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Rethinking the “Third Sphere” of Contemporary China:
Inner Genealogy and Evolutionary Logic

Li Yi / Wei Peiye

Abstract: The extensive and unique phenomenon of “officials-civil dualism” prevailing in
contemporary Chinese society can be regarded as a “third sphere” shaped by the overlapping and
interactive relationship between the state and society. By examining the internal composition of
this novel “third sphere organization” in contemporary China, we find it comprises the mass or-
ganizations and non-registration associations, the public affairs institutions, the official social or-
ganizations, the grass-roots mass autonomous organizations, and the non-governmental organiza-
tions with political nature among others. A unified classification system can be established to cat-
egorize these different types of organizations, thereby expanding the conceptual boundaries of the
“third sphere” . The third sphere emerges as a result of the interplay between the “penetration of
state power” and the “development of social forces” . The degree of state power penetration is
primarily constrained by the evolution of the fundamental power structure and influenced by for-
eign governance concepts and technologies. Conversely, the development level of social forces is
largely a product of different economic formations, while also being shaped by external ideas and
strategies regarding associations. Based on these insights, this article constructs a holistic frame-
work to explain the expansion and contraction, emergence, and evolution of the third sphere,
which is further demonstrated through the historical changes in charitable organizations.

Keywords: Officials-civil Dualism; Third Sphere; Centralized Minimalism; Penetration of

State Power; Development of Social Forces
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