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CRIMINOLOGIZING EVERYDAY
LIFE AND CONDUCTING POLICING
ETHNOGRAPHY IN CHINA

Jianhua Xu

Introduction

In his recent book Democratic Policing in a Changing World, Peter Manning (2010)
argues that recent policing researchers in democratic countries have come too
close to the research subject. This policing scholarship often focuses on issues of 1
“what works” and “what can the police do?” rather than examining the moral,
political and social consequences of police action (ibid, p. 106). In this sense, some
scholars argue that sociological inquiry into the discipline of policing in Western
countries has become “sociology for policing” instead of “sociology of policing”
(Loader 2011). If policing research in democratic countries is “too close” to its
research subject, then policing research in authoritarian China is best described as
an even more unilateral spokesperson for its research subject. In a review of articles
in Chinese academic journals on policing, Lo (2010) points out that many research
articles are simply “worshippers” and “flatterers” of the Chinese party-state’s ideol-
ogy, with the content merely reflecting authors’ adherence to exisung political
lines and slogans. While some articles discuss some practical conditions of Chinese
policing such as public relations or crime control (Chen 2015; Li 1998),2 crical
discourse is largely absent. In addition, policing research in China, like many other
topics within the field of criminology, remains at the level of general discussion
and speculation without a sound framework and empirical evidence (Zhang 20“‘
p. 83). In this chapter, based on my recent research on police/business and cnme
solicitation posters in Guangzhou, I reflect on the challenges and opportumties
one faces in conducting policing research in China. In addition, I examine the
ethical nature of these challenges and its relevance for policing research 1n othef
authoritarian countries.
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Challenges of and opportunities for Policing research in China

Researchers have faced several challenges in sty dyi
relates to the general difficulty of studying policin
are one of a few government agencies legally aut
secret nature of much police work facilitates the
culture which prevents police from sharing infor
public and researchers (Manning 2094). Compared with those targeted by police,

usuauy young, _po'or and. underclass citizens, the police are in 2 position of power.

And indeed, criminological research of the powerful is much more difficult to con-

duct tlTall- of the powerless (Lun.lsden & Winter 2014). Some scholars even argue

that crmnn.ology, the umbrell-a discipline under which policing falls, has become a

tool of social control due to its unbalanced selection of research targets, especially

low status oﬂienders (Jacques & Wright 2010). Chinese policing studies are not

immune to this problem, and seldom question the philosophy, method and conse-

quences of policing strategy (Lo 2010).

The second challenge of researching police is related to academic freedom in
China. Although Chinese society has undergone unprecedented changes over
the past three decades, China remains under one party rule; that of the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP), which actively preempts any possible challenges to its rule.
An independent and critical discourse of the cornerstone of the CCP’s repressive
force, the police, would be regarded as challenging the legitimacy of the party-state
and 1s therefore actively suppressed. Critical researchers may suffer from various pun-
ishments, ranging from losing their jobs to being imprisoned, if they are regarded as
posing a threat to the rule of the Communist party-state (Xu & Liu 2015).

After Xi Jingping took power in 2012, what limited academic freedom existed
was further eroded and control over universities also strengthened. In 2013, the
party-state launched a campaign to ban universities and media from talking about
seven topics deemed to be “dangerous Western influences”. The infamous “seven
speak-nots” include universal values, freedom of speech, civil society, civil rights,
the historical errors of the Chinese Communist Party, crony capitalism and judi-
cial independence (Carlson 2013). In 2015, foreign textbooks were further banned
from use in Chinese universities to stem infiltration of “Western values” (Chen &
Zhuang 2015). If the visible hand of political control on academic frec?d.om-aﬁ'ects
the production of knowledge on Chinese society in general and on policing in par-
ticular, the invisible hand of self-censorship affects Chinese policing res§arch in a
more subtle way. R esearchers will avoid many ‘sensitive’ topics if they believe ther;
15 no chance to get their work published for political reasons. As such, these researc
topics certainly cannot garner financial support through grants, as the government
controls most grants. Researchers must also be cautious in drawing the“_
sions according to certain political lines. And indeed, my -person_al B
teviewing Chinese journal articles on crime and policing is also illuminating. For

ng se jou

horized to use force. Further, the
formation of a conservative police
mation about their work with the

conclu-
ence of
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solicit my comments on submitted articles the

many academic journals, when they e Rk ss _mh
fi ty iteria in t‘llle review form is “whether the article is politically correct or not”
1rst criteria ’

: t, and particularly :
which means not being critical tasarcs thedgj?r:fx:] T;ZI:e instrﬁctjons b; ii::;ticbaeT
critical towards the CCP. Although I can ¢! differently. | n

i itic: ther reviewers may act difterently. In additiqy,
that articles are politically correct 7% o . ¢ the lack of academic freedqn
the existence of this political criteria itself 1llununatt-?s. : _ i eedom
in China, which greatly affects the formation of a critical analysis of policing Among
Chilt_l}:et;ci:ﬂs;ﬁmlw for policing studies in Clﬁlla is sch(olars' lack of experience
and skills in terms of conducting empirical Stl'ldles. In the 1 )335%;)011 af_tc-rr ﬂ_lf‘ Ccp
took power in China, all social science disciplines were ban.ne ; n;(;mn ersities a3
result of their alleged political incorrectness. It was IIOF until the 1980s, when »Chlna
started economic reform and opened up to the out51d.e w?rid. that the social sci-
ence disciplines were re-established. The absence of social scnem.:es for t.h‘ree decaqes
deprived almost two generations of scholars of advancement in empirical Snfdles,
both theoretically and critically. During the last two de_cades, although Chinese
scholars have started to catch up and develop their ability to conduct empirical
research on topics such as the family, juveniles and migration, the legacy of a lack
of training and experience in social science research still greatly limits the produc-
tion of knowledge in policing. As a result, much research is based on unsupported
speculation and without a theoretical framework, despite a few exceptions in recent
years (Hu 2015).

