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ABSTRACT
China’s rapid urbanization has been fueled by dispossession and
subsequent commodification of villagers’ land. We use interviews
and an original survey of land-losing villagers to examine factors
that influence their opposition to land expropriation. We find that
villagers are less opposed to land expropriation when local
authorities reduce the gap between land-taking compensation paid
to them and the land’s market value, distribute compensation
expeditiously, publicize processes and procedures, and encourage
public participation in the process of land expropriation. Our study,
while acknowledging massive dispossession and displeasure with it,
shows that autocratic governments can sugarcoat the bitter pill of
land expropriation.
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1. Introduction

China’s rapid urbanization is characterized by commodification of land to benefit the state at
the expense of impoverishing andmarginalizing villagers, the original land users. The House-
hold Responsibility System (HRS) implemented in the early reform era entitled rural house-
holds to the right to use land for a fixed period of time. According to Andreas and Zhan
(2016), the HRS was the world’s largest common-pool resource system, one that incorpor-
ated hundreds of millions of rural households.1 It was also strikingly egalitarian – land allo-
cation was strictly household based and the transfer of village land to outside investors was
prohibited. Land commodification turns land into an asset that is alienable and allows inves-
tors – foreign or domestic, public or private – to obtain land use rights. This process of com-
modification provides the state with a main source of revenue and an instrument of
macroeconomic management (Lin 2009; Hsing 2010; Rithmire 2015, 2017). Newly developed
terms such as ‘land fiscalization’ and ‘landed urbanization’ (Lin 2014) underscore China’s
land-centered model of development and urbanization.

Around 66 million villagers were deprived of their land between 2003 and 2013, with
around 3 million in each subsequent year (Chuang 2015). Many of these villagers
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became ‘Three-Noes wanderers’ – those with no land, no job, and no basic welfare guar-
antees (Sargeson 2012, 764). Disputes arising from expropriation of land are the most
important source of social unrest in rural and peri-urban China (Liu, Fang, and Li 2014;
Cui et al. 2015). The issue of dispossession of land is concerning because access to land
and security of property have significant implications for poverty reduction and economic
development (Feder and Feeny 1991; Deininger, Ali, and Alemu 2011).

Our research examines the factors that influence villagers’ opposition to land expropria-
tion in China. Specifically, we focus on the impact of land-taking compensation and the
process of policy implementation on individual perceptions of land expropriation. Our
key finding is that local authorities can sugarcoat the bitter pill of dispossession when
they reduce the gap between compensation and land’s market value, distribute compen-
sation expeditiously, publicize processes and procedures, and encourage public partici-
pation in the process of land expropriation. Our arguments are developed using semi-
structured interviews with villagers and village cadres as well as an original household
survey. The qualitative evidence enables us to develop our hypotheses, which are
tested using our survey, as well as aids in our interpretation of the findings from the quan-
titative analysis.

Existing research on land expropriation in China finds that inadequate compensation is
a main cause of grievances and conflict against land dispossession (Van Rooij 2007; Yep
2013; Song, Wang, and Lei 2016). Our study specifies that the problem of inadequate com-
pensation lies in the discrepancy between the compensation paid to land-losing villagers
and land’s market values. The findings echo Levien (2018), who argues that this discre-
pancy, which he refers to as ‘the rate of accumulation by dispossession,’ constitutes a
main reason for farmers’ opposition to land dispossession in India. Complementing Mat-
tingly (2016, 2019), whose research shows that informal institutions empower local
elites to weaken property rights of villagers, we articulate how formal institutions – in par-
ticular, adherence to legal procedures and formal channels of public participation –
influence perceptions of land expropriation. In this way, our analysis offers fresh insight
into how formal rules governing land expropriation are implemented on the ground.
These findings also support the broad conclusion of research in a special issue of
Journal of Peasant Studies (2015, Vol. 42, Issue 3–4) which finds that an absence of legal
protection disempowers land-dispossessed peasants (e.g. Grajales 2015; Hall et al. 2015).
We provide evidence of this aspect of land governance using original evidence from
China. Finally, our work complements the literature on collective action and resistance
arising from land expropriation (O’Brien and Li 2006; Heurlin 2016) by pinpointing how
local implementation of land expropriation may alleviate land grievances.

2. Land dispossession, compensation, and land governance

The process of dispossessing people of their land and other natural resources and sub-
sequently privatizing and commodifying their properties has become a concern across
the global South. Jiang, Sargeson, and Tomba in this volume show that land takings in
China have an adverse impact not only on land-losing villagers’ subsequent livelihoods,
but also on other dimensions, including a loss of village self-governing capacity, economic
inequality within communities, social isolation and marginalization, and diminished sense
of self-efficacy, among others. Levien (2018) finds that sub-national authorities in India
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have increasingly acted as ‘land brokers’ who seize land on behalf of private capital. The
resulting process of ‘dispossession without development’ is a defining feature of India’s
post-liberalization economy and a source of ‘land wars’ involving farmers’ protests over
land dispossession. Land dispossession generates a wide range of political reactions
from below, ranging from organized or everyday resistance to reckless enthusiasm or cau-
tious acceptance (Paik and Lee 2012; Hall et al. 2015; Mamonova 2015).

What explains individual perceptions of land dispossession? Perhaps the most straight-
forward hypothesis is that land-taking compensation received by land-dispossessed indi-
viduals and households influences the extent to which they oppose these practices. Both
media reports and research show that inadequate compensation often lies at the heart of
grievances and conflict against land dispossession (Van Rooij 2007; Yep 2013; Song, Wang,
and Lei 2016). One of the implications of Levien’s findings referenced above is that farmer
attitudes to land dispossession depends critically on the size of the price gap between
what they receive as compensation payment and land’s ultimate value as residential
and commercial real estate. Along similar lines, Mamonova (2015) found that land-dispos-
sessed peasants in Ukraine are incorporated into land deals through various mechanisms
such as receiving a share of land-generated income or the opportunity to work as a wage
laborer, leading to the near-absent overt resistance against large-scale land acquisitions in
Ukraine.

Another perspective focuses on rules and their implementation. The concept of ‘rightful
resistance’ captures how citizens use laws and regulations as an instrument to defend their
rights (O’Brien 1996; O’Brien and Li 2006). Implicit in the concept is that rightful resistance
requires formal legal institutions that protect people’s rights to begin with. Hall et al. (2015)
argue that the use of ‘rights’ and formal legal institutions is the most effective in collective
resistance to large land deals, but not smaller and more localized ones. However, in many
countries, land laws are established in a way that makes land dispossession legal and leave
the dispossessed vulnerable. For example, most land acquisition in sub-Saharan African –
or what Wily (2012) calls ‘land theft’ – is implemented through ‘perfectly legal means of
dispossession or reallocation of lands’ (752). In fact, the land laws are arguably the most
pernicious enablers of dispossession in the African context (Wily 2011). A similarly egre-
gious example is the experience of American Indians on the frontier of the United
States, as government policy established two tiers of rules: settlers were enabled to
acquire land cheaply throughout the nineteenth century, while indigenous groups were
forced to reservations governed by a constitutional framework that defined them as per-
manent wards of the state subject to massive inequities (Anderson and McChesney 1994;
Murtazashvili 2013).

