg-Michael (2017), “Durchsetzung, Ausnutzung und Umgehung von Rechtsnormen in
China.“ Zeitschrift für Chinesisches Recht, 1, 129–144.
Scheil, Jörg-Michael (2018), “Das neue chinesische Sozialkreditsystem. Rechtliche Struktur und
Auswirkungen auf deutsche Unternehmen.“ In: Deutsch-Chinesische Wirtschaftsvereinigung (ed.), Jahrbuch 2018, Köln: Deutsch-Chinesische Wirtschaftsvereinigung, 4548.
Schlomann, Friedrich-Wilhelm and Friedlingstein, Paulette (1976), Tschiang Kai-scheck. Ein
Leben für China, Stuttgart: Seewald Verlag.
Schmidt, Heinrich R. (1997), “Sozialdisziplinierung? Ein Plädoyer für das Ende des Etatismus in
der Konfessionalisierungsforschung.“ Historische Zeitschrift, 265, 639–682.
Schurmann, Franz (1968), Ideology and Organization in Communist China. Berkeley et al.: University of California Press.
Schwarcz, Vera (1986), The Chinese Enlightenment: Intellectuals and the Legacy of the May
Fourth Movement of 1919, Berkeley et al.: University of California Press.
Schwartz, Benjamin I. (1985), The World of Thought in Ancient China, Cambridge/Mass. and
London: Harvard University Press.
Scott, James C. (1998), Seeing like a state. How certain schemes to improve the human condition have failed, New Haven and London: Yale University Press.
Scott, James C. (2009), The Art of Not Being Governed. An Anarchist History of Upland Southeast
Asia, New Haven and London: Yale University Press.
Senghaas, Dieter (1998), Zivilisierung wider Willen. Der Konflikt der Kulturen mit sich selbst,
Frankfurt/M.: Suhrkamp.
Shaw, Victor N. (1996), Social control in China. A Study of Chinese Work Units. Westport/Conn.
and London: Praeger.
Shuodao zuodao (2014), “Shuodao zuodao duixian chengnuo quxin yu min ba jiaoyu shijian
huodong chengxiao luoshi dao jiceng” (Keep to one’s promises, get the trust of the people, bring the effects of the education practice to the grassroots), speech by Liu Yunshan
at the Session of the Leadership Group of the Mass Line Education Activities Group of the
Central Committee. Renmin Ribao (People’s Daily), 31 July.
Simmel, Georg (1995), “Die Großstädte und das Geistesleben.“ In: Simmel, Georg, Aufsätze
und Abhandlungen 1901–1908, 1, Frankfurt/M.: Suhrkamp, 116–131.
Song, Bing (2019a), “The West may be wrong about China’s Social Credit System.” New Perspectives Quarterly, 36:1 (January), 33–35.

78

disciplining of a society
Social Disciplining and Civilizing Processes in Contemporary China

Song, Bing (2019b), How the West got China’s Social Credit System Wrong. WIRED, 27 July. https://
www.wired.com/story/china-social-credit-score-system/ (accessed 20 July 2020).
Soss, Joe; Fording, Richard C., and Schram, Sanford F. (2011), Disciplining the Poor. Neoliberal Paternalism and the Persistent Power of Race, Chicago and London: University of
Chicago Press.
Stapleton, Kristin (2000), Civilizing Chengdu: Chinese Urban Reform, 1895–1937, Cambridge/
Mass. and London: Harvard University Asia Center.
Stephens, Thomas B. (1992), Order and Discipline in China: The Shanghai Mixed Court 1911–
1927, Seattle and London: University of Washington Press.
Sturgeon, Janet C. (2009), “Quality Control: Resource Access and Local Village Elections in Rural
China.” Modern Asian Studies 43, 481–509.
Sun, Yan and Yuan, Baishun (2017), “Does Xi Jinping’s Anticorruption Campaign Improve
Regime Legitimacy?.” Modern China Studies, 24:2, 14–34.
Sun, Yat-sen (1918), Selections from a Program of National Reconstruction, ‘Three Stages of Revolution.’ http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/ps/cup/sun_yatsen_revolution.pdf (accessed 4
August 2020).
Sun, Yat-sen (1963), “Grundlagen der Nationalen Selbstentwicklung.“ In: Kindermann, Gottfried-Karl (ed.), Konfuzianismus, Sunyatsenismus und chinesischer Kommunismus, Freiburg: Rombach, 127–129.
Sztompka, Piotr (1993), “Civilisational incompetence: the trap of post-Communist societies.”
Zeitschrift für Soziologie, 2, 85–95.
Tepperman, Jonathan (2018), “China’s Great Leap Backward.” Foreign Policy, 15 October. https://
foreignpolicy.com/2018/10/15/chinas-great-leap-backward-xi-jinping/ (accessed 2 February 2020).
“The New Life Movement” (2013). The China History. https://www.thechinastory.org/yearbooks /
yearbook-2013/introduction-engineering-chinese-civilisation/the-new-life-movement-xin
-shenghuo-yundong-%E6%96%B0%E7%94%9F%E6%B4%BB%E9%81%8B%E5%8B%95/
(accessed 14 August 2020).
Thøgersen, Stig (2003), “Parasites or Civilisers: The Legitimacy of the Chinese Communist Party
in Rural Areas.” China: An International Journal 1.2, 200–223.
Thompson, Edward P. (1967), “Time, Work-Discipline and Industrial Capitalism.” The Past and
Present Society, 38, 56–97.
Thomson, James C. (1969), While China Faced West. American Reformers in Nationalist China,
1928–1937, Cambridge/Mass.: Harvard University Press.