Since the 1990s, due to the growing impact of China in the world and increasing
interest in Chinese policing internationally, a small body of literature on Chinese
policing began to emerge in the English-speaking world (Dai 2008). Although this
body of research covers a wide range of topics and offers a critical examination
that includes the philosophy and practice of Chinese policing (Bakken 2000, 2005;
Dutton 2005; Fu 2005; Tanner 2005; Wong 2002; Xu 2012, 2014a), most research-
ers conduct studies using archival and secondary data. Empirical study of Chinese
policing in the English-speaking world is also underdeveloped. While Chinese
scholars have to face the problems of limited academic freedom and training in
conducting empirical policing scholarship, the major challenge for international
scholars is the problem of access to research participants. Scoggins (2014, p. 394)
recently reflected on the challenges tied to her identity as an American scholar
when conducting policing research in China and concluded that the most difficult
part of the research was the recruitment of police for interview.

Facing these challenges, some international scholars resort to different strat-
egies to conduct empirical studies on Chinese policing. On the one hand, some
avoid studying police officers and policing strategies directly. Instead, they focus on
people’s perceptions of the police and analyze factors affecting different populations'
trust in and satisfaction with the police (Sun et al. 2013:Wu & Sun 2009). However,
given the difficulty of studying policing in general and the authoritarian nature

of Chinese policing in particular, an independent and large-scale survey of police
officers has yet to emerge.
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On the other hand, some international scholars utilize their simultaneous insider
and outsider identities to facilitate empirical data collection while avoiding pol-
itical interference in publishing research findings. In recent decades an incrials)in
pumber of Chinese scholars have obtained their PhD i sociology, criminolo :

W : - : 4 gy or
political science n the US, the UK, Australia and Hong Kong.' These scholars enjoy
a hybrid semi-foreigner and semi-Chinese identity, which facilities their primary
data collection in policing research (Xu et al. 2013). Their outsider identity helps
avoid polit:ical intervention and self—censorship in publishing their research findings.
For instance, based on published materials and fieldwork data from two Chinese
cities, Wang Peng, a UK trained, Hong Kong-based Chinese scholar, explored how
Guanxi, a Chinese version of personal connection, affected police corruption by
facilitating the selling and buying of senior police positions and promoting forma-
tion of corrupt networks between the police and criminals (Wang 2014). Using
archival material and interviews with police officers, Zhou Kai and Yan Xiaojun,
two Hong Kong-based Chinese scholars, examined how local police used infor-
mation strategies, persuasive strategies and coercive strategies to control protests
and maintain social stability in a city of northern China (Zhou & Yan 2014). My
previous ethnographic research into robbery of motorcycle taxi drivers in southern
China also offered a critical analysis of how a discriminative motorcycle ban pol-
icy affected the working time of local and migrant drivers and, by extension, their
differential risk of robbery (Xu 2009). Despite various challenges, these researchers
opened new possibilities for conducting empirical research on Chinese policing,
although scholars inside mainland China (including those returned from train-
ing overseas) may still face many difficulties in exploring these possibilities. In the
next section, I will reflect on how my identity as both insider and outsider affects
research design, data collection, publications and ethics involved in the process of

researching the police in China.

Political sensitivity and the alternative way of entering the
policing field in China

The most challenging aspect of conducting policing ethnography in China is
obtaining access to the police for fieldwork, given its conservative political envir-
onment towards policing research (Scoggins 2014). However, observation of police
work is of vital importance to advance our understanding of policing. The founder
of the Chicago School of Sociology, Robert Park, informed his students about the

importance of fieldwork and first-hand observation:

You have been told to go grubbing in the library, thereby accumulating a mass
of notes and liberal coating of grime. You have been told to choose prob-
lems wherever you can find musty stacks of routine records based on trivial
schedules prepared by tired bureaucrats and filled out by reluctant applicants
for fussy do-gooders or indifferent clerks. This is called “getting your hands
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dirty in real research.” Those who counsel you are \.visel and honorable; the
reasons they offer are of great value. But one more thing is needful: firs, hang
observation. Go and sit in the lounges of luxury hotels and on the doorsrep5
of flophouses; sit on the Gold Coast settees and the slum shakedowns, g, i
the orchestra hall and in the Star and Garter burlesque. In short, gentlemen,
go and get the seat of your pants dirty in real research. (cited in Mcl{inneY
1966, p. 71)

Almost one century later, in a speech at a British Society of Criminology lifetime
awards ceremony, the British sociologist and criminologist Stanley Cohen reiterateq
the importance of getting “out there” in the field for researchers. Cohen counseleq
“beware of the people ... who are always grabbing you to tell you ... how things
work ‘out there'. The criminological version of ‘out there’ is sitting 1n the back of ,
police van™ (cited in Hall 2011).