Formal legal institutions that are designed to protect citizen rights can suffer from overt
or covert violation in practice. Through an examination of the process of land disposses-
sion in Mozambique, Milgroom (2015) concludes that ‘[p]olicy is in fact not implemented,
implying a linear process, but enacted’ [italic in original text] (586). This is because the
policy process involves a range of actors, each with incentives to bend or interpret policies
to serve their own interests. In India, to get around constitutional protections of private
property, the government routinely justifies land dispossession by claiming that the pro-
jects serve the public interest (Levien and Upadhyay 2018). Some environmentally sound
land-taking projects actually contain a hidden form of dispossession and exploitation – a
situation referred to as green grabbing.
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Informal institutions also matter, in some cases improving land governance and in
others undermining its quality. In Afghanistan, for example, Murtazashvili and Murtazash-
vili (2015, 2016) find that community-based processes for adjudication of land disputes are
more effective than formal processes because citizens do not trust government processes.
These informal institutions, which in the Afghan contexts are based on custom, serve to
defend rural residents from expropriation by the state and offer villagers a reliable alterna-
tive to government adjudication of disputes. In China, in contrast, informal institutions
often serve as a handmaid to the state. Mattingly (2016, 2019) finds that lineage groups
– an important type of informal institution – function as a means of political control for
the Chinese Communist Party. Lineage leaders are central nodes in village social networks
and a source of information and gossip about village politics. They are able to manipulate
information about land expropriation and ultimately to elicit compliance. Local elites, by
placing those lineage leaders into positions as village leaders, are better able to capture
rents and implement unpopular policies such as land expropriation.

Our focus on compensation and processes complements analysis of the participants in
land-related protest. For example, the notorious Wukan Incident in China, where more
than 3000 villagers gathered in Wukan, a village in Guangdong Province, to protest confi-
scation of their land by village cadres, highlights how religious groups (Hou 2013; He and
Xue 2014), migrants and returned migrants (Lu, Zheng, and Wang 2017), and foreign
media (Hess 2015) each shape resistance to land expropriation. In contrast, we highlight
the trigger – non-transparent and non-participatory process of land takings together
with unfair compensation. The village cadre in Wukan quietly sold over 2000 acres of
land since 1993, generating more than RMB 700 million while paying only 500 per house-
hold in compensation (He and Xue 2014, 129). Over the years, ‘none of the public affairs in
the village – including land transactions, land-related income, and the construction of
public buildings – were ever openly discussed, and the villagers were totally excluded
from the decision-making process’ ( He and Xue 2014, 129).

The Wukan Incident points to the significance of rules governing land and their
implementation process, each of which are considered as important components of
land governance. Land governance refers to as ‘the rules, the processes, and structures
through which decisions are made about access to land and its use, the manner in
which the decisions are implemented and enforced, [and] the way that conflicting inter-
ests in land are managed’ (Palmer, Fricska, and Wehrmann 2009, 9). One of the points
of emphasis in this literature is that the absence of democratic local land governance insti-
tutions constitutes a major stumbling block for vulnerable people to take action against
land dispossession in the global South (Hall et al. 2015). Thus, by focusing on systematic
variation in the characteristics of land governance, alongside compensation, we offer
additional insight into how villagers experience the process of land expropriation.

3. Land expropriation in China

3.1. Monetary compensation

Following the insights from the literature on expropriation, a useful starting point is to con-
sider how monetary compensation influences Chinese villagers’ opposition to land expro-
priation. By way of background, rural households are allowed to rent out their agricultural
land provided that it remains for agricultural use. The creation of off-farm employment
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opportunities as a result of economic reforms contributes to the development of land
rental markets in rural China (Liu, Carter, and Yao 1998; Kung 2002). However, rural house-
holds are prohibited from transferring their agricultural land for non-agricultural use. The
conversion from agricultural land to urban non-agricultural use must go through land
expropriation, a process monopolized by the state. The amount of cash compensation
is not market driven, but largely administratively determined. The Land Administration
Law (LAL) (2004) – the highest law that provides a legal framework in land governance
in China – requires that compensation for loss of land is distributed in the form of a
one-time lump-sum cash payment, calculated on the basis of land’s agricultural value
prior to land expropriation (Art. 47). Local governments are given the autonomy to
increase compensation under the principle of ‘not making affected villagers worse off’
(State Council 2004, Art. 12). The most recent LAL, which was revised in August 2019,
removes compensation calculation details from the previous version (i.e. Art. 47 in 2004
version) and leaves the compensation policy-making power to local governments (Art. 48).

In reality, the cash compensation paid to land-losing villagers accounts for only a small
fraction of land’s market value, making inadequate compensation an important source of
grievances against land dispossession. According to a recent survey of 1791 rural house-
holds across 17 provinces, the average cash compensation affected villagers received was
approximately RMB 17,600 permu (1mu = 1/15 hectares), but local authorities resold land
at the average price of 731,500 permu, more than 40 times greater than the compensation
paid to villagers.2

Our own survey of about 1200 rural households provides insight into how villagers per-
ceive land expropriation and the resulting compensation in China. The survey asked
survey respondents’ level of agreement, measured on a five-point scale, with the state-
ments detailed in Table 1. While land-taking compensation, as stated in land laws, is
designed in a way that excludes villagers from receiving land’s market value, about 76%
of survey respondents either strongly agree or agree that villagers should receive land’s
market value as part of their compensation, as opposed to only 32% who find the
current calculation approach is acceptable. On paper, land expropriation occurs only
when it serves the public interest (LAL, 2004, Art. 2); in practice, however, a portion of
expropriated land has always been allocated for private use – a situation also common
in India (Kale this issue; Levien 2018; Levien and Upadhyay 2018). About 86% of survey
respondents find it legitimate when land is expropriated for public use; however, only
about two-thirds find it acceptable that land-taking compensation could be lower when
expropriated land is devoted to public, rather than private, use.3 In our survey, public
use is defined as expropriated land being used for public infrastructure and public
service, while land used for industrial, commercial, and residential purposes are excluded.
This definition was provided to survey respondents prior to seeking their opinions on the
public-private distinction in the use of expropriated land.

Our fieldwork also reveals that cash compensation is an important consideration for
land-losing villagers. We heard many complaints from land-losing villagers in wealthy
coastal areas where land-taking compensation is among the highest throughout China.

2The survey was jointly conducted by Landesa Rural Development Institute, Renmin University, and Michigan State Univer-
sity. For more details, see Economy (2012).

3The survey did not ask about agreement with expropriation or compensation for private use, only public use.
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Even after the compensation is adjusted for the local real estate value, the coastal areas
still provide a higher standard of compensation than many inland areas, yet dissatisfaction
was often evident. We also heard many complaints from village cadres about the difficulty
of implementing land expropriation. A village cadre states:

Land taking was easy before. Land was worthless…You can’t make money by farming. They
[villagers] all wanted to work in cities and earn more…For those who already had a better-paid
job in cities, they had no time to till their land back home and didn’t want to pay fines for
leaving their land idle either. So they begged us and were even willing to pay us to take
their land away…Nowadays things are opposite. They all know land is valuable and believe
it will become more expensive in the future. To convince villagers to give up their land is
such a daunting task! …Even those who left villages for years and have already gained an
urban hukou4 want to come back and gain a plot of land…Of course we won’t accept their
coming back…5

A possible explanation for this consternation is that the compensation villagers
received is still below their expectation. While land’s future market values are ignored
and never provided to villagers during the process of calculating and distributing compen-
sation, the local real estate market provides publicly accessible information about land’s
market values and serves as a benchmark against which to judge land-taking compen-
sation. Villagers who observe an increase in local real estate values will accordingly
update their beliefs of how much their land is worth, thereby forming a gap between
the actual and the expected compensation amount. This gap is likely to be wider in
places where land is more valuable, because land values in local real estate markets,
which influence villagers’ expected value of compensation, rise much faster than the
value of cash compensation that local governments provide. While it is challenging to
measure a villager’s expected value of compensation, an observable implication of this
reasoning is that villagers who observed higher local real estate prices will be harder to
please as far as their compensation is concerned. Thus, we hypothesize that the higher
the discrepancy between market price and compensation prices, the lower the satisfaction
with land expropriation (Hypothesis 1).