79

disciplining of a society
Social Disciplining and Civilizing Processes in Contemporary China

Thornton, Patricia (2007), Disciplining the State. Virtue, Violence, and State-Making in Modern
China, Cambridge/Mass. and London: Harvard University Press.
Tong, Holington K. (1953), Chiang Kai-shek, Taipei: China Publishing Company.
Tu, Wei-ming (1979), Humanity and Self-Cultivation: Essays in Confucian Thought, Berkeley:
Asian Humanities Press.
Tu, Wei-Ming (1993), Way, Learning, and Politics. Essays on the Confucian Intellectual, Albany:
State University of New York Press.
Tu, Weiming (2002), “Implications of the Rise of ‘Confucian’ East Asia.” In: Eisenstadt, Shmuel
N. (ed.), Multiple Modernities, Abingdon and London: Routledge, 195–218.
Van der Loo, Hans and van Reijen, Willem (1992), Modernisierung, München: dtv.
van Krieken, Robert (1981), “Die Organisierung der Seele. Elias und Foucault über Disziplin und
das Selbst.“ Prokla, Zeitschrift für Kritische Sozialwissenschaft, 85, December, 602–619.
Vickers, Edward (2015), “A Civilising Mission with Chinese characteristics? Education, colonialism and Chinese state formation in comparative perspective.” In: Vickers, E. and Krishna
Kumar (eds.), Constructing Modern Asian Citizenship, London and New York: Routledge,
50–79.
Wang, Ban (2017) (ed.), Chinese Visions of World Order. Tianxia, Culture, and World Politics,
Durham and London: Duke University Press.
Wang, Di (2003), Street Culture in Chengdu. Public Space, Urban Commoners, and Local Politics, 1870–1930, Stanford: Stanford University Press.
Wang, Gungwu (1982), The Chinese urge to civilize reflections on change. Annual Lecture delivered to The Australian Academy of the Humanities at its 12th Annual General Meeting et
Adelaide on 21 May 1982. http://www.humanities.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/04
/AAH-Academy-Lect-Gungwu-1982.pdf (accessed 8 April 2020).
Wang, Luyao (2016), “The impacts of anti-corruption on economic growth in China.” Modern
Economy, 7:2, 109–117.
Wang, Shuqin (2017), “Chengxin wenhua yu shehui xinyong tixi xiangyi huji” (Integrity culture
and the social credit system rely on each other). Guangming Ribao, 15 February. http://
www.xinhuanet.com/politics/2017-02/15/c_1120468077.htm (accessed 28 April 2020).
Wang, Yanfang (2019), “Discipline in the Xueji.” Knowledge Cultures, 7(2), 22–26.
Wangluo Wenmin Gongcheng (Project civilized internet) (undated). https://baike.baidu.com
/item/%E7%BD%91%E7%BB%9C%E6%96%87%E6%98%8E%E5%B7%A5%E7%A8%8B
(accessed 28 April 2020).

