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Big Business and Cadre Management in China 
 
KJELD ERIK BRØDSGAARD AND KASPER INGEMAN BECK 

 
Leading cadres in China are subject to rotation. An interesting form of rotation takes place between big 
business and the political world. That means one fifth of China’s governors and vice governors have a 
business background as heads of one of China’s large State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs). How this takes place 

and which qualifications the involved business leaders possess are shrouded in mystery. Based on 
prosopographical studies of Chinese business leaders who have participated in the Chinese Executive 
Leadership Program (CELP), this article attempts to open the black box. The study examines the career 
pathways of CELP participants in Party, government and business positions. The study shows that 84 of the 

261 CELP SOE participants (2005-2018) were subsequently promoted, and 20 of these promotions were 
from SOEs to leading Party and government positions. In some cases, former business leaders became Party 
secretaries in important provinces or ministers in key ministries. The article also argues that Chinese  

business leaders have managed to keep their administrative ranking in the Chinese nomenklatura system. In 
fact, Chinese business leaders are quasi officials (zhun guan) and form an important recruitment base for 
leadership renewal. As such, the article suggests that the rotation of cadres within the ‘Iron Triangle’ of 
Party–government–business constitutes the main unifying and stabilising factor in the Chinese political 

system. 

Who Deserves Credit? A Bank for the Virtuous in Rural China   
 

Marianne von Blomberg, University of Cologne & Wessel Reijers, European University Institute  
 
While China’s Social Credit System stands in the spotlight of media attention, rural villages in China are 

experimenting with another type of reputation-based credit systems called ‘banks of virtue’. These local 
institutions hand out loans and other benefits to citizens who have proven virtuous character. This article 
uses empirical data to investigate how the banks of virtues offer an alternative, rural answer to the ‘right to 
credit’ at the core of the capitalist society. First, the article explores the dominant paradigm of 

creditworthiness in the capitalist economy, which revolves around formalized and institutionalized systems 
of assessment that rest on an individualist and risk-seeking logic. Drawing from the work of Scott on rural 
subsistence ethics, it argues that there is a misfit between this dominant logic and the informal, relational 

and risk-averse logic of rural societies. Second, it presents the empirical case of rural Chinese banks of virtue 
and argues that they represent a distinct rural answer to this misfit, as they combine techniques of metrics 
known from capitalist credit systems with an inherently localized and personal evaluation procedure. Third, 
based on the workings of the banks of virtues, the article re-conceptualizes a just distribution of credit in 

rural contexts, recasting access to credit not as a right but as a power  

Digital territory, borders and mobility: Thinking about mobility across digital borders 
 

Morris Carwyn, Manchester China Institute, University of Manchester  
 
In this paper I discuss the spatial effects of digital borders and digital territorialization projects on mobility 

and forms of not-moving. Building on one-year of in-person ethnography and two-years of digitally centered 
fieldwork I explore these issues through instances of contentious politics in contemporary China. I show 
how numerous spatial governance effects of the digital border and China’s broader digital territorilization 
project are related to states of mobility and not-moving, from forced mobility from spaces of protest to 

hyper mobility between instant messaging groups to organise dislocated political projects that cannot take 
place in public. While digital mobility plays a role in the forms of governance that take place, often inhibiting 
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people from being still in digital spaces, mobility is also a form of resistance, most notably transnational 

mobility between digital territories and mobility across hybrid borders. This article highlights spatial 
conditions of digital relations that often remain under explored due to the dominance of US digital territory 
in digital relations, showing the importance of both theorizing from and producing knowledge in digital 

China and decentring US digital territory in knowledge production. 

Villagers’ Frustrations and Mistrust towards the State under Disaster: Ambivalences in Perceptions of 
Place in Disaster Recovery and Reconstruction 

 
Lu Chen, University of Oslo 
 
Geological disaster has become increasingly damaging and remains unpredictable under extreme weather 

and human land conflict under developmental expansion. The Chinese government is responding by 
formulating systematic emergency management policies, regulating natural disaster aid in  recovery and 
promoting relocation from area susceptible to disaster. Mountainous village in China are particularly 

vulnerable to such disasters. In this article, I will explore how villagers experience and perceive state -led 
disaster recovery and reconstruction. I will study the conflicting perceptions of the place by villagers and 
state under the disaster of landslide followed by dammed flood, which led to over 30 casualties in one 
natural village and damaged villagers’ houses also in other affected villages. I will examine the tensions 

through two examples. One is about the perception of disaster area for post disaster aid and 
reconstruction. The local government correlates to concentrated resettlement in demarcating the village 
suffering human casualties as the disaster area where disaster aid for reconstruction is concentrated. The 

other is on the place for resettlement. The local government categorizes resettlement as one way for 
urbanization in implementation. Villagers’ needs are ignored in such categorizations of disaster area and 
disaster reconstruction.  Villagers perceive the local government demoralized to trust in this process. I argue 
that the state’s categorization disregarding the ambivalence in perceiving the place is undermining villager 

state relations. Nevertheless, villagers are actively negotiating the meaning of their old village and the 
resettled space.  

China’s migrant labor regime in transition: the coastal-inland spatial division of labor from the Open Door 

Policy to the New Normal  
 
Alexander Linyu Qian Chen, Department of Sociology, University of Copenhagen, Copenhagen, Denmark;  

Sino-Danish Center for Education and Research, University of Chinese Academy of Sciences, Beijing, China 
 
This article argues that the institutional reforms to China’s migrant labor regime and the household 
registration (hukou) system is the result of the changing accumulation imperatives and labor demands of 

China’s mode of development, as it transitions towards a knowledge-based and post-industrial economy. 
The migrant labor regime is predicated on a spatial division of labor between the coastal and inland regions, 
reproduced through an ensemble of spatial mechanisms and policies that regulate the mobility of  migrant 
workers. The competitiveness of Chinese capitalism is advanced by institutionalizing multiple channels of 

spatial exploitation, which facilitates the allocation of exploitable migrant labor. Through a comparative -
historical analysis, the article establishes how the Chinese capitalist state has retrofitted the migrant labor 
regime between two periods – the Open Door Policy (1978-2012) and the New Normal (2012-2021) – to 

showcase the institutional mix of continuity and change that the migrant labor r egime has undergone. To 
this end, the article shows, first, how indirect and direct spatial mechanisms have facilitated inland -to-
coastal labor transfer during the Open Door Policy. Second, the reforms to the migrant labor regime under 
the New Normal ushers in new spatial mechanisms to redirect talent-intensive and unskilled labor to 

respectively the coastal and inland regions.  