Although ‘sitting in the back of a police van’has been a long tradition for policing
researchers in democratic societies (Black 1970; Martin 2007; Reiss 1971a), such 3
practice has not yet been possible in authoritarian China. However, my research
experience reveals that there are also other possibilities in terms of conducting
policing ethnography research by studying the traces left behind by police activ-
ity or the evidence of what the police fail to do in the public space. One of the
strengths of ethnography is that it allows researchers to examune traces of human
activity in their natural settings. Although many aspects of police work such as
crime investigation and intelligence gathering are secretive and out of sight for the
public, some police work, including traffic control, stop and check and the pro-
duction of policing posters for crime prevention, must be conducted or shown in
public spaces. These forms of publically performed police work provide possibil-
ities for researchers to observe police behaviors directly or to study the behavior
of police through observing the traces of police work indirectly. While directly
observing law enforcement might be methodologically challenging, posing cer-
tain risks to researchers and being ethically complicated, studying the traces left
behind by police activities raises no such concern. My research experience reveals
that widely existing policing posters, banners as well as crime solicitation posters in
urban China, provide a unique window through which to study various aspects of
Chinese police and policing. Looking through this window, we can examine police
business relations, commodification of policing, modernization of policing, police

culture and the soft-authoritarian nature of policing in a rapidly changing China
(Xu 2013, 2015).

Criminologizing the everyday life: insider/outsider identity
and the selection of research subjects

In his recent book, Criminological Imagination, Jock Young (2011, pp. 79-80) warns
against three major problems existing in the current production of criminological
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knowledge that severely restrict its Imagination: (1) male, working-class crime is
described as all criminality; (2) descriptions of crime in advanced industrial coun-
tries are used to describe crime in general; and (3) the Americanization of crim-
inology. In order to regain its imagination,Young (2011, p. 222) calls for bring-
ing currently marginalized ethnography back to criminology, and making critical
ethnography the mainstream. Indeed, there is an Increasing recognition of the need
to develop criminological ethnography in non-Western societies (Fraser 2013), and
to expand the vision of criminology in general and policing studies in particular
by drawing inspiration from everyday life in non-Western contexts. Sociologists
have long called for integration of research and their personal lives to make the
latter a source of inspiration in knowledge production. The American sociologist

C. Wright Mills instructed sociology students on the art of intellectual craftsman-
ship in his classic book, The Sociological Imagination:

The most admirable thinkers within the scholarly community you have cho-
sen to join do not split their work from their lives ... what this means is that
you must learn to use your life experience in your intellectual work: continu-
ally to examine and interpret it. (1959, pp. 195-196)

For me, police/business and crime solicitation posters are part of my everyday life
experience and have also become a subject of criminological inquiry: a process of
criminologizing everyday life (Felson & Santos 2010; Naughton 2014).

My identity as a semi-insider and semi-outsider in different cities contributed
to the process of criminologizing everyday life. Over the past 15 years, | have
been studying, working, living and conducting research in three different cities in
southern China: Guangzhou, Hong Kong and Macau. Guangzhou is the capital
of Guangdong, the richest province as a result of its leading role in China’s eco-
nomic reform since the 1980s. At the end of 2014, Guangzhou had a population
of roughly 17 million, where half the populous included rural-to-urban migrant
workers; Hong Kong had a population of 7 million and Macau 0.5 mullion. Hong
Kong and Macau are Special Administrative Regions of the People’s Republic of
China, former colonies of the British and Portuguese, respectively. Under China’s
one-country two-systems policy, Hong Kong and Macau enjoy a highly autono-
mous position. Despite the increasing influence of mainland China and the political
Pressure of mainlandization in recent years (Lo 2012), Hong Kong and Macau sull
maintain very distinctive urban landscapes and cultures that differ from those of
Guangzhou, Spending much time traveling and living in these three cities makes
me aware of the sharp differences that exist in the use of urban space by the police
for the purpose of crime prevention. While various types of policing posters and

dnners promoting crime prevention are omnipresent on the streets of Guangzhou,
they are much less popular in Hong Kong and Macau. In addition, some posters
and banners have uniquely Chinese characteristics, such as police/business posters
and police slogan banners.
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I was born and raised in mainland China, where I received a MaSterjs degree ang
worked as a police officer (in Guangzhou) for five years be_fore moving to Hgy,
Kong, where I completed my PhD and postdoctoral work. Since 2013, I haye been
teaching in Macau while regularly visiting Hpng Kong and (?uangzhgu.Acmss all
these cities I enjoy both an insider and outsider identity. This status increases my

sensitivity to the unique use of public space by Guangzhou police and facilitares

the selection of police/business and crime solicitation banners as a research subject.

These omnipresent police posters/banners and crime solicitation posters are part
of evervday life for residents in Guangzhou but have never become the subject of
crimin(‘)loéica] inquiry. Let me now examine how I adopted tbis alternative methog
to criminologize my life experience and study Chinese policing through systemar-
ically observing police/business and crime solicitation posters.