Table 1. Individual perceptions of land expropriation in China.

Statement
Strongly
agree

or agree (%)

○ Land-taking compensation should reflect land’s market values; hence, as the land transfer fee increases,
land-taking compensation that villagers receive should also be increasing accordingly.

76%

○ It is state investment in infrastructure that makes expropriated land so expensive in the market; hence,
land-taking compensation that villagers receive should be based on land’s agricultural value rather than
its market values.

32%

○ Land used for public interest such as railroads and water conservancy projects should be obtained
through expropriation.

86%

○ Land-taking compensation under the situation when land is expropriated for public use should be lower
than that when land is expropriated for industrial and commercial use.

67%

Note: Answers to all the questions above are measured on a 5-point scale: strongly agree, agree, neutral, somewhat dis-
agree, and strongly disagree. Source: Authors’ survey, N = 1192.

4Hukou is the Chinese household registration system. It identifies citizens with a status (urban or rural) and a place of one’s
permanent residence (local or non-local).

5Interview with a village cadre in Zhejiang, 2013.
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Following our logic, we expect that land-deprived villagers are more unsatisfied with
land-taking compensation in wealthy coastal provinces with higher real estate values
than in poor inland areas. This logic resonates with Heurlin’s (2016) finding that social
unrest is higher in high value real estate markets because compensation values depart
more drastically from actual land values. It is also consistent with Jiang, Sargeson, and
Tomba (this volume), who find that dispossessed villagers were worse off in Zhejiang,
Shanghai, and Guangdong – all located in wealthy coastal regions.

3.2. Land governance

Land governance concerns the process of adopting and implementing policies defining
and enforcing property rights, including those involving expropriation of land. Although
all levels of government are implicated in land dispossession in China, our focus is primar-
ily on the process of land expropriation at the village level. The village, despite having no
legal authority to expropriate land, is extremely important for the well-being of land-dis-
possessed villagers because it is ultimately village cadres who confront villagers once land
expropriation decisions are made by the state. Deng, O’Brien, and Zhang (this volume)
finds that township government officials are deliberately absent from land expropriation
spots, leaving village/community cadres to do the dirty work. In village-turned-commu-
nities, community cadres are increasingly integrated into the bureaucratic system and
act as agents of the state by using their local resources to assist in land expropriation
and demolition. In addition, local governments routinely pay land-taking compensation
to the Village Committee, the village self-governing body, which in turn allocates the
funds to affected villagers. Cai, Liu, and Wang (2020) find that political distrust in village
cadres induces land-dispossessed villagers to favor one-time cash compensation
payment over yearly dividends, an alternative compensation method that allows village
cadres to manage land-generated income and distribute it among villagers on a yearly
basis.

We consider three aspects of land governance that are expected to influence villagers’
perceptions of land expropriation. The first is adherence to rules and regulations. O’Brien
and Li (2006) show that the way laws are laxly enforced or even ignored, rather than lack of
laws, is an important source of abuse of power in China. As far as land expropriation is con-
cerned, the process of dispossessing villagers of their land is carefully regulated. The gov-
ernment is supposed to follow the following procedures, as detailed in Table 2. Generally
speaking, state laws and regulations promote information transparency (as shown by
steps 3–5 in Table 2), public participation (step 6), and institutionalized interaction
between the state and affected villages/villagers (steps 6–7) in the process of land
expropriation.

Our fieldwork finds that rule-abidingness varies locally. As shown in Table 2, public
notifications serve as a key instrument with which to promote transparency in the
process of land expropriation. Figure 1 shows two public notifications; both appeared in
the public bulletin board located outside of the Village Committee Office. Picture (A) is
a public notification of land expropriation in a village in Shijiazhuang, the capital of
Hebei Province. It details the size, location, the future use, and the compensation standard
of the land to be expropriated. Picture (B) is a public notification of land-taking compen-
sation in a village in Shanghai municipality. It details each compensation component,
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including land compensation fees and compensation for plant attachments and young
crops on the expropriated land. Both notifications specified a time frame during which vil-
lagers could request a public hearing if they had questions.

One concern is that public notifications are for show and would not be of much use
during land expropriation. To address this possibility, we asked about their significance.
According to a villager who appeared to be in his 30s, they serve an importation function:

Absolutely useful. Otherwise people don’t know what’s going on…The old people care more
about it than we do as we young people got a lot of other things to do…Public notifications
are where all things [about land expropriation] get started. With a public notification, we
ordinary villagers know that our land will be expropriated and for what use, [allowing us to]
have a mental preparation about what to discuss when village cadres come to talk to us.
When a village cadre arrives at an individual household’s home, he starts by saying that the
project of land expropriation has been publicly notified and discussed in the Village Commit-
tee. Otherwise, there is no basis to start the conversation [about the land expropriation].6

We also observed cases where rules are egregiously violated. A former village cadre told
us a story in his village located in suburban Shanghai. A piece of land in his village was
expropriated in 2000 without following the appropriate procedures including public notifi-
cations, though villagers were still compensated in a way that was comparable to other
land-taking cases occurred in neighboring villages around that time. The expropriated
land was later sold to a joint venture chemical company. Until 2003 when the Shanghai
municipal government required an asset examination (zichan pucha) that reached to
the township government level, village cadres found out that their township government
had kept a land-taking compensation up to over 4 million that was supposed to be given
to their villagers affected by the 2000 land expropriation. By the time when this secret was
uncovered, the township government had spent the money and could not afford to repay
it. A deal was reached in 2004 when the township government signed a money borrowing
agreement with the village within which the township government promised to make
interest payments starting from 2004. At the time when we did our fieldwork in 2019,
the township was still paying its interest on debt, which becomes a stable source of

Table 2. Legal procedure of land expropriation.
(1) Local governmentsa make a proposal on land expropriation.
(2) Local governments seek approval about their land expropriation proposal from the State Council or the provincial

government.
(3) Local governments announce land expropriation through a public notification in affected villages within 10 days upon

the proposal approval date.
(4) Affected rural collectives and households register for compensation for loss of land within the time frame prescribed

in the public announcement by presenting their certificates of land ownership or land use right. For those who did
not register, or register not timely, their compensation is subject to administrative investigation.

(5) Local government announces a land-taking compensation plan through a public notification in affected villages
within 45 days upon the date of land expropriation notification.

(6) Affected rural collectives or households can question or call for a public hearing for further discussion if they have
questions or disagree with the compensation plan within 10 days upon the compensation plan notification.

(7) Local governments make necessary changes in response to disagreements raised by affected rural collectives and
households.

(8) Rural collectives implement land expropriation and allocate resulting compensation among affected households.

Source: Compiled based on Land administration law (2004) and Measures for public announcement of land expropriation (2001).
Notes: aUnless otherwise specified, local governments refer to the government at the county level or above.

6Interview with a villager in Hebei, 2019.
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income for the affected village. Village cadres have kept it as a secret from their villagers.
But they worry less as time goes by. The former village cadre predicted, ‘Even if villagers
will find out some day, they won’t do much because it happened so long ago.’7

Figure 1. Public notifications of land expropriation. (A) Notification of land expropriation and (B) notifi-
cation of land-taking compensation. Source: Pictures taken during fieldwork.