From Coolie to Cybercitizen 

 
Flemming Christiansen 
 
Social categories tend to emerge in an interplay between individual imagination and action on the one 

hand, and socially established economic and political institutions on the other. The paper explores the 
evolution of social categories in China domestically and in international context since the late 19th century 
until today. The aim is to provide an historical overview that traces how taxonomies of etnicity, citizenship, 
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nationality, gender, class and social stratification have evolved over time in response to global and national 

processes of wealth creation. Synthesizing changes during four periods (pre -1949, 1950s–70s, 1980s–2000s, 
and since 2010), the intersection between dominant ideology on the one hand, and economic and political 
institutions on the other is shown to have radically altered the scope of individual agency and China's 

demographic make-up. It is argued that China's evolving social categories have up till today both remained 
contingent on the global economy and been dynamically utilized by the Communist Party in order to 
regulate economic growth, strengthen political control, and enhancing China's international impact through 
management of individuals' aspirations, rights and opportunities. The long historical perspective lets the 

dimensions of CCP ideology stand out more clearly, and integrates Chinese social categories meaningfully in 
global processes. 

Categorizing human resources for China’s urban development  

 
Elena Meyer Clement, Copenhagen University 
 

The centralization in the nationwide allocation of resources has been a well-recognized phenomenon since 
Xi Jinping took power. The centre has claimed increasing control over fiscal, land, and political resources. 
Less attention has been paid to the allocation of human resources, which is not a major domestic issue for 
most political economies, as national citizens usually enjoy basic rights of freedom of movement and 

settlement. However, China has a tradition of seriously constraining such rights and attempting to allocate 
human resources according to national development goals. Recent urbanization policies reveal that this 
attitude has prevailed, as new constraints have been installed to channel the population to settle in 

different categories of cities.  
Based on the critical study of policy documents and statistical data, as well as on fieldwork data collected by 
the author in Zhejiang and Gansu provinces, this paper reveals the new logic of human resource allocation 
in China under current political-economic conditions. It focuses on the underexposed role of small cities in 

the centre’s strategy, and directs attention to the fact that this strategy not only includes settlement of the 
so-called “floating population”, which is already considered mobile, but also an active resettlement and re -
categorization of parts of the rural population.       

“My ‘friends’ are valuable” -- Interrogating social relations in digital economic practices 
 
Fu Jingjing, University of Sussex 

 
The financial success of Internet companies worldwide represents a stunning digital economy that draws on 
consumer labour. These emerging labouring practices by online users have attracted attention and occupied 
research and debate for some time now. Out of such debate, one of the main arguments is that the digital 

economy is just another version of capitalism. In this period of informational capitalism, the spaces and 
experiences that are created and recreated through practices of digital consumption are expropriated and 
exploited by companies in order to accumulate capital (Fuchs, 2010). While valid, the popularity of such an 
argument limits the possibility to explore exceptions alongside the accumulation of capital, as digital 

economic practices are both complex and hybrid, disrupting the boundaries between work and play 
(Kücklich, 2005) and challenging the traditional categorization of work (Huws, 2014). Therefore, my 
research project aims to interrogate such an understanding of the digital economy. It does this by drawing 

on ethnographic observations and interviews with the user community of a young but fast-growing social 
networking-based cashback App Mi Yuan (Honey Source) in China, through which I look into the notion of 
social relations in particular and their relationships with capital in the digital economy. For this p aper, I will 
present a section of my empirical work concerns how Mi Yuan users proactively participate in relational 

communication activities using their private social media accounts, and how the nature of their online 
associations is transformed and complicated through such activities. Drawing on the theory of networked 
individualism (Rainie & Wellman, 2012), I argue that in the digital space structured by monetization 

strategies, emotion and personal social relations are both financially valuable and ine xtricably linked. 
However, the value of social relations doesn’t necessarily entail the alienation of a friendship. Such a 
complexity then leads to struggles and dilemmas when users tend to accumulate social capital with 
mobility.  

Chinese migrants in Prato: from workers to entrepreneurs 
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Giovanni Giamello, Aalborg University (AAU) 

 
The Tuscan city of Prato, with a worldwide reputation in the textile industry, hosts the highest 
concentration of Chinese migrants in Italy, and arguably, in Europe. Moreover, Prato is an exception to two 

general trends of the Chinese migration to Europe and Italy, as it witnesses a stable increase of registered 
residents, and a larger share of Chinese migrating for work – and not for study. A first – although banal in 
the appearance – categorization of the Chinese communities in Prato is the one based on their place of 
origin. Many of them come from Wenzhou and Qingtian, in Zhejiang province; but there are others also 

coming from Fujian province, as well as provinces in Northeast China (known as Dongbei). Strong of their 
number and their local identity, those belonging to the category of Wenzhouese (and Qingtianese) 
constitute a large yet closed group, often not even able or willing to speak standard Chinese with their 

fellow countrymen – which is why it is more appropriate to talk about Chinese communities in Prato. 
Furthermore, the categorization by place of origin very often coincides with the categorization by their 
respective migration plans. Chinese from Fujian and Dongbei usually migrate in order to gain a better salary 
than at home, where they hope to go back after some years of hard work. Chinese from Zhejiang, and 

particularly from Wenzhou, instead, migrate with the hope of realizing the entrepreneurial dream. They 
count on a local and transnational network based on kinship, crucial for their migratory and business plans. 
As a result, in a third level of categorization, this time by occupation, the category of migrant entrepreneurs 
started to grow significantly out the one of migrant workers, differing from the latter by a new social status, 

economic possibilities, as well as degree of social integration. 