Systematic social observation of police/business and
crime solicitation posters in Guangzhou

Systematic social observation is the direct observation of social phenomena in their
natural settings to generate quantitative variables for analysis. Although this method
proves to be very useful in policing research (Reiss 1971a), compared with other
research methods such as interviews and surveys, systematic social observation is
underdeveloped. Observing public places, however, is one of the hallmarks of the
Chicago School (Park & Burgess 1921), and direct observation is fundamental to
the advancement of knowledge (Sampson & Raudenbush 1999; Taylor et al. 1985).
Reiss (1971b) advocated systematic social observation as a key measurement strat-
egy for natural social phenomena. In recent years there has been a renewed interest
in applying this method with the assistance of new technology such as videotap-
ing (Sampson & Raudenbush 1999) and Google Street View (Hwang & Sampson
2014).This method has seldom been used in studying Chinese policing except
in one of my earlier research projects examining how policing affected differen-
tial risks of criminal victimization between migrant workers and local residents in
China (Xu 2009). This method was further developed in my study of police/busi-
ness and crime solicitation posters in Guangzhou.

Since 2009, I have been systematically collecting policing posters and banners
in Guangzhou. Wherever I go, I take my professional camera or smart phone with
camera function with me. I take pictures of anything related to crime and policing.
[ largely visit urban villages where most residents are rural-to-urban migrant work-
ers. Urban villages, the Chinese version of urban slums, have also been regarded as
the centre of “prostitution, gambling and drugs” and crime hotspots by the police
(Xu 2014b). Interestingly, the public space of urban villages has become a con-
tested space between the police and criminals. On the one hand, the police post
numerous warning posters with the aim of crime prevention, such as listing typical
tricks of tele-connnfmication fraud and reminders to lock doors properly. On the
other hand, urban villages are also hotspots of crime solicitation posters posted by
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criminals on which information on various illegal activities is provided, such as
the creation of fake documents and certificates, recruiting sex workers and selling
sex, loan sharking, selling fake invoices, guns or stolen cars and motorcycles. There
are 138 urban villages in Guangzhou and I have visited almost all of them on foot
or by bicycle. In addition, police posters/banners also appear on main streets. On
many occasions, [ took different buses from starting terminals to end terminals and
took pictures of various banners along the streets, During several Chinese New Year
periods, my research assistants drove me around the city to take pictures of police
banners/posters as the police were more likely to post various banners during this
period. Besides blanket searches of police posters/banners and crime solicitation
posters in urban villages where migrant workers are concentrated, I have also visited
numerous neighborhoods where local residents live. Over the past six years, I have
acquired a collection of over 20,000 pictures of police posters and banners as well
as crime solicitation posters in Guangzhou. Undoubtedly, the police posters and
banners provide evidence of what the police have done to promote crime preven-
tion or political propaganda in the public space. Equally important, crime solicita-
tion posters provide evidence of what the police fail to do as these are posted by
criminals to solicit partners or victims. The widespread existence of these posters
is a signal of public disorder and the “broken windows” of public space (Wilson &
Kelling 1982). They also evidence the police failure to control crime.

Police/business posters

Police/business posters refer to posters on which commercial advertisements appear
alongside police warnings (see Figures 9.1 and 9.2).The space occupied by business
information and police warnings on these posters varies. On some, information
from the police covers most of the space, while on others business advertisements
dominate. Although I have yet to see any in Hong Kong and Macau, such posters
are used widely in Guangzhou and my research suggests that nearly 100 different
types of business have provided financial sponsorship for the police enabling them
to produce these posters (Xu 2013). For many citizens in Guangzhou, these police/
business posters are part of their everyday lives; they see posters on the streets,
the walls in their neighborhoods and the doors to apartment buildings. Ordinary
people, myself included, usually take the existence of these posters for granted and
seldom question their rationale or the symbiotic relationship between businesses
and the police embodied in their co-production. These posters are usually designed
by the police yet are made and paid for by the businesses. The police post these
Posters, in the name of crime prevention, in a variety of locations, including inside
banks, restaurants and gated communities. On the one hand, in the production of
these police/business posters, a business can benefit from legitimately using pub-
lic space for its advertisements without approval from other government depart-
ments, such as the Industrial and Commercial Administration Bureau and Urban
Management Departments, which are supposed to regulate outdoor advertisements.
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FIGURE 9.1 A poster displayed in an urban village, on the left-hand side of which is
an advertisement for the Mary Women’s Hospital and on the right-hand side is a call
for support for and cooperation with police work, with phone numbers for the local

police services

Source: Author

The business can also benefit from expanding its advertising reach and cultivating
good relations with the police, which are of vital importance to business success in
China. On the other hand, the police can benefit from promoting crime prevention
without paying for it.

Most importantly, on these posters, local police offer phone numbers of local
police stations and encourage citizens to call them instead of the centralized police
hotline at municipal police departments. In doing so, they can reduce the number
of crimes recorded on the centralized police hotline system as these calls will be
unknown to municipal police departments. Through manipulating crime statistics,
the local police officers can receive better performance evaluations and increase
their chances of career promotion. Individual police officers might also exploit
this opportunity for their private interest. Although police/business posters can be
regarded as a ‘win—win’ game by the police and the business, they also cause much
concern regarding the symbiotic relationship between the two. My field research
and interviews with citizens revealed that they worry about police impartiality in
law enforcement given their receipt of financial support from businesses. This rela-
tionship thus damages the image of the police and reduces citizens’ trust in them.
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FIGURE9.2 A poster on a wall, the upper part of which consists of police information
reminding readers about the risks of theft and robbery and listing typical fraudulent
tricks, and the lower part providing the hotline number for McDonald’s 24-hour
delivery service

Source: Author

While some may regard the production of police/business posters as only a
local phenomenon, my research revealed that police at various levels, from commu-
nity police officers, local police stations, district police bureaus to municipal police
departments, are all involved in the creation of police/business posters. And indeed,
receiving financial support from business has been a long tradition for the police
in China, Not only the police, other government departments also receive regular
financia] support from private businesses. I argue that an understanding of police/
business posters and the relationship between the two needs to be located in the
Symbiotic relationships between economic capital and political power in a wider
context of crony capitalism in China (Xu 2013). If the police/business posters can
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reflect the traces of police activities in public space, crime solicitation posters are
evidence of what the police fail to do.