7Interview with a former Village Committee member in Shanghai, 2019.
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Soon we realized that this was not the worst case scenario. When we briefly mentioned
this case, anonymously, to village leadership in another village in Shanghai, the village
communist party secretary was not surprised. Similar things also happened in his village
around the same time. Moreover, he indicated some jealousy because in comparison to
the village just mentioned that received interest payments, his village got nothing from

Figure 1. Continued
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the township government after the embezzlement of compensation funds was
uncovered.8

The cases above also raise a concern that dispossessed villagers may not know the rules
in the first place and consequently are unable to recognize transgressions when they
occur. Our fieldwork finds that villagers – despite the fact that many are illiterate or
poorly educated – become increasingly sophisticated and recognize and act on transgres-
sions as they better understand their land’s asset value. Many of the villagers we inter-
viewed displayed a surprisingly good understanding of land laws and regulations, while
others knew none. However, an individual’s knowledge also appears to have features of
a public good. Information can spread rapidly in a small community like Chinese villages
where people are connected through dense informal ties (Tsai 2007; Deng, O’Brien, and
Zhang this volume). Indeed, one villager responded to our concern, ‘It’s not a problem
that we don’t know the laws. We can always find someone who knows them in our
village. If not, we will hire a lawyer!’9 Our fieldwork observation is also consistent with
the literature. John Kennedy (2002) finds with survey evidence that villagers are sophisti-
cated enough to distinguish real village elections from cosmetic ones.

In short, implementing land expropriation in accordance with legal procedures pro-
motes information transparency and fights corruption (e.g. illegal land seizure, embezzle-
ment of compensation funds). Hence, we expect that adherence to procedural rules will
improve individual satisfaction with land expropriation (Hypothesis 2).

The second factor we consider is opportunities for public participation. Public partici-
pation provides opportunities for communication between decision-making agencies
and the public, and has the ability to improve citizens’ sense of self-efficacy, increase citi-
zens’ tolerance toward opposing views, make collective decisions morally justified, lower
policy implementation costs, and enhance policy legitimacy (Braithwaite and Levi 2003;
Ryfe 2005). Ordinary Chinese have been given votes, voice, and some rights in certain
areas – for example, village elections, public hearings, deliberative polls, and online
comment portals. China is creating ‘consultative authoritarianism’ whereby the regime
establishes formal channels to aggregate citizens’ preferences and take them into
account in decision making (He and Warren 2011). While these public participatory chan-
nels are limited and primarily serve to stabilize and strengthen the Communist Party
(Manion 2016; Truex 2016), citizens still show greater satisfaction with the regime,
improved perceptions of government responsiveness, and more willingness to comply
with regulations (Truex 2017).

In the context of land expropriation, village cadres have significant discretion over the
allocation of land-taking compensation (Cai 2003; Chen 2015). Their discretion includes,
but is not limited to, the ability to exclude land-losing villagers from decision-making pro-
cesses. Such exclusion can be profitable, as it provides village cadres with opportunities to
pursue personal gains through illegal and corrupt practices. Once such practices are
caught by the public, however, there is a potential danger for social anger and unrest.
Alternatively, village cadres can transform such closed-door decision making into more
transparent processes by opening channels for public participation. We observed during
our fieldwork that in some villages, the Villagers’ Representative Assembly (VRA) – the

8Interview with a village communist party secretary in Shanghai, 2019.
9Interview with a villager in Zhejiang, 2015.
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formal village-level decision-making body often referred to as the ‘village People’s Con-
gress’ (Zhong 2005, 90) – serves as a platform that allows affected villagers to discuss
their compensation package.

There are trade-offs for encouraging public participation within villages. On the one
hand, state laws promote public participation. The Property Law (2007) stipulates that
the use and distribution of land-taking compensation should be discussed among
members of the rural collective (Art. 59). Dismissing public participation has a potential
to ignite rural anger. What Perry (2008, 2009) calls ‘rules consciousness,’ or what O’Brien
and Li (2006) label ‘rights consciousness,’ may each fuel grievances and protest against
village cadres who eschew public participation. On the other hand, public participation
facilitates public disclosure of information and thus jeopardizes rent-seeking opportunities
for village cadres. Even if it is not for personal gain, some village cadres fear that doing so
will open a Pandora’s Box of opposition and grievances from dispossessed villagers, result-
ing in a significant delay in implementing land expropriation.

Understandably, there are no safeguards to guarantee that opinions resulting from
public participation will be incorporated into the final decision formulation. Empirical
research shows that the VRA functions as a crucial decision-making body and an
effective monitoring instrument over village governance in some villages, while it is
rarely convened or it is held to rubber-stamp the decisions already made by village
cadres in other villages (Oi and Rozelle 2000; Zhong 2005). These serious shortcomings
notwithstanding, efforts to establish formal opportunities for public participation allow
dispossessed villagers to make their voices heard and facilitate public disclosure of infor-
mation. Thus, we hypothesize that public participation in the land-taking compensation
decision-making process improves individual satisfaction with land expropriation (Hypoth-
esis 3).

The third factor relates to promptness of distributing compensation payments. Self-
interested land-losing villagers have incentives to receive their compensation payments
sooner rather than later. Therefore, we hypothesize that quicker payments of cash com-
pensation will increase individual satisfaction with land expropriation (Hypothesis 4).

4. Empirical analysis

4.1. Data and measurement

We conducted an original survey of villagers to understand how land expropriation is
implemented on the ground in China in 2009. Our targeted population of interest is
land-dispossessed villagers. To maximize the size of the targeted population, we deliber-
ately conducted the survey in suburban areas where urban sprawl is more vibrant and land
expropriation occurs more often than in remote rural areas. Provinces and cities were pur-
posefully selected to highlight the issue of land expropriation. Below the city level, all
selections were made at random. We first selected four regions with rapid urbanization.
Within each region, we first stratified cities by size of population into three strata and
selected one city from each stratum into the sample.10 This process yielded a total of
12 cities, including Ningbo, Wuxi, and Yueqing in the Yangtze River Delta; Guangzhou,

10Cities are broadly defined in the survey. They include provincial-level megalopolis, prefectures, and county-level cities.
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Dongguan, and Zhongshan in the Pearl River Delta; Chongqing, Chengdu, and Nanchong in
the Chengyu Region; Jinan, Weifang, and Sanhe in the Bohai Bay Area. Within each city, we
selected 5 villages, resulting in a total of 60 sample villages. In large cities, five villages were
randomly drawn from one district. In small county-level cities, five villages were randomly
drawn from their entire villages. We randomly selected 20 households within each village.
This process yielded a total of 1209 observations, among which 756, or 63% of selected
population, had experienced land expropriation. It should be noted that because we dispro-
portionally selected peri-urban areas located in economically more developed regions, the
proportion of households experiencing expropriation is higher in comparison with the
national average. Of the 756 land-losing villagers surveyed, 79%, 17%, and 4% had experi-
enced land expropriation once, twice, and three times, respectively.

A research team comprising graduate and undergraduate students whom we had
trained prior to the survey conducted face-to-face interviews with one member of each
selected household in the individual respondent’s house and recorded the answers in a
paper format questionnaire. The survey was completely anonymously. When a survey
respondent was not available, we made a second (occasionally third) visit to complete
the questionnaire. With these efforts, the response rate was nearly 100%.

The outcome of interest is individual perceptions of land expropriation, which is measured
by self-reported satisfaction with the land-taking compensation using the following survey
question: ‘Generally speaking, how satisfied were you with the land expropriation compen-
sation you received?’ Answers to this question were measured on a 5-point scale with 1 for
very dissatisfied and 5 for very satisfied. For those who had experienced land expropriation
multiple times, we asked the level of satisfaction with respect to the land expropriation
that, according to respondents’ own judgment, had the greatest impact on their life.