80

disciplining of a society
Social Disciplining and Civilizing Processes in Contemporary China

Wangluo xinxi neirong (2019), “Wangluo xinxi neirong shengtai zhili guiding” (Provisions
on Ecological Management of Internet Network Information Content), National Internet Information Office Order, No. 5, 20 December. https://www.cac.gov.cn/2019-12/20
/c_1578375159509309.htm (accessed 28 April 2020).
Weber, Max (1956), Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft, 2 Vols., Köln und Berlin: Kiepenheuer & Witsch.
Weber, Max (1978), Weber, Economy and Society, 2 Vols., ed. by Guenther Roth and Claus Wittich, Berkeley et al.: University of California Press.
Weber, Max (1988), “Die protestantische Ethik und der Geist des Kapitalismus.“ In: Weber,
Max, Gesammelte Aufsätze zur Religionssoziologie I, Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr, 34–42.
Weber, Max (2014), Politik als Beruf, Köln: Anaconda-Verlag.
Wei, Dunyou (2020), “Cong 2020 nian xinguan yiqing kan shengming zhengzhi yu renlei wenming de zai wenminghua” (From the novel corona epidemic looking at life politics and the
re-civilizing the civilization of mankind). Aisixiang, 11 May 2020. http://www.aisixiang
.com/data/121245.html (accessed 12 July 2020).
Wei, Lincui (2019), “Model People’s Discipline on Others and Self-Discipline.” Knowledge Cultures, 7(2), 12–15.
Wen, Lingchen (2019), “Foucault’s Truth Regimes and Governance in China.” Knowledge Cultures, 7(2), 31–34.
Wen, Jiabao (2011), Ranse mantou biaoming daode yanzhong huapo (The dyed steamed bread
indicates a serious moral decline (11 April 2011). https://www.bbc.com/zhongwen/simp
/china/2011/04/110417_china_wen_morality (accessed 11 March 2020).
Woo-Cumings, Meredith (1999) (ed.), The Developmental State, Ithaca, London: Cornell University Press.
World Value Survey, WV_6 Results for China (2013), 44 (file:///C:/Users/heberer/Downloads
/F00007709-WV6_Results_China_2013_v20180912.pdf, accessed 14 April 2020).
Wu, Xingzhi (2014), “Zuzhihua yu shehui zhixu—dangqian wo guo shehui fazhan moshi zai
sikao” (Organization and social order—New reflections on the current model of social
development of our country). Shanghai Xingzheng Xueyuan Xuebao (Journal of the Shanghai School of Administration), 3. http://www.cssn.cn/shx/201409/t20140918_1333445
.shtml (accessed 15 April 2020).
Xi, Jinping (2013), Zai dang de qunzhong luxian jiaoyu shijian huodong gongzuo huiyi shang
de jianghua (Speech of Xi Jinping at the working conference on mass line education and
practice activities), http://qzlx.people.com.cn/n/2013/0726/c365007-22344078.html
(accessed 29 January 2020).

81

disciplining of a society
Social Disciplining and Civilizing Processes in Contemporary China

Xi, Jinping (2015), “Renmin you xinyang, minzu you xiwang, guojia you liliang” (If the people have
faith, the nation has hope, and the country has strength). Renmin Ribao, 1 March. http://
cpc.people.com.cn/n/2015/0301/c64094-26614982.html (accessed 18 July 2020).
Xi, Jinping (2019), “Pushing China’s Development of an Ecological Civilization to a New Stage.”
Qiushi, 11:2, April-June, 3–23.
Xiandai Hanyu Cidian (1979) (Modern Mandarin Chinese Dictionary), Beijing: Shangwu
Yinshuguan.
Xu, Gao (2014), Weishenme fanfu dui jingji shi jian hao shi? (Why is fighting corruption a good
thing?), 4 August. http://xugao.blog.caixin.com/archives/74888 (accessed 3 May 2020).
Xu, Jilin (2015), Xin tianxiazhuyi: chongjian Zhongguode neiwai chengxu (The new Tianxiaism: Reshaping China’s internal and external order). http://www.gongfa.com/html
/gongfazhuanti/zhonghuazhengdao/2015/0826/2853.html (accessed 2 February 2020).
Xu, Jilin (2017), Jiaguo tianxia (Family-country under the Heaven), Shanghai: Shanghai Renmin
Chubanshe.
Xu, Jilin (2020), Rethinking China’s Rise. A Liberal Critique, edited and translated by David
Ownby, Cambridge, New York et al.: Cambridge University Press.
Xu, Yanhong, Yuan, Jing, and Tan, Feng (2014), “Dangqian shehui bingtai diaocha fenxi
baogao” (Report on and analysis of an investigation on current social diseases). Renmin Luntan (Peoples’ Forum), 11 September. http://www.wenming.cn/ll_pd/wh/201409
/t20140911_2170690.shtml (accessed 17 June 2020).
Yan, Hairong (2003), “Neoliberal Governmentality and Neohumanism: Organising Suzhi/Value
Flow through Labor Recruitment Networks.” Cultural Anthropology, 18:4, 494–523.
Yan, Xuetong (2019), Leadership and the Rise of Great Powers, Princeton: Princeton University Press.
Yan, Xuetong (2011), Ancient Chinese Thought, Modern Chinese Power, Princeton: Princeton
University Press.
Yang, Ching K. (1994), Religion in Chinese Society. A study of contemporary social functions of
religion and some of their historical factors, Taipei: SMC Publishing Inc.
Yang, Guobin (2017), “Demobilizing the Emotions of Online Activism in China: A Civilizing Process.” International Journal of Communication, 11, 1945–1965.
Yang, Hengjun (2015), “Xi’s Anti-Corruption Campaign: Moving China’s ‘Cheese’.” The Diplomat, 4 February.
Yu, Keping (2019), “Guojia zhili de Zhongguo tese he pubian qushi” (Chinese characteristics
and general trends in state’s governance). Gonggong Guanli Pinglun (Discussing Public
Management), 1.1, 25–32.