Crime solicitation posters

Crime solicitation posters are made by criminals to promote thei_r illegal activities jn
the public space (see Figures 9.3 and 9.4). They are signals of.' crime and public djs-
order. As with police posters, crime solicitation posters arc dlsplalyed throughout in
Guangzhou. In many places, crime solicitation posters appear beside police warning
posters. In some extreme cases, crime solicitation posters might appear on top of
police posters or police information boards (Figure 9.5). The obvious illegal activ-
ities displayed on crime solicitation posters are also part of citizens’ everyday life in
Guangzhou. These posters usually appear on bus stations, across street overpasses, on
the ground of sidewalks and on walls of residential areas. In the past six years, I have
identified 22 different types of crime solicitation posters in Guangzhou. The most
common advertise the making of various fake documents/ certificates such as pass-
ports, ID cards, student cards, English level test certificates, marriage certificates and
health certificates. Other types of crime solicitation posters include those advertis-
ing loan-sharking, debt collection, phone spying, fake invoices, selling gas-pistols,
stolen motorcycles and cars, and various frauds related to sex services, credit cards,
medical insurance, driver licenses, and so on. These crime solicitation posters are
spread unevenly throughout public spaces in Guangzhou. In Guangzhou, there are
roughly three different types of residential community. The first is urban villages
where most residents are migrant workers. The second is semi-gated former socialist

FIGURE 9.3 Various posters, including those advertising loan shark and fake
documentation services and those recruiting male and female sex workers

Source: Author
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FIGURE 9.4 A poster for ‘women’ who are “looking for men to get [them] pregnant”
and offering a payment of 1.5 million RMB (a common fraudulent practice)

Source: Author

work unit residential areas containing mostly local residents. The third is gated resi-
dential areas where most residents are new, rich and middle class. Data from Sys-
tematic social observation shows that, while crime solicitation posters are never
displayed within gated communities, they are nine times more likely to appear in
urban villages than in semi-gated communities (Xu 2015). Further research reveals
that the main reason explaining the difference in number of crime solicitation post-
¢rs displayed in migrant worker communities and local resident communities is the
ailability and level of private policing or security services. To help make sense
of my observations, I relied on some interviews with police (see below), which
fevealed that public police are largely absent in controlling crime solicitation post-
€rs.The most frequently cited reason given by the police to justify this situation was
that they were too busy to handle these minor offenses; others believed that the
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FIGURE 9.5 A poster displayed on the information board used by police services adver-
tising the production of fake certificates

Source: Author

Urban Management Department should be responsible for them (Xu 2015). The
failure of the police to control these self-evident crimes in the public space provides
another window through which to examine how public and private policing affect
the production of public disorder in urban China.

Reflectivity and research ethics

Although examining the traces of police activities and evidence of what they fail to
do in the public space provides a possible method for studying Chinese policing, the
difficulty related to study policing in general and the conservative political envir-
onment in particular haunted the whole research process, which raises a number of
ethical issues in my research.
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The first ethical issue concerns relati01-15 between researchers and the police. In
order t make sense of what I ok_aserved mn the public space, it was necessary that
I interx{le\\fed pohc-e and ascertamed'their point of view. For instance, why did
the police and businesses COOPe_rate n producing police/business posters? What
are the pros 31?d cons for both sides? Or what are the attitudes of police towards
crime solicitation posters and how do they control them? Understanding these
questions provides the basis for a critical examination of the nature of Chinese
policing. However, access to the police is almost impossible without personal con-
nections or Guanxi. Chinese police are particularly vigilant regarding the activ-
ities of scholars with overseas backgrounds, allegedly in case they leak state secrets.
Although my former identity as a police officer in Guangzhou to some extent
reduced such concerns, reluctance on the part of some officers to talk about these
issues persisted; those who did talk to me, I could sense were doing me a great
favor. Such favors have nothing to do with the significance of my research but result
from our Guanxi. People expect to help each other when they are in such relations.
However, as other scholars point out, maintaining a good level of Guanxi can be not
only time-consuming but also costly (Zhang et al. 2007). For instance, I was once
asked by a police officer I had interviewed to write a Master’s thesis for him. On
another occasion, one police scholar who facilitated the interview asked if I could
add his name to my future publications. Although I declined these requests as they
were clear violations of research integrity and represented academic corruption, my
refusal may also be interpreted as an unwillingness to return a favor, as such prac-
tices are widespread throughout mainland China. In addition, police officers I inter-
viewed expressed other concerns, ranging from potential personal trouble caused
by talking about sensitive police issues with a scholar from overseas, to the potential
tarnishing of the police’s image when research findings are published internation-
ally (Xu 2013). My promise of anonymity and maintaining a neutral stance in my
writing cannot completely ease these concerns, which may affect my rapport with
_ police and the possibility of cooperation with them in future research. Although
institutional review boards have increasingly been regarded as posing many difficul-
ties for ethnographic research in many countries (Cook & Hoas 2011; Hessler et al.
2011) - with some scholars even calling it the “murder of ethnography” in crim-
inology (Hall 2011) — fortunately, the ethical review process for my research at the
University of Macau was conducted smoothly.