We measure Cash compensation, one of our independent variables, in two ways. We first
consider the amount of cash compensation that affected households received, measured by
taking the logarithm of cash compensation permu of land (Measure 1). We constructed the
variable by taking the ratio of the total compensation amount to the size of expropriated
land. Both the numerator and denominator are individual self-reports, based on the two
questions as follows, ‘How much land-taking compensation did your household receive?’
and ‘Howmuch land was expropriated?’We also consider the relative value of cash compen-
sation, measured by taking the ratio of cash compensation that villagers received to the local
(i.e. prefecture) real estate value of the year when their land was expropriated (Measure 2).
Ideally, the real estate data at lower levels (e.g. township or county) better reflects land’s
local market values and produces a more accurate measure for relative compensation.
However, the prefecture is the lowest level of real estate data that we could find.

We focus on three variables on land governance. The first is Adherence to rules, which is
constructed as an index measure from three questions as follows: (1) Did you see a formal
and public notification from the local county (or county-level city/district) government
with respect to this land expropriation? (2) Was your household required to register
your land expropriation compensation? (3) Did you see a formal and public notification
from the local county (or county-level city/district) with respect to the land expropriation
compensation package? Answers to all three questions were measured dichotomously (1
for yes and 0 otherwise). We assign equal weight to the three answers and sum them up to
form the index ranging from 0 to 3.
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The second variable, Public participation, is also constructed as an index measure from
four questions as follows: (1) Was a Villagers’ Representative Assembly (VRA) held to
discuss the compensation package with respect to this land expropriation? (2) Were
affected households allowed to attend this VRA? (3) Was a meeting among affected house-
holds held to discuss the compensation package with respect to this land expropriation? (4)
Was your household, as an affected household, required to sign in an agreement for this
land expropriation? All these practices are not required by rules; instead, we observe from
our fieldwork that they are implemented in some places. Answers to all four questions
were measured dichotomously (1 for yes and 0 otherwise). We assign equal weight to the
four answers and sum them up to form the index ranging from 0 to 4.

To get a better idea of the contours of land expropriation in China, Table 3 presents the
mean for those who reported positively to each indicator and for those who reported
negatively. We also conducted t-test for the difference in means. As shown in Table 3,
the difference in means is positive and statistically significant for all land governance indi-
cators, suggesting that those who reported positively to land governance indicators are
more satisfied than those who reported negatively. We also included the indicator of
whether expropriation of land was for public use. The mean for cases where land was
expropriated for private use is higher than the mean when land was expropriated for
public use. However, the difference is not statistically significant (p−value = .0143 ).

We constructed both individual and aggregated measures for Adherence to rules and
Public participation. Strictly speaking, villagers living in the same political jurisdiction
and affected by the same land expropriation should experience similar quality land gov-
ernance. Thus, we aggregated individual self-reported answers to the village level based
on when and where (i.e. village) land expropriation took place. We use proportion to for-
mulate our aggregate. Our survey experience suggests that the year of land expropriation
contributes to measurement errors in the process of aggregation because not all survey
respondents remembered clearly when their land was taken. Those who forgot the time
were asked to provide an estimated year during the survey. Due to potential measurement
errors associated with the aggregation process, we provide both individual self-reported
answers (Measure 1) and the aggregated outcome (Measure 2).

The third variable, Waiting time, describes the promptness of distributing compen-
sation. It is based on the survey question, ‘How quickly did your household receive your

Table 3. How individual satisfaction varies with respect to key indicators.

Indicator

Yes Satisfaction with land expropriation

Mean Mean Difference
(%) (indicator = 1) (indicator = 0) in means

Adherence to rules
(1) notification on land expropriation 45.7% 3.41 2.95 0.46∗∗∗
(2) registering compensation 41.2% 3.45 2.96 0.49∗∗∗
(3) notification on compensation 52.6% 3.46 2.82 0.64∗∗∗
Public participation
(1) VRA held 53.5% 3.47 2.79 0.68∗∗∗
(2) affected households allowed to attend VRA 52.3% 3.47 2.82 0.65∗∗∗
(3) meeting among affected households held 28.0% 3.51 3.02 0.49∗∗∗
(4) signature required 63.7% 3.35 2.83 0.52∗∗∗
Public use 30.4% 2.98 3.23 −0.25
Note: Satisfaction measured on a 5-point scale. ∗p , .10, ∗∗p , .05, ∗∗∗p , .01. Source: Authors’ survey, N = 736.
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compensation?’ Answers are measured on a 4-point scale with 1 for payments received
immediately and 4 for payments never received.

We consider three sets of controls. The first set relates to land expropriation. We include
an indicator, Public use, to capture whether land was expropriated for a public purpose.
The indicator is constructed based on the survey question, ‘What was your expropriated
land used for?’ Answers include the following categories: (1) public infrastructure and
public service such as school and hospital; (2) industrial use; (3) commercial and residential
use; (4) others (please specify). Those who answered Category (1) were coded as 1 (1 = yes)
and 0 otherwise. In addition to cash, land-taking compensation also takes the form of a
pension insurance that guarantees eligible affected villagers a monthly pension
payment for life (Cai 2016). We include an indicator, Pension benefits, to capture
whether a pension insurance is provided as a form of compensation. Villagers generally
have two types of land: agricultural land and homestead land. We add another indicator,
Demolition, to control for the situation where homestead land was expropriated and house
demolition was involved. The second set of controls captures individual characteristics
including age, sex, education, household income, Chinese Communist Party (CCP) mem-
bership, family membership belonging to a large clan within the village, and experience
as a village cadre. Finally, we also control for local GDP measured at the prefecture level
at the year when self-reported land expropriation took place. Table 4 provides summary
statistics.

4.2. Results and discussion

Table 5 reports the OLS regression results. Fixed effects are included in all model specifica-
tions to capture locality-specific characteristics and the effect of time when land expropria-
tion took place.

Table 4. Summary statistics.
Variable Mean Std. Dev. Min Max N

Satisfaction 3.159 1.297 1 5 736
Cash compensation (Measure 1) 10.406 1.439 6.215 14.645 736
Cash compensation (Measure 2) 0.064 0.138 0.001 1.727 736
Adherence to rules (Measure 1) 1.394 1.171 0 3 736
Adherence to rules (Measure 2) 1.393 0.715 0 3 736
Public participation (Measure 1) 1.976 1.399 0 4 736
Public participation (Measure 2) 1.970 0.950 0 4 736
Waiting time 1.168 0.514 1 4 736
Public use 0.304 0.460 0 1 736
Pension benefits 0.311 0.463 0 1 736
Demolition 0.313 0.464 0 1 736
Age (years) 53.11 10.886 27 92 736
Age squared 2939.023 1188.711 729 8464 736
Sex (male = 1) 0.092 0.29 0 1 736
Education (years) 7.22 3.087 0 16 736
Education squared 61.642 44.129 0 256 736
Household income (log) 10.627 1.171 4.605 14.094 736
CCP member (yes = 1) 0.239 0.427 0 1 736
Clan (yes = 1) 0.493 0.5 0 1 736
Village cadre (yes = 1) 0.724 0.447 0 1 736
GDP (log) 7.344 0.776 5.175 9.013 736

Source: Authors’ dataset.
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The coefficients for Cash compensation are statistically insignificant when it is measured
in the amount of cash received (i.e. Measure 1), but becomes negative and statistically sig-
nificant when accounting for the local real estate value (i.e. Measure 2). It suggests that the
relative, but not absolute, value of cash compensation explains individual satisfaction, con-
sistent with Hypothesis 1. Our explanation is that the rapidly growing real estate prices
reveal land’s market values, inducing villagers to increase their expectation of land-
taking compensation. Villagers become harder to please when their compensation pay-
ments (i.e. the numerator) fail to keep up with the pace of increase in the local real
estate market (i.e. the denominator).