Affective flow --Work relations between able-bodied managers and disabled workers in cyberspace 

 
Dan Huang, The University of Hong Kong 
 
This research provides detailed insights into the work relations between able-bodied managers and disabled 

workers , illuminating how organization of work is reshaped in the context where work is reconfigured by 
ICTs. Based on ethnographic fieldwork and interviews conducted between 2018 and 2020 in a data labelling 
company in China, which employs a large number of physical disabled workers, this study found that the 
perceptions and practices of able-bodied managers were reshaped, and that 

the feelings and experiences of workers were also reconstituted in the interactional process between able-
bodied managers and disabled workers. Inspired by the affective turn, this study proposes a concept of 
“affective flow” to understand the transformational process and argues that organization of work can be 

affected and reshaped by the ongoing “affect”. The following three changes were identified:   
alternative relation, reflective interaction, and loosened organization. In so doing, this study goes beyond 
the stereotypical perspective of labor–capital antagonism or bureaucratic hierarchy regarding organization 
of work, and shows an unexpected solidarity between able -bodied managers and disabled workers 

constituted by the affective flow. 

Contesting international rankings of the Science Citation Index (SCI): The case of ‘isomorphic difference’ 
in Chinese research and innovation policy 

 
Julia Kirch Kirkegaard, DTU, Society, Market and Policy, Alan Irwin, CBS, and Xuan Li, CBS 
 

Apart from playing out in the contest for the highest number of patents and Nobel Prizes, the emerging 
global politics of science concretely plays out in fierce competition for the highest rankings, be it of journals, 
academic papers, and universities. Taking outset in China’s increasingly central role in this global politics of 
science, we use the case of an ongoing contestation of the international Science Citation Index (SCI) 

rankings. Questioning the underlying ‘Western’ values of the SCI ranking, and the adverse impact on 
academic practice of ‘quantity over quality’, we argue that China ambivalently moves towards more 
indigenous Chinese ranking standards, while still wanting to compete on the global scene. Based on 

document analysis of Chinese key policy documents in the ensuing struggle over rankings, combined with 
expert interviews for validation, we use the STS-based (Science and Technology Studies) lenses of 
‘Isomorphic Difference’ and valuations of categories, numbers and rankings, exploring how China attempts 
to both align with international categorization and standards of quality, while at the same time attempting 

to do this differently, with ‘Chinese characteristics’. We contribute to the literature on rankings and digital 
categorization by providing a situational study of China’s research and innovation policy as a matter of 
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isomorphic difference, and also contribute to the new concept of isomorphic difference by shedding light on 

some of the inherent power struggles of this concept. 

You Scoundrel! Categorising as Moralising in China’s Social Credit System  

 
Adam Knight, Leiden University 
 
How are technologies of categorisation used in the creation of moral subjects? Throughout its history, the 

CCP has deployed depictions of undesirable ‘others’ - sometimes fictional, often exaggerated - in the 
inflammation of moral panic to achieve its political goals. From the rigid class designations of the Mao era to 
the ‘stranger danger’ of the 1980s, definitions of ‘us and them’ have been used to mobilise the Chinese 
population in a variety of ways.  

New technologies are creating new citizen categories. In recent years, this has included the laolai (老赖) - 

deadbeat or scoundrel; the colloquial label for those deemed ‘untrustworthy’ through repeated social 

credit infringements find themselves excluded, sometimes irreversibly, from various walks of life and 

derided in the media and online. This article will chart the rise of both popular and political imaginations of 
the laolai as part of the CCP’s moralising agenda.  
While the laolai can be understood as an extension of previous CCP techniques of division and subjugation, 
one crucial difference is that where once one’s standing in society was dictated by arbitrary class or 

geographic distinctions, under the social credit system this status is fluid and dependent on ongoing 
compliance with certain behavioural norms. This places the onus for self-reflection and self-improvement 
flatly at the feet of citizens themselves, albeit within a moral framework of the state’s design.  

This article will consider the implications of such practices through the lens of an emerging body of 
technology studies literature that argues that such datafied selves - or “informational persons” (信息人) 

- can signal new departures in the way that citizens are seen by both the state, as well as themselves. 

Chaoshan Culture Heritage. Between the Global and the Local - From 19th Century Transnational 
Capitalism to 21st Century Glocal Chaoshan Digital Heritage Culture 
 

Karsten Krueger, Shantou University, College of Liberal Arts, Center for Global Studies 
 
In the first part this paper will briefly introduce and discuss the Chaoshan diasporic trade system - a unique 
historical configuration and social categorization based on gender, place of origin and ethnicity. Originating 

in the 1820s and used for 150 years thereafter, qiaopi (侨批) is the name given in Chinese to letters written 

home by Chinese emigrants from the Chaoshan region to accompany remittances. Their key function was to 
preserve family ties. Although such correspondence focused principally on the provision of economic 
support, the qiaopi also touched on cultural, political, educational, and gender themes. Ethnicity and 

identity matter greatly in diasporic Chaoshan business culture. Far from forming an obstacle to economic 
growth and technological innovation, social networks, and their associated cultural values can be shown, to 
have assisted economic development in Chaoshan culture at home and abroad, by enabling social mobility.  

In the second part this paper tries to supplement the concepts and historical forms which define the unique 
Chaoshan culture formation by exploring the Chaoshan Special Collections Digital Archive at Shantou 
University Library (STU) with a specific focus on the Shantou Treaty Port Multi-Media Digital Resource 
Archive and related sections (Still Photography Archive, Oral History Resources, Film and Video Resources 

related to the ‘Small Park Area’(小公园). 