The second ethical issue relates to the possible consequence of being a critical
researcher on Chinese policing. Existing literature on research ethics has explored
thoroughly the importance of protecting the research subject (Emanuel et al. 2000;
Orb et al. 2001). Undoubtedly, any research should not intentionally cause h-arm
to research subjects, and this is particularly the case when the research subjects
4re vulnerable populations such as juveniles, migrants, or the poor. If these et1.1-
ical issues related to protecting vulnerable research subjects are 2 main concern in
democratic countries, there is an added ethical dimension to conducting research in
thoritarian societies. For instance, in China where academic freedom is not pro-
tected by law, critical researchers themselves may become vulnerable when facing
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intervention by and even punishment from the government. When researchers r,

the risk of being punished by the government for politica] re:jlsons., should they take
hment such as losing their job or imprisonment of thej;

the consequences of punis
9 nce toward themselves ang

family into consideration? Are they taking an ethlcf’] -
their families if they know they are running these rlsks? Alld to what extent shoulq
they worry about these risks? These questions also arise in my research.As a scholar
based in Macau, academic freedom is largely protected. However, I have also been
friendly reminded by various people that conducting critical research on Chinese
policing may mean putting myself in a risky situation because _I have to return to
mainland China on a regular basis. Worrying about these risks will have an effect on
various aspects of research. For instance, I may have to think twice about working
on a more challenging topic, such as political and secret policing.

The third ethical issue concerns the publication of findings. Given the polit-
ical sensitivity of policing research and censorship in academic publications, crit-
ical research on Chinese policing can hardly be published in academic journals in
China. Scholars based overseas, myself included, who work on Chinese policing
may also engage in self-censorship by not submitting articles to Chinese journals.
Publication in English journals can not only escape the Chinese censorship regime,
but also avoid drawing unfriendly attention from Chinese authorities.” However,
publication in English also limits its influence among Chinese readers, as most uni-
versities do not have access to English journal databases in the social sciences and
many scholars are inadequately proficient in English to read articles in it. Research
findings can also not be published in the mass media without severe censorship from
editors. I was invited by a mainland Chinese national newspaper to write an article
on Chinese policing and thus submitted a draft to the managing editor. The editor
apologized for the deletion of a particular section that he felt was too politically sen-
sitive and remarked that, without this censorship, the editor in chief may have com-
pletely prevented the article’s publication. Researchers have to face this dilemma of

either accepting certain levels of censorship while publishing their articles or having
their voice not heard at all.

Conclusion

In the past three decades, a2 booming literature on policing studies has emerged.
Most of this research focuses on Western countries where empirical research has a
long tradition and academic freedom is protected. Empirical research on policing in
China is extremely underdeveloped given its political sensitivity and conservative
police culture. However, researchers also point out that, although challenging, a rap-
idly changing Chinese society also creates some room for scholars to maneuver and
negotiate with their research subject (Scoggins 2014).

In this chapter, based on a decade of personal research experience on policing in
China, I reflected on the possibility of expanding the researchers’ ‘toolkit’ by crimi-
nologizing researchers’ everyday life and systematically observing traces of police
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activity on the street and evidence of what they fail to do in the public space.
Criminologizing researchers’ everyday lives could be especially useful in authori-
rarian countries where the police are hard to approach for research purposes. It can
help to identify research questions and lay the foundation for further ethnographic
inquiry on policing. And, indeed, every researcher has a biography that becomes
an element in and aspect of the collection and analysis of data (Ragin et al. 2004,
p. 15). Despite the advantages of drawing inspiration from lived experiences of
studying Chinese policing, researchers still have to face and manage several eth-
ical issues. These ethical issues are more pronounced in authoritarian countries.
In democratic societies, relations between the researcher and the police could be
less complicated. In China, the conservative police culture and political pressure
mean that researchers have to rely on their Guanxi to gain access to the police.
Relying on Guanxi could complicate research ethics as the police may have certain
expectations of researchers. In democratic countries, the main ethical concern with
regard to research is the protection of vulnerable research subjects (De Vries et al.
2004; Marshall 2003). While this concern also applies in China, researchers also
have to deal with the problem of protecting themselves from political pressure and
even punishment. In China, lack of academic freedom also limits researchers’ choice
of publication outlet. While publishing research findings in international English
journals can avoid censorship by and unfriendly attention from Chinese author-
ities, it also limits its influence among Chinese readers. Researchers who focus on
the police in other authoritarian countries may also encounter similar challenges
to those I experienced in China. Criminologizing everyday life means that the
dilemma of insider/outsider identity and the unique ethical issues facing researchers
in China form an ongoing process through which scholars must advance, negotiate,
and compromise in developing policing ethnography.

Notes

1 Hong Kong, a former British colony, was handed over to China in 1997. Currently, Hong
Kong and Macau are two Special Administrative Regions within the People’s Republic
of China.

On the one hand, foreign languages present an obstacle for Party officials in terms of tra-
cing critical publications, as their capacity to read in them is limited. On the other hand,
publications in foreign languages have less impact on ordinary Chinese citizens, which
reduces the party-state’s motivation to censor them.

