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Abstract Academics and policy makers in China have sought to develop a relatively autonomous “society” as a
main goal of the reform since 1980s. Most Chinese people however hold that it is much more empowering to
develop connections with guojia  the state than being independent from it and see shehui  the society unreli-
able or even unruly. The state as a total imaginary is deeply moralized and enjoys unquestionable legitimacy but
local authorities are regarded as untrustworthy and alienating. This partially explains why China remains stable on
the whole when localities experience high levels of instability. This article analyzes the characteristics the histori—
cal formation and the current political economy basis of common people’s theory on guojia. The author suggests
that an independent civil society based on state—society divide may be hard to achieve in the near future and pri—
ority should instead be given to developing organic connections between the state and the increasingly diverse so—

cial life at different levels.
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