Re-connecting: Unveiling the key role of new media in de-biasing migration research 
 

Laura Lamas-Abraira, UAB Autonomous University of Barcelona 
 
Chinese migration to Spain became quantitatively important from the 1980s onwards, reaching its peak at 

the end of the 90s and it originates in the South of Zhejiang province. Generally their migration project is 
family-based and linked to entrepreneurial activity, with the goal to achieve reunification in Spain albeit 
they tend to sustain a high degree of transnational ties. 
Based on a multi-sited ethnography between Spain and China (2014-1019) and further development of a 

digital ethnography during 2020, this paper unveils the key role of communication techno logies in 
promoting new  family dynamics in the social transnational space, both in pre and (post)pandemic times. 
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Such is the case of transnational care circulation. This paper also emphasizes its key role in questioning 

hegemonic models of care, family and childhood, challenging the validity of commonly used categories on 
migration research such as that of the 'left-behind children'. 
 

Theories of Knowledge, Information, and Data in the Social Credit System and Internet Regulation in 
China. 
 

Wynston Lee, RMIT University, Melbourne, Australia 
 
International discourse on China’s social credit system (SCS) tends to paint the emerging project as rupture 
from the freedom afforded by modernity and a move antithetically towards some vision of an Orwellian 

surveillance society. Such subjective constructions often suffer from the pitfall of treating China 
allegorically; that is, they tend to reflect one’s own contexts and fears more so than portray contemporary 
Chinese reality. Against this backdrop, this paper connects the contemporary SCS with its historical, 

philosophical, and ideological antecedents to contend that a certain logic and technology of social 
categorisation persists in the Chinese tradition. I review literature, historical documents, and govern mental 
policies in English and Chinese to support this claim. The paper is structured as follows: first, a ‘long history’ 
of the SCS will be laid out from beginnings in imperial era personnel archives, to categorisation policies 

started in the Mao-era such as personal archives (dangan) and household registration (hukou). This long 
history will be tied in with the strains of intellectual thought that have sustained them, most notably 
Legalism, Confucianism, and their successors. Party ideology then brings the analysis to the contemporary 

moment, with Xi-era slogans like ‘governing by law’ and ‘governing by virtue’ setting the ideological 
environment for the expansion of the logics and technologies of categorisation through the SCS.  

Accepting but not using it? Digital participation in local Social Credit Systems in China 

 
Li Haili 
 
The Chinese government’s announcement to build a nationwide Social Credit System (SCS) by 2020 (State 

Council, 2014) triggered a discussion of China’s domestic and global surveillance operations. Yet, by 2022, 
there is no unified and standardized SCS but instead we observe fragmented localized practices. Municipal 
governments have initiated their localized SCSs and developed digital platforms to facilitate citizens’ 

participation in these reward-centric projects. Previous research suggests that Chinese citizens express high 
level of support towards the SCS (Kostka, 2019; Liu, 2021; Rieger et al., 2020). Yet, some recent reports 
indicate that only a small percentage of citizens have engaged with local SCSs (e.g., 5 percent in Xiamen and 
15 percent in Hangzhou) (Drinhausen & Brussee, 2021). Given the inconsistency between the public’s 

supportive attitudes and the low registration rate, this study interrogates how Chinese individual citizens 
understand and actually engage with the local government-led SCSs, which remains largely underexplored. 
Technology Acceptance Models (TAMs), Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT) and 
privacy paradox theories are combined to provide theoretical guidance for our research, while content 

analysis and semi-structured interviews are employed for data collection and analysis. Our findings suggest 
that despite showing acceptance and positive attitudes towards SCSs, most interviewees did not or 
inactively engage with the local SCSs. An acceptance-usage gap in interviewees’ local SCS participation was 

thus highlighted. Furthermore, multiple factors grouped into different categories were revealed to impede 
Chinese citizens’ local SCS participation, including little awareness regarding local SCSs, various concerns 
(e.g. privacy, surveillance, algorithm accuracy and fairness), perceived high efforts and unappealing 
benefits, and the voluntariness of local SCS participation. Our research enriches the existing SCS studies by 

adding more knowledge to the Chinese citizens’ digital participation in these digital scoring projects.  

"The System We Can Believe In? Citizenship and trustworthiness in the digital age  

 
Jun Liu, University of Copenhagen  
 
This study takes the Chinese Social Credit System (CSC) as an example to scrutinize the changing citizenship 

and trustworthiness in the digital age. Existing scholarship investigates the CSC mostly from a state -
society/citizen perspective. Yet, this study argues that few studies have considered how such a credit-
scoring system from a citizen-citizen perspective, or how such system could generate and manipulate 
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sociotechnical construct of trustworthiness and thereby (re)shape citizenship in a digitalized society . It 

argues that as credit-scoring systems could lead to quantify, depersonalize, and further dehumanize 
trustworthiness, such systems strip the trustworthiness of its relational, contextual, and multi -dimensional 
meanings and subsequently substitute automated readings of (biased) data from invisible and opaque 

algorithms. Given this, this study uncovers the way the SCS influences the mechanics and rules of social 
existence and interaction in people’s everyday life in China and beyond."  