Funding: Mult-Year Research Grants (MYRG2015-00039-FSS) & (MYRG2015-
00163-FSS), University of Macau

o

References

Bakken, B 2000, The Exemplary Society: Human Improvement, Social Control, and the Dangers of
Modemity in China, Oxford, Oxford University Press.

Bakken, B 2005, ‘Introduction: Crime, control,and modernity in China’,in Crime, Punishment,
and Policing in China, ed B Bakken, Lanham, MD, Rowman & Littlefield, pp. 1-26.

S


fsh
Rectangle


170 Jianhua Xu

Black, DJ 1970, ‘Production of crime rates’, American Sociological Review, vol. 35 no_ 4

pp- 733-748.

Carlson, B 2013,7 things you can't talk about in China’. Global Post. www.globalpost.com/

dispatch/news/regions/asia-pacific/china/ 130529/ censorship-chinese-communist-party,
Chen, A & Zhuang, P 2015, ‘Chinese universities ordered to ban tex‘tbooks. that Pff:f_note

Western values’, South China Morning Post. www.scmp.com/ news/china/article/ 1695524,

chinese—universities-instructed—ban-textbooks-promote-westcrn-va]ucs?page:an-

Chen, B 2015, ‘Present situation and the strategies of the network public relations in public

security organs in new media era’, Journal of Fujian Police College, vol. 143, no. 1, pp. 43—47.

Cook, AF & Hoas, H 2011, ‘Protecting research subjects: IRBs in a changing research land-
scape’, IRB: Ethics & Human Research, vol. 33, no. 2. pp. 14-19. . -

Dai, M 2008, ‘Policing in the People’s Republic of China: A review of recent literature’,
Crime, Law and Social Change, vol. 50, pp. 211-17.

De Vries, R, DeBruin, DA, & Goodgame, A 2004, ‘Ethics review of social, behavioral, and
economic research: Where should we go from here?’, Ethics & Behavior, vol. 14, no. 4,
pp. 351-368.

Dutton, M 2005, Policing Chinese Politics: A history, Durham, NC, Duke University Press.

Emanuel, EJ, Wendler, D, & Grady, C 2000, ‘What makes clinical research ethical?’, JAMA,
vol. 283, no. 20, pp. 2701-2711.

Felson, M & Santos, RB 2010, Crime and Everyday Life (4th ed), Thousand Oaks, CA, Sage.

Fraser, A.2013, ‘Ethnography at the periphery: Redrawing the borders of criminology’s
world-map’, Theoretical Criminology, vol. 17, no. 2, pp. 251-260.

Fu, H 2005, ‘Zhou Yongkang and the recent police reform in China’, Australian and New
Zealand Journal of Criminology, vol. 38, pp. 241-253.

Hall, S 2011, ‘The murder of ethnography’, Crime Talk. www.crimetalk.org.uk/library/
section-list/38-frontpage-articles/199-the-murder-of-ethnography.html.

Hessler, RM, Donnell-Watson, DJ, & Galliher, JF 2011,°A case for limiting the reach of inst-
tutional review boards’, American Sociologist, vol. 42, pp. 145—-152.

Hu, R 2015, ‘Chinese people’s political efficacy, political participation and police trust’,
Sociological Studies, vol. 3, no. 1, pp. 76-96.

Hwang, ] & Sampson, R] 2014, ‘Divergent pathways of gentrification: Racial inequality
and the social order of renewal in Chicago neighborhoods’, American Sociological Review,
vol. 79, no. 4, pp. 726-751.

Jacques, S & Wright, R 2010, ‘Criminology as social control: Discriminatory research and its
role in the reproduction of social inequalities and crime’, Crime, Law and Social Change,
vol. 53, no. 4, pp. 383-396.

Li, Q 1998, “The application of public relations among the police’, Journal of Public Security
University, vol. 71, no. 1, pp. 91-93.

Lo, TW 2012, Resistance to the mainlandization of criminal justice practices: A barrier to
the development of restorative justice in Hong Kong’, International Journal of Offender
Therapy and Comparative Criminology, vol. 56, no. 4, pp. 627-645.

Lo,Y 2010, "Self image and public image of the police in China’, MPhil. thesis, University
of Hong Kong.

Loader, I 2011, “Where is policing studies? A review of democratic policing in a changing
world', British Journal of Criminology, vol. 51, no. 2, pp. 449-458.

Lumsden, K & Winter, A 2014, Reflexivity in Criminological Research: Experiences with the
Powerful and the Powerless, Houndmills, Palgrave Macmillan.

Manning, P 2004, ‘The police: Mandate, strategies and appearances’, in Policing: Key Readings,
ed T Newburn, Milton, Willan, pp. 191-214,


fsh
Rectangle


Conducting police ethnography in China 171

Manning. PK 2010, Democratic Policing in a Changing World, Boulder, CO, Paradigm Publishers.

Marshall, PA 2003, "Human subjects protections, institutional review boards, and cultural
anthropological research’, Anthropological Quarterly, vol. 76, no. 2, pp- 269-285.

Martin,] 2007, A reasonable balance of law and sentiment: Social order in democratic Taiwan
from the policeman’s point of view’, Law & Society Review, vol. 41, no. 3, pp. 665—697.
McKinneyJC 1966, Constructive Typology and Social Theory,New York.Appleton-Century-Crofs.

Mills, CW 1959, The Sociological Imagination, New York. Oxford University Press.