Table 5. OLS regression estimates of satisfaction with compensation.
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Cash compensation −0.024 −0.033
(Measure 1: Absolute measure) (0.035) (0.035)
Cash compensation −0.762∗∗ −0.789∗∗ −1.002∗∗∗ −1.044∗∗∗
(Measure 2: Relative measure) (0.343) (0.311) (0.334) (0.311)
Adherence to rules 0.174∗∗∗ 0.166∗∗∗ 0.171∗∗∗
(Measure 1: Individual level) (0.039) (0.040) (0.040)
Adherence to rules 0.268∗∗∗ 0.260∗∗∗ 0.274∗∗∗
(Measure 2: village level) (0.074) (0.078) (0.078)
Public participation 0.188∗∗∗ 0.174∗∗∗ 0.172∗∗∗
(Measure 1: Individual level) (0.034) (0.035) (0.035)
Public participation 0.288∗∗∗ 0.263∗∗∗ 0.257∗∗∗
(Measure 2: village level) (0.057) (0.059) (0.057)
Waiting time −0.306∗∗∗ −0.294∗∗∗ −0.288∗∗∗ −0.278∗∗∗ −0.290∗∗∗ −0.281∗∗∗

(0.094) (0.092) (0.092) (0.090) (0.094) (0.091)
Public use 0.101 0.102 0.112 0.112

(0.099) (0.101) (0.099) (0.101)
Pension benefits 0.142 0.155 0.148 0.163

(0.111) (0.112) (0.110) (0.111)
Demolition 0.290∗∗ 0.299∗∗∗ 0.337∗∗∗ 0.340∗∗∗

(0.112) (0.112) (0.108) (0.108)
Age −0.057∗∗ −0.058∗∗ −0.057∗∗ −0.057∗∗

(0.029) (0.028) (0.028) (0.028)
Age squared 0.001∗∗ 0.001∗∗ 0.001∗∗ 0.001∗∗

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
Sex (male = 1) −0.090 −0.051 −0.073 −0.034

(0.127) (0.138) (0.125) (0.137)
Education 0.091∗ 0.088∗ 0.098∗ 0.094∗

(0.051) (0.052) (0.051) (0.052)
Education squared −0.006∗ −0.006∗ −0.007∗ −0.006∗

(0.003) (0.004) (0.003) (0.004)
Household income (log) 0.046 0.060 0.043 0.057

(0.039) (0.041) (0.039) (0.041)
CCP member 0.014 0.012 0.009 0.007

(0.105) (0.106) (0.106) (0.106)
Clan 0.041 0.067 0.045 0.074

(0.092) (0.094) (0.092) (0.093)
Village cadre −0.058 −0.058 −0.037 −0.037

(0.095) (0.096) (0.095) (0.096)
GDP (log) 0.137 0.287 0.255 0.420

(0.524) (0.497) (0.491) (0.465)
Constant 1.860∗∗∗ 1.540∗∗∗ 1.689 0.434 0.739 −0.727

(0.346) (0.354) (3.547) (3.404) (3.274) (3.144)
City fixed effects ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Year fixed effects ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
N 736 736 736 736 736 736
R2 0.28 0.27 0.30 0.29 0.31 0.30

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses. ∗p , .10, ∗∗p , .05, ∗∗∗p , .01. Source: Authors’ dataset.
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The implementation process of land expropriation also matters. Both Adherence to rules
and Public participation have a positive and statistically significant impact on individual sat-
isfaction with compensation. This relationship exhibits a high degree of consistency across
all model specifications, providing support to Hypotheses 2 and 3. Holding everything else
constant, a one unit increase in adherence to state laws and regulations will increase indi-
vidual satisfaction with land expropriation by 0.16–0.25 and a one unit of increase in the
level of public participation will increase individual satisfaction by 0.18–0.3, depending on
how the two variables are measured. The coefficients for Waiting time are negative and
statistically significant, suggesting that villagers become less satisfied when their compen-
sation cannot be distributed in a timely fashion, consistent with Hypothesis 4.

The positive and statistically significant coefficients for Demolition suggest that villagers
whose homestead land was expropriated are more likely to be satisfied. The Regulation on
the Expropriation of Buildings on State-owned Land and Compensation (2011) is designed
specifically for expropriation of state-owned non-agricultural land and buildings. In prac-
tice, expropriation of homestead land often follows this regulation. Unlike expropriation of
farmland where compensation calculation overlooks land’s market values, compensation
for houses built on homestead land takes market values into account. Market values of
houses to be demolished are evaluated by a qualified real estate price assessment institute
(Art . 19). As a result, expropriation that involves homestead land and house demolition is
associated with much higher compensation than expropriation of agricultural land. The
implementation process is also more transparent and participatory. While village cadres
can secretly sell collectively owned farmland without informing their villagers, it is unlikely
that houses can be demolished without first seeking an agreement from the occupying
households.

The negative coefficients for Age and positive coefficients for its quadratic form suggest
that as age increases, the level of satisfaction first decreases before increasing. We vary
model specifications by performing bivariate analysis where all controls are excluded,
flexible control specifications where Age, Education, and Household income are measured
in different forms, and ordered-logit analysis to account for the ordinal characteristics of
the dependent variable. The main results remain robust.

5. Conclusion

A defining feature of China’s land property regime is selective enforcement of property
rights whereby land rights for urban residents are better protected than for rural residents
(Cai, Murtazashvili, and Murtazashvili 2020). Within this institutional context, it is less
appropriate to refer to villagers as having choice in the regime as complying with it. None-
theless, there is significant debate about how villagers experience the process of dispos-
session. Some studies find that land-dispossessed villagers are direct victims of land
expropriation and oppose it (Sargeson 2012, 2013), while others find that villagers want
their land to be expropriated (Paik and Lee 2012). We find that compensation for loss of
land explains the variation in individual opposition to land expropriation. Specifically, a
widening gap between the actual compensation and land’s market values formulated
from the local real estate markets contributes to negative perceptions of land expropria-
tion. Land governance also matters. A lawful, transparent, and participatory implemen-
tation process and promptness of compensation payment increase satisfaction with
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land expropriation. Our findings suggest that within an overall discriminatory property
regime, local governments can sugarcoat the bitter pill of expropriation by closing the
gap between compensation and land’s market values and by improving the quality of
land governance.

Our study also echoes Popkin’s classic rational peasant model (1979) by demon-
strating that villagers are complex and rational in contemporary China. China’s decen-
tralized policy-making process provides local governments with autonomy to design
policies that fit local needs and encourages local government entrepreneurship (Mon-
tinola, Qian, and Weingast 1995; Heilmann 2008a, 2008b; Heilmann and Perry 2011;
Teets and Hurst 2015). We found that land-dispossessed villagers prefer local govern-
ments to stick with the rules that commit to transparency and public participation
during the implementation process of land expropriation; however, the very same
people also prefer local governments to exercise their discretion to provide close-
to-market compensation when it comes to determining compensation amounts. Villa-
gers’ preferences over the degree of local discretion in policy implementation suggest
that they are rational, self-interested, and sophisticated enough to use state rules
selectively to best serve their interest.

One of the questions raised for future research is why some localities have paid more
attention to legal procedures and public participation in land expropriation while others
have not. Our household survey involved a small number of localities (60 villages in 12
cities), thereby limiting our ability to test the following hypotheses. One possibility is
that certain characteristics of village cadres may motivate them to improve land govern-
ance. This line of thought is informed by studies on Chinese village elections. Research
shows that due to ambiguous attitudes from the Communist Party Organizational Depart-
ment at the time when village elections were first introduced, local cadres who were old
and were not expecting career promotion were most active in promoting high quality
village elections (O’Brien and Li 2000). Another possibility is to examine the pressure
from below. We expect that localities where villagers have more resources for mobilizing
public resistance are more likely to impose a credible threat on village cadres and push
them to improve land governance.