Datafication in Action: The Production of the Social Credit Data in China 

 
Chuncheng Liu, University of California San Diego 
 
The state collects and categorizes data of citizens to increase legibility and enact governance. In this paper, I 

examine the datafication in action for the αCity social credit system (αSCS), which assigns, adds, or deducts 
credit scores for the city’s citizens. From 2019 to 2022, I conducted 11 -month ethnographic research in four 
αCity residential committees, the semi-state agencies in charge of the datafication of everyday behaviors 

governed by the metric. I shadowed committee bureaucrats for their daily αSCS works and interviewed 90 
stakeholders. I first examined the institutional, digital, and human infrastructures of the αSCS datafication, 
which are newly built or borrowed from previous infrastructures by symbolic reframe and logistic 
deployment. I then revealed how datafication happens under specific organizational, institutional, and 

relational contexts. Under each context, I highlighted how the ideal datafication is reconfigured and  leads to 
unintended consequences. Organizationally, bureaucrats are required to produce unrealistic data inputs by 
the upper-level government, leading to data fabrications. Institutionally, residential committees have 

limited legitimacy to discipline residents, making bureaucrats cautious about reporting negative behaviors. 
Relationally, bureaucrats are deeply embedded in the local network, which precludes them from producing 
negative data yet results in positive data make-ups as favors. As a result, a narrow dataset with specific 
kinds of data that claims to cover a broad range of social life is produced. Together, this paper showed the 

social foundation and mechanism of datafication, showing how the dataist state acts from the below with 
its reach and limits articulated. 

Queering Chinese rural-to-urban mobility: an ethnography of gay and lesbian rural migrant workers in 

South China 
 
Tingting LIU, Jinan University,  

Jing GONG, The University of Hong Kong 
 
Since the launch of China’s post-socialist market-oriented economy reforms and the subsequent adjustment 
of the household registration system, labour migration from rural to urban areas has contributed 

significantly to the country’s economic take-off, bringing China the economic status of the “factory of the 
world” . So far, studies on this massive labour migration in China have mostly focused on its economic 
functions from a macro perspective, its interaction with the household registration system (Chan & Zhang, 
1999; Liu, 2005; Vendryes, 2011) and the ways in which this movement of people has shaped a particular 

class of migrant workers, producing a distinctive “working-for-the-boss” (dagong) culture (Florence, 2007), 
“low-quality” subjects (Anagnost, 2004; Kipnis, 2007), and those vulnerable groups such as children and 
elderly people left behind (Lu, 2011; Wu & Ye, 2016; Ye et al., 2011). However, little attention has been paid 

to the queers among these labour migrants, or to the ways in which the rural-to-urban movement has 
opened up new spaces for non-normative sexual identities and non-heteronormative forms of eroticism. 
Because of this lack of attention, rural migrants have tended to be unreflexively put into the categories of 
men (nan) and women (nv), which is based on biologically determined understandings of gender and 

sexuality. As such, the following conservative assumptions have never been challenged in existing research: 
the “integrity” of the nuclear, traditional family should not be torn apart by the labour migration; the labour 
migration has injured the rural families; and South China’s industrial areas are merely contemporary 

accommodations for rural migrants. These are the typically prevalent assumptions in research on left-
behind children and elders. 
To challenge these assumptions and category, this article examines Chinese rural-to-urban migration from a 
queer perspective. Using fieldwork in the industrial areas of Shenzhen and Dongguan as a case study, this 

focuses on the rural-urban migrant women and men who self-identify as gay or lesbians, as well as those 
who engage in same-sex behaviour and relationships. By adopting a queer materialist perspective that 
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interrogates the processes through which class shapes the sexual and gender formation of queer subjects in 

capitalist political economies, this study understands queer subjects as a process of sexual formation 
shaped and reconfigured in different regimes of capitalist accumulation. 
This paper draws four conclusions. Firstly, labour migration from rural to urban areas provides rural gay 

men and lesbians with a means of gaining economic independence and a reason to live away from their 
families without having to break with them or explicitly coming out of the closet, thus enabling them to 
have a freer living space.  
Secondly, the combination of physical (offline, face-to-face) social spaces and emerging virtual 

communication spaces has played an important role in creating a space for rural gay men and lesbians to 
live with their comrades. Under the condition of precarious/informal employment and intensive labour 
control, rural migrant gay men and lesbians have developed non-normative sexual identities, interactions, 

social relations, and temporalities out of their needs for survival and social reproduction.  
Thirdly, their living experiences are also highly gendered. Provision for family members is critical for rural 
migrant lesbians in order to achieve a higher family status. However, instead of working continuously under 
strict labour discipline for minimum wage, gay migrant workers prefer une mployment (and as such 

becoming bare stick 光棍) as an alternative lifestyle of autonomy and freedom, enabling them to develop 

various kinds of same-sex relationships and communities.  
Last but not least, the daily lives of lesbian and gay migrant workers in China do not at first glance appear to 
be directly related to what academics consider to be queer. This is because, these rural subjects are 

culturally and economically disadvantaged and have few resources or space to engage in any radical 
political movements. In addition, their generally homophobic rural upbringing limited their imagination of a 
radical, openly queer life. However, this paper argues that lesbian and gay migrant workers in China have 

greatly expanded the interpretation of queerness at an epistemological level. Our ethnography 
demonstrates that pre-existing sociological research on Chinese rural-to-urban migration has tended to 
overlook individuals who are excluded by Chinese traditional family values. Excluded from the heterosexist 
mode of reproduction and urban queer consumer space, gay and lesbian migrant workers have to invent 

alternative means of reproduction and social support systems by carving out queer spaces of their own, 
including cruising parks, family clubs, and shared apartments with queer friends. Within these spaces, gay 
and lesbian migrant workers creatively use virtual and physical spaces as collective empowerment and 
resistance to heterosexist and alienating working conditions in the factory, which is truly queer in 

contemporary China. 
 

Chinese Cryptocurrency Materialities and Imaginaries 
 
Nicholas Loubere, Lund University 
 

In 2021 the Chinese government sent Shockwaves through the cryptocurrency sector by banning basically 
all cryptocurrency activity in the country. Prior to this move, China had been the main location where the 
mining of Bitcoin and other ‘proof of work’ cryptocurrencies took place. In the wake of the decision, Chinese 

miners quickly moved their operations abroad and China’s share of the global ‘hashr ate’ dropped to nearly 
zero. Nevertheless, despite the suffocating environment at home, Chinese actors continue to play leading 
roles in the development and production of cryptocurrencies and blockchain technologies. From the 
dominance of proof of work mining technologies, to control over the largest mining pools; from the 

operation of the largest cryptocurrency exchanges, to the development of emerging block chains, Chinese 
companies like Bitmain, Canaan, and Binance are pioneers at the frontier of the global cryptocurrency 
boom. 
 