Naughton, M 2014, *Criminologizing wrongful convictions’. British Journal of Criminology,
DOI: 10.1093/bjc/azu060. ‘

Orb. A, Eisenhauer, L, & Wynaden, D 2001, ‘Ethics in qualitative research’, Journal of Nursing
Scholarship, vol. 33, no. 1, pp. 93-96.

Park, RE & Burgess, EW 1921, Introduction to the Science of Sodiology, Chicago, IL, University
of Chicago Press.

Ragin, C, Nagel, ], & White, P 2004, Workshop on Scientific Foundations of Qualitative Research,
Washington, DC, National Science Foundation. www.nsf.gov/ pubs/2004/nsf04219/
nsf04219.pdf.

Reiss,A] 1971a, The Police and the Public, New Haven, CT, Yale University Press.

Reiss,A] 1971b, Systematic observation of natural social phenomena’, Sociological Methodology,
vol. 3, pp. 3-33.

Sampson, R] & Raudenbush, SW 1999,*Systematic social observation of public spaces: A new
look at disorder in urban neighborhoods’, American Journal of Sociology, vol. 105, no. 3,
pp. 603-651.

Scoggins, SE 2014, ‘Navigating fieldwork as an outsider: Observations from interviewing
police officers in China’, PS: Political Science & Politics, vol. 47, no. 2, pp. 394-397.

Sun, TY. Wu, YN, & Hu, R 2013, ‘Public assessments of the police in rural and urban
China: A theoretical extension and empirical investigation’, British_Journal of Criminology,
vol. 53, no. 4, pp. 643—664.

Tanner, MS 2005, ‘Campaign-style policing in China and its critics’, in Crime, Punishment, and
Policing in China, ed B Bakken, Lanham, MD, Rowman & Littlefield pp. 171-188.

Taylor, RB, Shumaker, SA, & Gottfredson, SD 1985, ‘Neighborhood-level links between
physical features and local sentiments: Deterioration, fear of crime, and confidence’,
Journal of Architectural and Planning Research, vol. 2, no. 4, pp. 261-275.

Wang, P 2014, ‘Extra-legal protection in China: How Guanxi distorts China’s legal system
and facilitates the rise of unlawful protectors’, British_Journal of Criminology, vol. 54, no. 5,
pp- 809-830.

Wilson, JQ & Kelling, GL 1982, ‘Broken windows: The police and neighborhood safety’,
Atlantic, March, pp. 29-38.

Wong, KC 2002, ‘Policing in the People’s Republic of China: The road to reform in the
19905, British _Journal of Criminology, vol. 42, no. 2, p. 281.

Wu, YN & Sun, IY 2009, ‘Citizen trust in police: The case of China’, Police Quarterly, vol. 12,
no. 2, pp. 170-191.

Xu,] 2009,‘The robbery of motorcycle taxi drivers in China: A lifestyle/routine activity per-
spectve and beyond’, British Journal of Criminology, vol. 49, no. 4, pp. 491-512.

Xu, J 2012, ‘Drive-away policing and situational crime prevention in China: An analysis of
Motorcycle ban (jinmo) policy in Guangzhou’, International Journal of Offender Therapy and
Comparative Criminology, vol. 56, no. 2, pp. 239-264.

Xu, J 2013, *Police accountability and the commodification of policing in China: A study
of police/business posters in Guangzhou’, British Journal of Criminology, vol. 53, no. 6,
PP-1093-1117.


fsh
Rectangle


172 Jianhua Xu

Xu, J 2014a, ‘Authoritarian policing with Chinese characterisri;s: A case study of motor-
cycle bans in the Pearl River Delta’, Crime, Law and Social Change, vol. 61, no. 4,
Pp- 439-460. .

Xu, J 2014b, ‘Urbanization and inevitable migration: Crime and migrant workers’, in The
Routledge Handbook of Chinese Criminology, eds L Cao, 1Y Sun, & B Hebenton, London
and New York, Routledge, pp. 209-223.

Xu,] 2015,'Commodification of policing and public disorder in China: A case study of crime
solicitation posters in Guangzhou’, 7th Annual Conference of the Asian Criminology
Society, Hong Kong, June 24-26.

Xu, J & Liu, ] 2015, ‘Crime and punishment in China’, in The Encyclopedia of Crime and
Punishment, ed WG Jennings, Malden and Oxford, Wiley.

Xu,J, Laidler, KJ, & Lee, M 2013,‘Doing criminological ethnography in China: Opportunities
and challenges’, Theoretical Criminology, vol. 17, no. 2, pp. 271=-279.

Young, ] 2011, The Criminological Imagination, Cambridge, Polity Press.

Zhang, L 2011, ‘Transferring Western theory: A comparative and culture-sensitive perspec-
tive of crime research in China’, in The Routledge Handbook of International Criminology: An
International Perspective, eds CJ Smith, SX Zhang, and R Barberet, London and New York,
Routledge, pp. 77-86.

Zhang, LN, Messner, SF, & Liu, JH 2007, ‘Criminological research in contemporary
China: Challenges and lessons learned from a large-scale criminal victimization sur-
vey’, International Journal of OffenderTherapy and Comparative Criminology, vol. 51, no. 1,
pp- 110-121.

Zhou, K & Yan, X 2014, ‘The quest for stability: Policing popular protest in the People’s
Republic of China’, Problems of Post-Communism, vol. 61, no. 3, pp. 3—-17.


fsh
Rectangle