Acknowledgments

We are grateful to the guest editors and anonymous reviewers for valuable suggestions to improve
the manuscript. We thank Dan Berkowitz, Iza Ding, Wilson Law, Wanlin Lin, Dan Mattingly, Lynette
Ong, Kay Shimizu, Fubing Su, Weiping Wu, Dali Yang, Julie Zeng for helpful comments on earlier
drafts. The earlier draft was presented at the Urban China Forum at Columbia University, the Land
Governance workshop at the University of Pittsburgh, and the 2017 Association for Asian Studies
Annual Conference. We thank the participants of the workshops for their comments and valuable
discussions regarding land expropriation in China. We thank Dan Mattingly for sharing his forthcom-
ing book manuscript, and Guoli Dong for helping us in the fieldwork. We also thank Yuting Yao for
her excellent research assistance.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

1388 M. CAI ET AL.



Funding

This work was supported by the University of Connecticut.

ORCID

Meina Cai http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8571-7398

References

Anderson, Terry L., and Fred S. McChesney. 1994. “Raid Or Trade? An Economic Model of Indian-
White Relations.” Journal of Law & Economics 37 (1): 39–74.

Andreas, Joel, and Shaohua Zhan. 2016. “Hukou and Land: Market Reform and Rural Displacement in
China.” The Journal of Peasant Studies 43 (4): 798–827.

Braithwaite, Valerie, and Margaret Levi, eds. 2003. Trust and Governance. New York: Russell Sage
Foundation.

Cai, Yongshun. 2003. “Collective Ownership or Cadres’ Ownership? The Non-agricultural Use of
Farmland in China.” The China Quarterly 175: 662–680.

Cai, Meina. 2016. “Land for Welfare in China.” Land Use Policy 55: 1–12.
Cai, Meina, Pengfei Liu, and Hui Wang. 2020. “Political Trust, Risk Preferences, and Policy Support: A

Study of Land-Dispossessed Villagers in China.” World Development 125: 104687.
Cai, Murtazashvili and Murtazashvili. 2020. “The Politics of Land Property Rights.” Journal of

Institutional Economics 16: 151–167.
Chen, Huirong. 2015. “State Power and Village Cadres in Contemporary China: The Case of Rural Land

Transfer in Shandong Province.” Journal of Contemporary China 24 (95): 778–797.
Chuang, Julia. 2015. “Urbanization Through Dispossession: Survival and Stratification in China’s New

Townships.” Journal of Peasant Studies 42 (2): 275–294.
Cui, Ernan, Ran Tao, Travis J. Warner, and Dali L. Yang. 2015. “How Do Land Takings Affect Political

Trust in Rural China?” Political Studies 63 (S1): 91–109.
Deininger, Klaus, Daniel Ayalew Ali, and Tekie Alemu. 2011. “Impacts of Land Certification on Tenure

Security, Investment, and Land Market Participation: Evidence From Ethiopia.” Land Economics 87
(2): 312–334.

Economy, Elizabeth. 2012. “China’s Land Grab Epidemic is Causing More Wukan-Style Protests.” The
Atlantic.

Feder, Gershon, and David Feeny. 1991. “Land Tenure and Property Rights: Theory and Implications
for Development Policy.” The World Bank Economic Review 5 (1): 135–153.

Grajales, Jacobo. 2015. “Land Grabbing, Legal Contention and Institutional Change in Colombia.” The
Journal of Peasant Studies 42 (3–4): 541–560.

“Global Land Grabbing and Political Reactions ‘From Below’.” 2015. Journal of Peasant Studies (Special
Issue) 42 (3–4): 467–879.

Hall, Ruth, Marc Edelman, Saturnino M. Borras Jr., Ian Scoones, Ben White, and Wendy Wolford. 2015.
“Resistance, Acquiescence or Incorporation? An Introduction to Land Grabbing and Political
Reactions ‘From Below’.” Journal of Peasant Studies 42 (3–4): 467–488.

He, Baogang, and Mark E. Warren. 2011. “Authoritarian Deliberation: The Deliberative Turn in Chinese
Political Development.” Perspectives on Politics 9 (2): 269–289.

He, Shenjing, and Desheng Xue. 2014. “Identity Building and Communal Resistance Against
Landgrabs in Wukan Village, China.” Current Anthropology 55 (9): 126–137.

Heilmann, Sebastian. 2008a. “From Local Experiments to National Policy: The Origins of China’s
Distinctive Policy Process.” The China Journal, 59: 1–30.

Heilmann, Sebastian. 2008b. “Policy Experimentation in China’s Economic Rise.” Studies in
Comparative International Development 43 (1): 1–26.

Heilmann, Sebastian, and Elizabeth J. Perry, eds. 2011. Mao’s Invisible Hand: The Political Foundations
of Adaptive Governance in China. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

THE JOURNAL OF PEASANT STUDIES 1389

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8571-7398


Hess, Steve. 2015. “Foreign Media Coverage and Protest Outcomes in China: The Case of the 2011
Wukan Rebellion.” Modern Asian Studies 49 (1): 177–203.

Heurlin, Christopher. 2016. Responsive Authoritarianism in China: Land, Protests, and Policy Making.
New York: Cambridge University Press.

Hou, Yuxin. 2013. “The Role of Religious Force in the Wukan Incident.” The China Nonprofit Review5:
155–175.

Hsing, You-tien. 2010. The Great Urban Transformation: Politics of Land and Property in China. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.

Kennedy, John James. 2002. “The Face of ‘Grassroots Democracy’ in Rural China: Real Versus
Cosmetic Elections.” Asian Survey 42 (3): 456–482.

Kung, James K. 2002. “Off-Farm Labor Markets and the Emergence of Land Rental Markets in Rural
China.” Journal of Comparative Economics 30 (2): 395–414.

Levien, Michael. 2018. Dispossession Without Development: Land Grabs in Neoliberal India. New York:
Oxford University Press.

Levien, Michael, and Smriti Upadhyay. 2018. “India’s Land Acquisition Problem: A Quantitative
Analysis.” Paper presented at Land Dispossession in China and India Conference, Singapore.

Lin, George C. S. 2009. Developing China: Land, Politics and Social Conditions. New York: Routledge.
Lin, George C. S. 2014. “China’s Landed Urbanization: Neoliberalizing Politics, Land Commodification,

and Municipal Finance in the Growth of Metropolises.” Environment and Planning A: Economy and
Space 46 (8): 1814–1835.

Liu, Shouying, Michael R. Carter, and Yang Yao. 1998. “Dimensions and Diversity of Property Rights in
Rural China: Dilemmas on the Road to Further Reform.” World Development 26 (10): 1789–1806.

Liu, Yansui, Fang Fang, and Yuheng Li. 2014. “Key Issues of Land Use in China and Implications for
Policy Making.” Land Use Policy 40: 6–12.

Lu, Yao, Wenjuan Zheng, and Wei Wang. 2017. “Migration and Popular Resistance in Rural China:
Wukan and Beyond.” The China Quarterly 229: 1–22.

Mamonova, Natalia. 2015. “Resistance Or Adaptation? Ukrainian Peasants’ Responses to Large-Scale
Land Acquisitions.” Journal of Peasant Studies 42 (3–4): 607–634.

Manion, Melanie. 2016. Information for Autocrats: Representation in Chinese Local Congresses.
New York: Cambridge University Press.

Mattingly, Daniel C. 2016. “Elite Capture: How Decentralization and Informal Institutions Weaken
Property Rights in China.” World Politics 68 (3): 383–412.