This paper seeks to map out the globalisation of Chinese actors in cryptocurrency ecosystems and examine 
how they have adapted to both rapid technological developments and shifting policy environments, 
particularly in the context of the recent crackdown in China. The paper will also draw on public documents, 

white papers, and statements by the key figures to examine how these Chinese cryptocurrency operators 
perceive and articulate their role in the rapid emergence of cryptocurrenc y and blockchain technologies on 
the global stage. 

People’s Money in Digits––– Citizen-state Relations in Chinese Central Bank Digital Currency 
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Xue Ma, University of Victoria, Anthropology 

 
The payment landscape in China has been fundamentally transforme d by infrastructures for digital payment 
initiated by private companies Tencent and Ant Financial, along with the prevalence and accessibility of 

smartphones during the most recent decade. With the rising interests and investments in fintech industries, 
the Chinese state and market have been grasping opportunities for leading the frontiers of money and 
payment. In 2020, China started the pilot program of e-CNY (the Chinese central bank digital currency). 
Education and promotion towards the public about what e-CNY is, how to use it, how does it differ from the 

already existing (private) payment platforms serve as a critical lens for understanding the dynamics of 
money production in the conjecture of private and public spheres. In the official speeches about e -CNY by 
central bank officials, the emphasis of e-CNY’s features such as “controllable anonymity” (or “managed 

anonymity”), “legal tender”, “financial inclusion” each speak to a particular aspect of governance role state 
plays in the e-CNY design and implementation. Building on studies of money in relation to the state, this 
paper aims to unpack each of the features above to understand the political and social implications for 
digital governance in everyday payment landscape.  

The research is part of my dissertation on Chinese Central Bank Digital Currency and it is mainly built on 
official documents and public speech at this stage. My goal is to conduct fieldwork in 2023 in various 
national banks that design, promote and implement e-CNY platform.   

Towards a Smart State? A Review of the Chinese Scholarship on Quantification and Automation in China's 
Governance  
 

Straton Papagianneas, Leiden University  
 
The categorization and quantification of nature and public life has been intimately intertwined with the 
emergence of the modern nation-state and bureaucracy since the early 19th century. The power of 

automated computational systems and the ubiquitous availability of big data have amplified the potential 
and capacities of quantification. Inherent to this trust in numerical indicators and automation is the idea 
that they represent scientific objectivity, an ideal that implies fairness, impartiality, and, most importantly, 
authority.   

 
This article argues that there exists a strong ideological affinity between the idea of scientific objectivity that 
is inherent to digitization and quantification, and China’s Marxist-Leninist approach to law and governance. 

A new iteration of this affinity can be found in the discussion on “smart governance” (zhihui zhili 智慧治

理). Smart governance entails new approaches to social and political control in China that leverages 

advanced technologies driven by machine learning algorithms and artificial intellige nce and big data.   
 

To this end, this article reviews how Chinese scholarship conceptualizes smart governance and its 
implications for China’s social governance within the context of China’s ideological affinity with 
categorization and quantification. It first discusses the concept of scientific objectivity as part of the  CCP’s 

ideological canon. It then reviews and analyses how Chinese scholars discuss issues such as quantification, 
metric-fixation, and automation with regard to social governance. This review is a meta-synthesis, using 
practices of narrative and systematic literature reviews, focusing on evaluating and interpreting the Chinese 
scholarship and theoretical concepts by reference to its own standards.   

Class trajectories from the centre: The reconfigurational process of the middle class in urban China 
 
Alfonso Sanchez-Romera, Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona / Freie Universität Berlin 

 
Since the beginning of the 1990s, class has been an ongoing process of reconfiguration of the unequal 
distribution of material, cultural, social and symbolic rewards in the People’s Republic of China. The paper 

presented here focuses on the formation of China’s middle class, with particular focus on the social 
construction of identity by analysing class background and lifestyle. Based on ethnography analysis of semi-
structured interviews with Beijing’s middle incomers between 2017 and 2018, and using Bourdieu’s 
concepts of ‘capital’ and ‘social reproduction’ in his class theory, this study examines whether the middle 

class is a social phenomenon of class production or class reproduction, and how the emerging structures of 
class and social stratification in China are reconfigured and managed by the Party-state, scholars and digital 
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media, and how are they understood and lived by urban dwellers themselves. The findings of the case study 

undertaken in Beijing indicate that Maoist forms of social categorization and class background still have a 
major impact on the life chances of urbanites in Beijing today. In addition, this study is supportive of the 
thesis of a cleavage society or the so-called class crystallization which is maintained primarily through 

consumption, but not through a recognizable ‘class’ identity or ‘real class’. Besides, the research revealed 
the validity and the reconfiguration of the concept of class —together with place of origin, ethnicity, and 
gender— to produce accurate practices and representations of the institutionalization, legitimization and 
reproduction of both structures of entitlement and disadvantage in contemporary societies. 