82

disciplining of a society
Social Disciplining and Civilizing Processes in Contemporary China

Yuan, Guiren (2008), “Build up the system of socialist core values.” Social Sciences in China,
XXIX:3, August, 31–38.
Yuen, Samson (2014), “Disciplining the Party. Xi Jinping’s anti-corruption campaign and its
limits.” China Perspectives, 3, 41–47.
Zhang, Junyuan (2019), “The Discipline of the Gaze: Self-Technology and Idol Training.” Knowledge Cultures, 7(2), 41–46.
Zhao, Tingyang (2006), “Rethinking Empire from a Chinese Concept ‘All under Heaven’
(Tian-xia).” Social Identities, 12:1 (January), 29–41.
Zhong, Yang and Hua, Shiping (2006), “Introduction.” In: Zhong, Y. and Hua, S. (eds.), Political
Civilization and Modernization in China. The Political Context of China’s Transformation,
New Jersey et al.: World Scientific, 1–10.
Zhonggong Zhongyang (2001), Zhonggong Zhongyang Guowuyuan yinfa “Gongmin daode jianshe
shishi gangyao” de tongzhi (Notification on the “Outline of constructing a citizen moral,” promulgated by the CCP Central Committee and the State Council, 20 September 2001). http://
www.gov.cn/gongbao/content/2001/content_61136.htm (accessed 14 June 2020).
Zhonggong Zhongyang (2017), Zhonggong Zhongyang bangongting Guowuyuan bangongting
yinfa “Guanyu cujin yidong hulianwang jiankang youxu fazhan de yijian” (“Opinion on
Promoting a healthy and orderly Development of Mobile Internet,” issued by the General
Office of the CCP Central Committee and General Office of the State Council), 15 January.
http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/2017-01/15/content_5160060.htm (accessed 28 April 2020).
Zhonggong Zhongyang (2019), Zhonggong Zhongyang Guowuyuan yinfa “Xin shidai gongmin
daode jianshe shishi gangyao” (“Implementation of the outline of constructing a citizen moral in the new period,” promulgated by the CCP Central Committee and the State
Council), 27 October 2019). http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/2019-10/27/content_5445556.
htm (accessed 8 April 2020).
Zhu, Lin (2012), The Disciplining of Government Officials in China. PhD. thesis submitted to
the Hong Kong University of Science and Technology, August. https://lbezone.ust.hk/
pdfviewer/web/viewer.php?file=aHR0cHM6Ly9sYmV6b25lLnVzdC5oay9vYmovMS9vL2IxMTkwNTY0L2IxMTkwNTY0LnBkZg==#page=1 (accessed 11 June 2020).

83

disciplining of a society
Social Disciplining and Civilizing Processes in Contemporary China

84

A publication of the
Ash Center for Democratic Governance and Innovation
Harvard Kennedy School
79 John F. Kennedy Street
Cambridge, MA 02138
617-495-0557
www.ash.harvard.edu