Mattingly, Daniel C. 2019. The Art of Political Control in China. New York: Cambridge University Press.
Milgroom, Jessica. 2015. “Policy Processes of a Land Grab: At the Interface of Politics ‘in the Air’ and

Politics‘on the Ground’ in Massingir, Mozambique.” Journal of Peasant Studies 42 (3-4): 585–606.
Ministry of Land and Resources. 2001. “Zhengyong tudi gonggao banfa.” [Measures for Public

Announcement of Land Expropriation.] October 18.
Montinola, Gabriella, Yingyi Qian, and Barry R. Weingast. 1995. “Federalism, Chinese Style: The

Political Basis for Economic Success in China.” World Politics 48 (1): 50–81.
Murtazashvili, Ilia. 2013. The Political Economy of American Frontier. New York: Cambridge University

Press.
Murtazashvili, Ilia, and Jennifer Murtazashvili. 2015. “When Does the Emergence of a Stationary

Bandit Lead to Property Insecurity?” Rationality and Society 28 (3): 335–360.
Murtazashvili, Ilia, and Jennifer Murtazashvili. 2016. “Does Community-Based Land Registration and

Adjudication Improve Household Land Tenure Security? Evidence From Afghanistan.” Land Use
Policy 55: 230–239.

National People’s Congress. 2004. “Land Administration Law of the People’s Republic of China.”
National People’s Congress. 2007. “Property Law of the People’s Republic of China.”
National People’s Congress. 2019. “Land Administration Law of the People’s Republic of China.”
O’Brien, Kevin J. 1996. “Rightful Resistance.” World Politics 49 (1): 31–55.
O’Brien, Kevin J., and Lianjiang Li. 2000. “Accommodating ‘Democracy’ in a One-Party State:

Introducing Village Elections in China.” The China Quarterly 162: 465–489.
O’Brien, Kevin J., and Lianjiang Li. 2006. Rightful Resistance in Rural China. New York: Cambridge

University Press.

1390 M. CAI ET AL.



Oi, Jean C., and Scott Rozelle. 2000. “Elections and Power: The Locus of Decision-making in Chinese
Villages.” The China Quarterly 162: 513–539.

Paik, Wooyeal, and Kihyun Lee. 2012. “I Want to Be Expropriated!: The Politics of Xiaochanquanfang
Land Development in Suburban China.” Journal of Contemporary China 21 (74): 261–279.

Palmer, David, Szilard Fricska, and Babette Wehrmann. 2009. “Towards Improved Land Governance.”
UN-Habitat, Land Tenure Working Paper 11.

Perry, Elizabeth J. 2008. “Chinese Conceptions of ‘Rights’: From Mencius to Mao – and Now.”
Perspectives on Politics 6 (1): 37–50.

Perry, Elizabeth J. 2009. “A New Rights Consciousness?” Journal of Democracy 20 (3): 17–20.
Popkin, Samuel L. 1979. The Rational Peasant: The Political Economy of Rural Society in Vietnam. Los

Angeles: University of California Press.
Rithmire, Meg. 2015. Land Bargains and Chinese Capitalism: The Politics of Property Rights Under

Reform. New York: Cambridge University Press.
Rithmire, Meg Elizabeth. 2017. “Land Institutions and Chinese Political Economy: Institutional

Complementarities and Macroeconomic Management.” Politics & Society 45 (1): 123–153.
Ryfe, David M. 2005. “Does Deliberative Democracy Work?” Annual Review of Political Science 8: 49–71.
Sargeson, Sally. 2012. “Villains, Victims and Aspiring Proprietors: Framing ‘Land-Losing Villagers’ in

China’s Strategies of Accumulation.” Journal of Contemporary China 21 (77): 757–777.
Sargeson, Sally. 2013. “Violence As Development: Land Expropriation and China’s Urbanization.”

Journal of Peasant Studies 40 (6): 1063–1085.
Schlager, Edella, and Elinor Ostrom. 1992. “Property-Rights Regimes and Natural Resources: A

Conceptual Analysis.” Land Economics 68 (3): 249–262.
Song, Yanan, Mark Yaolin Wang, and Xiaoting Lei. 2016. “Following the Money: Corruption, Conflict,

and the Winners and Losers of Suburban Land Acquisition in China.” Geographical Research 54 (1):
86–102.

State Council. 2004. “Guanyu shenhua gaige yange tudi guanli de jueding.” [Decision on Intensifying
Reform and Tightening Land Management.] October 21.

Teets, Jessica C., and William Hurst, eds. 2015. Local Governance Innovation in China: Experimentation,
Diffusion, and Defiance. New York: Routledge.

The State Council. 2011. “The Regulation on the Expropriation of Buildings on State-Owned Land and
Compensation.”

Truex, Rory. 2016. Making Autocracy Work: Representation and Responsiveness in Modern China.
New York: Cambridge University Press.

Truex, Rory. 2017. “Consultative Authoritarianism and Its Limits.” Comparative Political Studies 50 (3):
329–361.

Tsai, Lily L. 2007. Accountability Without Democracy: Solidary Groups and Public Goods Provision in
Rural China. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Van Rooij, Benjamin. 2007. “The Return of the Landlord: Chinese Land Acquisition Conflicts as
Illustrated by Peri-Urban Kunming.” The Journal of Legal Pluralism and Unofficial Law 39 (55):
211–244.

Wily, Liz Alden. 2011. “‘The Law is to Blame’: The Vulnerable Status of Common Property Rights in
Sub-Saharan Africa.” Development and Change 42 (3): 733–757.

Wily, Liz Alden. 2012. “Looking Back to See Forward: The Legal Niceties of Land Theft in Land Rushes.”
Journal of Peasant Studies 39 (3–4): 751–775.

Yep, Ray. 2013. “Containing Land Grabs: A Misguided Response to Rural Conflicts Over Land.” Journal
of Contemporary China 22 (80): 273–291.

Zhong, Yang. 2005. “New Institution Building or Muddling Through in the Chinese Countryside.” In
Leadership in a Changing China: Leadership Change, Institution Building, and New Policy
Orientations, edited by Weixing Chen and Yang Zhong, 81–103. New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan.

Meina Cai is Assistant Professor of Political Science at the University of Connecticut. Her research
focuses on political economy of development, land politics, urbanization, and Chinese political
economy.

THE JOURNAL OF PEASANT STUDIES 1391



Jennifer Brick Murtazashvili is Associate Professor and Director of the Center for Governance and
Markets at the University of Pittsburgh. Her work focuses on issues of governance, public adminis-
tration, legitimacy, and security throughout Eurasia.

Ilia Murtazashvili is an Associate Professor in the Graduate School of Public and International Affairs
and Associate Director of the Center for Governance and Markets at the University of Pittsburgh. His
current research focuses on selective enforcement of property rights, governance of technologies
such as blockchain, and economic development on American Indian reservations. He is currently
a Campbell Visiting Fellow at the Hoover Institution at Stanford University.

Hui Wang is Professor of School of Public Affairs at Zhejiang University in China. His research focuses
on land and urbanization in China.

1392 M. CAI ET AL.


	Abstract
	1. Introduction
	2. Land dispossession, compensation, and land governance
	3. Land expropriation in China
	3.1. Monetary compensation
	3.2. Land governance

	4. Empirical analysis
	4.1. Data and measurement
	4.2. Results and discussion

	5. Conclusion
	Acknowledgments
	Disclosure statement
	ORCID
	References


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles false
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile ()
  /CalRGBProfile (Adobe RGB \0501998\051)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 524288
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments false
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo false
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings false
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Remove
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.90
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.90
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 300
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects true
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /ENU ()
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [600 600]
  /PageSize [595.245 841.846]
>> setpagedevice