Flexibility, Care Work, and Transnational Mobility: Exploring the Chinese Network of Daigou 
 
Meina Jia Sandal, Department of Global Studies, Aarhus University 

 
Drawing on the case of Chinese female immigrants in Denmark, this article examines how Chinese women 
take the advantage of their transnational mobility to turn unpaid care work into an income source in the 

host country. Daigou, literally meaning “buying on behalf of”, refers to a business format where people 
facilitate the buying and selling of international products on behalf of customers in mainland China. 
According to a recent report, daigou trade has grown to 40 million USD in revenue in 2019. On the other 
side of the coin, this network business provides Chinese immigrants with a new type of work with high 

flexibility. Through the life stories of current Chinese immigrants in Denmark, this paper analyses the 
characteristics of the current generation of immigrants, compared with early immigrants. The results 
indicate that different from the common immigrant channels for the previous generations, such as 

education, marriage, service and labour exporting, the daigou network reflects a new type of immigration 
which depends a lot on the connection with the booming consumer marke t in mainland China and the 
popularity of using social media. Why do daigou operators give up their jobs and migrate to Denmark? How 
do they evaluate their work of daigou? How does this work change their life in China and Denmark? The 

answers to those questions reflect the feature of immigration against the background of the technological 
revolution and global business. Keywords: Overseas Chinese, Denmark, Network Business, Transnational 
Mobility 
Categories, Digital Reconfiguration and Mobility in China 

Meina Jia Sandal is a PhD student at the Department of Global Studies at Aarhus University. Her research 
interest is about the transformation of trust, relationships study and gender politics in contemporary China. 
Her PhD project is named “Daigou: Market, Trust and Gender in Contemporary China.” 

Categorizing and contextualizing the Chinese Social Media Content via computational methods: 
Opportunities and challenges  
 

Chris Chao Su, Boston University 
Jun Liu, University of Copenhagen 
 
Emerging computational approaches bring both opportunities and challenges to examine Chinese social 

media content. Particularly, in a general sense, computational methods have been criticized for the lack of 
contextual consideration for a long time. In other words, scholarships with computational methods may 
suffer from the pitfall of not unpacking, recognizing, and theorizing the richness of associated contextual 

elements in (big) data, which is an essential component in studying Chinese social media content that 
entails euphemism like spoofing and satire. In this study, we present a computational approach to 
categorize and contextualize Chinese social media content. We conduct a case study focusing on the claim 
of “Trump blaming China for the pandemic” on Twitter and Weibo, two o f the largest social media 

platforms in the world. A set of keywords related to the “Trump blaming China for the pandemic” claim 
(e.g., "Trump", "accusations", “US” in Chinese translation) are used to extract relevant tweets from the 
Weibo-COV-2 dataset (with more than 65 million posts by 20 million Weibo active users from 1 November 

2019 to 30 December 2020), as well as a Twitter dataset using a search query with the same keywords 
during the specified timeframes. We first identify major issue topics relate d to “Trump blaming China for 
the pandemic” by week using an unsupervised machine learning approach - Latent Dirichlet Allocation topic 
modelling (LDA) – in both datasets, each associated with 100 terms. Next, we select a number of issue 

topics (N=10) that occur most frequently on a weekly basis from the collection of issue topics from LDA 
results. Third, 10% of social media posts from each dataset are randomly selected and categorized using 
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supervised machine learning techniques into the top ten issue cate gories. Fourth, we construct matrices 

that reflect the associations among the ten issue topics, each pair of issue topics being weighted according 
to the frequency of their co-occurrences in the selected social media post. Lastly, we used Multiple 
regression quadratic assignment procedures (MRQAP) to statistically examine and compare the association 

between the issue matrices regarding posts on “Trump blaming China for the pandemic” on Twitter and 
Weibo. We further discuss the implications and challenges of categorizing and contextualizing social media 
data. 

Social Credit System – an existing Orwellian world or a generation-long project? 
 
Emilie Szwajnoch University of Silesia 
 

The Chinese Social Credit System has repeatedly been pictured by the Western media as a much -advanced 
Orwellian means of control. In reality, despite its quick expansion and progressive centralization, the System 
remains fragmented and underdeveloped. It is also characterized by goals exceeding solely the controversial 

ones that are said to form a panoptic reality. The aim of the presentation is twofold: to share the primary 
results of an analysis of particular aspects of the SCS and to determine whether it has got a considerable 
potential for securing the rule of the CCP. The current level of development of the SCS mechanisms that 
could support the political and social stability will be depicted, with a special focus on natural persons. The 

System’s real impact on both their private and professional lives will be laid out. Moreover, the role of the 
private sector in the System’s development will be tackled. At the current stage, the hypothesis is that the 
SCS (especially the mechanisms that are in the center  of the presentation) is a generation-long project that 

should only be able to fulfill its social rating function upon reaching three prerequisites: molding a new 
generation that accepts high-profile surveillance measures; ultimately taking control over behavioral data 
collected by the private sector; improving the technological infrastructure. The results are based on an 
analysis of vast numbers of Chinese regulations that introduce the SCS mechanisms at different levels.  

Breaking the Inclusion vs. Exclusion Dichotomy: State, Migrant Workers, and Welfare Relations in China 
 
Tian Yueran, Bielefeld University, Germany 

 
Inclusion and exclusion are a pair of dichotomized terms often used to categorize Chinese migrant workers' 
access to urban welfare and public goods. This form of categorization although highlights earlier struggles 

migrant workers experienced fails to capture their active participation in the socialist market economy 
through different arrangements of welfare. By analyzing two forms of state -led housing provision, the 
housing fund and relocation housing, in a newly built city in Central China, I find that recent development in 
land financialization leads to the expansion of real estate on the one hand, and the stagnation of welfare 

provision on the other because the expropriated agricultural land is not used by the local government for 
public projects rather as a collateral for future income streams. This in turn leads to many landless villagers 
waiting in temporary housing sites or renting out their compensated apartments while commuting to work 
on the assembly line in order to seek a sense of stability. Furthermore, the housing fund rather than helping 

to provide affordable apartments, encourages migrant workers to take more mortgages and speculate in 
the housing market thus puts them in an unsettling state. A relational approach instead of continuous 
categorization, I argue, helps to de-homogenize migrant workers’ experiences and situate welfare provision 

and access in the dynamic processes where the state-led social protection not only responds to class 
struggles or maintains social stability but also re-embed migrant workers in a risky financialized market. 

The Value of the People: The Role of Economic Potential in Rural Governance in China 

 
René Trappel, University of Freiburg 
 

At the turn of the 20th century, Rudolf Goldscheid, a scholar and progressive activist from Freiburg in 
Germany, brought forward the idea of a “Menschenökonomie” (economy of humans), in which humans are 
a valuable resource for capitalism and should be treated as such. Similar natured thinking has emerged 
elsewhere. Public business administration, for example, wants to nurture and develop human capital and in 

Foucault’s biopolitics the economic method is applied to the population. There are strong indications that 
considerations of the economic value of humans also have influenced politics in the PR China.  
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Current policy documents concerning rural development in China highlight the need to attract “talents” 

(人才), a term for well-educated and skilled specialists, to the countryside while at the same time 

promoting the resettlement of those without an economic future (农业转移人口) to urban sites. Economic 

potential, arguably, is also used to reshape the rural economy, for example as a critical criterion for the 

distribution of subsidies in agriculture. Even programs related to poverty alleviation (三变改革) appear to 

have given up on targeting the poor directly and instead suggest channeling poverty alleviation funds to 
promising commercial enterprises. The poor would then be handed out shares to these enterprises. This 
paper looks at how the categorization of rural people based on their assumed economic value has 

influenced recent policy-making in China. The analysis is primarily based on policy documents and the 
discussion of the topic in secondary literature. 

Civilized Cities or Social Credit? Interrogating the Overlap Between Digital Governance Systems in China 
Alex Trauth-Goik, University of Wollongong (Australia), School of Humanities and Social Inquiry 
 
Scholars have long observed that an enduring aspect characterising the relationship between the 

government and people in China is that the former aspires not only for the governed to abide by the 
minimum requirements of the law, but also for their ascension to an exemplary standard of behaviour. In 
China today, efforts aimed at upholding common moral norms and improv ing the overall ‘quality’ (suzhi 素

质) of the population, are expected, understood as common sense, regarded by Party elites as a ‘science’, 

and if not pursued directly by the state, find expression in popular movements from below. The new 
technical affordances underpinning the SCS inform and transform this cultural regime of discipline and 
moral education predicated on the belief in the malleability and transformability of the individual in service 

of society. Through thirty in-depth video interviews, this paper interrogates how Chinese citizens interpret 
the Party-state’s moralising agenda and explores which kinds of individuals people think the SCS ought to 
target and why. The outline of a hierarchy of morality and socialisation in China is proposed that co nveys 
the class bifurcations being transformed and cemented by the SCS, its emphasis on quantified metrics, and 

dynamics of shaming. However, top-down efforts at social engineering are always mediated by the 
microlevel contingencies of prior personal experience, intimate knowledge of acquaintances, and 
understanding of technology. Interviews demonstrate that some citizens contest the Party-state’s framing 

of untrustworthy individuals as inherently morally deficient, exposing the limits of SCS propaganda and  
thought work. 

From Digital Identity to Digital Infrastructure: A Reflection on China’s Health Code System  

 
Haiqing Yu, RMIT University 
 
This article offers a critical analysis of China’s health code system, a data-powered contact tracing system 

that supposedly subjects all individuals in the country to its panopticon control, a surveillance system that 
monitors and categorises the Chinese population into the healthy (green), the dubious (yellow), and the 
unhealthy (red). It first compares the functions and uses of different health code systems across 12 

provinces and cities, based on interviews of 12 people from these places who shared thei r health codes with 
me. It then discusses the technological infrastructure and political economy of the health code system, 
including the role of WeChat and AliPay in developing and rolling out the health code system across the 
country and the data, based on walkthrough methods, government documents, and policy analysis. The 

article argues for broadening our approach to understanding not only the health code system but also its 
implication for digital governance. The way that the health code system is developed, rolled out, and 
normalised is an example of China’s new mode of governance in the digital era.  

From Reform to Platform: “Getihu” as a Latent Device in China’s Political Economy (1978 -present) 
 
Zhang Bolun 

 
This article argues that “getihu” (self-employed individuals), an understudied social category, has 
collaborated closely with China’s economic reforms and conditioned the rise of platform-based 
employment recently. We demonstrate our point by tracing the evolution of "getihu" in the past four 

decades. Drawing on evidence from official documents, personal memoirs, news reports and legal cases, we 
find that “getihu” as a social category has played various roles across different stages of the economic 
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reforms. After being initially suppressed in the pre-reform era, "getihu" re-emerged as an economic actor in 

the early stage of the reform (1978-1992). In this transition period, policymakers encouraged “getihu” to 
grow, as they not only wanted to solve the problem of massive unemployment looming at that specific 
conjunction, but also planned to set “getihu” as a gateway to the attempted neoliberal adjustment. Later, 

between late 1990s and late 2010s, despite deepening marketization, "getihu" was sidelined again, as the 
state now endeavored to integrate businesses run by “getihu” into modern corporations. After the 2010s, 
“getihu” has been once again reactivated. This time, it is the Internet companies and local governments that 
are appropriating it to incubate platform-based labor and save wage and benefit-related costs.  

 
Our inquiry offers two broad implications in the literature. In dialogue with STS oriented economic 
sociology, we highlight the temporal dimension of artifacts and classifications, and argue that the category 

of "self-employed" acts as a "latent market device" in China's platform capitalism. Downplayed by the 
central government between the 1990s and the early 2010s, the ideal of a self -sufficient individual as a 
market actor persists nevertheless. Therefore, this category can be easily appr opriated and reactivated by 
companies and local governments later. Speaking to China studies, we suggest that the current regulation of 

big platforms in China has a fundamental limitation: forcing capital to share more profits under the banner 
of “common prosperity,” the state policy has yet to challenge what “getihu” embodies—self-responsibility 
and welfare austerity, the core principle underpinning China’s neoliberalization.  

 

 


