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Abstract
This essay explores the complex interplay between localism and cosmopolitanism–those 
seemingly opposing forces within civil society, examining both the tensions and the potential 
for synergy. Localism and cosmopolitanism are not necessarily opposing forces but rather two 
sides of the same coin. Local communities can be incubators for cosmopolitan values. Our case 
study of the shadow civil society in Shanghai, for example, shows how community efforts can 
not only foster local belonging but also promote mutual translation of local best practices and 
cosmopolitan ideals. Similarly, local social justice movements can connect with global networks 
promoting good governance, accountability, transparency, and the rule of law. This synergy allows 
local concerns to find a voice on the global stage and global ideas to be adapted and implemented 
in a way that respects local contexts.
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Introduction

Cosmopolitanism, as a universal ideal or a product of global forces, can be better under-
stood as a local phenomenon, shaped by the historical, cultural, and political contexts of 
specific communities. Every cosmopolitan vision represents a particular community’s 
image of a larger world it belongs to. This image is always partial and shaped by local 
interpretations. Cosmopolitanism, so to speak, is better dubbed as ‘whole in the part’ 
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(Van Assche and Teampău, 2015: 3–6). Moreover, legal and political ideals, as well as 
everyday practices considered cosmopolitan, are created and recreated within specific 
communities. These narratives serve various purposes depending on local aspirations 
and historical memories (Yeoh, 2013: 110). This, however, is not to suggest that localism 
and cosmopolitanism run in parallel and separately from each other. On the contrary, 
there is a co-evolution between the two. Cosmopolitan ideas are not static but constantly 
evolve in response to both local and global changes. Local narratives can be a response 
to global shifts or local competition within a globalised structure (Webb, 2015: 430–
435). There is also an important role of local actors and historical contingencies in shap-
ing cosmopolitan narratives. It avoids a deterministic view where global forces or 
economic factors dictate local forms of cosmopolitanism (Yeoh, 2004). This article 
focuses on civil society as a bearer of such intertwined relations between cosmopolitan-
ism and localism. It brings local discursive constructions into sharper focus, revealing 
the ‘semi-autonomous character’ of how communities narrate their identities and rela-
tionships with the larger world. Civil society allows us to take a glimpse at how the nar-
ratives of cosmopolitanism are shaped within governance arenas, where actors and 
institutions negotiate power, knowledge, and decision-making processes (cf. Matoba, 
2023; Moosa et al., 2021). Overall, it will allow for a more nuanced understanding of 
cosmopolitanism, one that acknowledges the agency of local communities and the com-
plex interplay between local and global forces.

Shanghai, with its rich history of cultural exchange and cosmopolitanism, offers a 
compelling case study for examining the manifestations of this concept within the 
Chinese context. Scholars, for instance, through an analysis of the art scene in early 
twentieth-century Shanghai, have highlighted the city’s unique blend of cultural diver-
sity, global influences, and urban activism (Zheng et al., 2024). This cosmopolitanism, 
however, was not merely an abstract ideal but was deeply embedded within the material 
realities of everyday life. The cosmopolitanism of Shanghai manifested itself in various 
dimensions of urban life, from public health initiatives and security measures to the pro-
liferation of entertainment facilities. This tangible manifestation of cosmopolitanism cre-
ated a new perceptual experience, extending beyond the purely intellectual to encompass 
a spatial and visual dimension (Liang, 2010: 1–5). The city’s cosmopolitan ethos fos-
tered a new consciousness, one that transcended geographically delimited localities, 
embracing a more expansive vision of a global imaginary. This cosmopolitan perspec-
tive, rooted in the material realities of urban life, challenged traditional notions of cul-
tural boundaries and national identity. Shanghai’s cosmopolitanism offered a glimpse 
into a future where individuals could navigate multiple cultural identities and participate 
in a globalised world without sacrificing their local roots (Liang, 2008). Therefore, how 
will it be possible for us to envision the intertwined relations between localism and cos-
mopolitanism in today’s world, and in Shanghai in particular? This will be the central 
question this paper aims to address. To do this, this article will start from a theoretical 
discussion of localism and cosmopolitanism in the first part, to be followed by a discus-
sion of civil society in Shanghai. We coin the term ‘shadow civil society’ to remind our 
readers of some local characteristics of the civil society in Shanghai without sacrificing 
its cosmopolitan outlook.
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Localised civil society as an embodiment of cosmopolitanism

In a globalised world of increasing interconnectedness and compression, the social and 
ethical sphere has undergone profound transformations, where there emerges a space for 
‘world citizens’ to discuss the impacts of globalisation and advocate for a more just and 
peaceful world order (e.g. international NGOs and social movements). In the midst of 
this, cosmopolitanism is seen as a more philosophical concept reflecting a critical and 
reflexive engagement with globalisation, with its emphasis on ‘world openness’ and the 
fostering of an understanding of and respect for diverse ways of life (Delanty, 2006). The 
drawbacks of such a celebratory account of either globalisation or cosmopolitanism lie 
in their lack of specific solutions to complex problems, global or local (Hensby and 
O’Byrne, 2012: 387–390). In applying cosmopolitan ideals to real-world political issues 
like COVID-19 lockdown, we can see that there is no single, universally accepted ‘cos-
mopolitan’ answer to complex political questions (Mansourian, 2021).

Civil society is commonly defined as the social sphere between the private and public 
realms, centring on social interaction and ethical dimensions (Mann et al., 2021: 8–10). 
It fosters social capital and aims to check the power of the state and market. Historically 
this concept stems from Hegel’s view of civil society mediating between private and 
public (Pelczynski, 1984: 1–5) to Gramsci’s focus on its cultural and ethical content 
(Chambers, 2002: 91; Fonseca, 2016: 24). It is in general presumed that civil society 
situates itself between the state and the market, where operating via different mediums, 
these realms follow their own distinctive trajectory of development. In the case of civil 
society, it valorises ethics and social values.

Civil society, the realm of social interaction and collective action between individu-
als, families, and the state, has always grappled with the tension between the local and 
the global (Nicolacopoulos and Vassilacopoulos, 2013: 49–60). In recent decades, this 
tension has been articulated through the concepts of cosmopolitanism and localism. 
Cosmopolitanism emphasises a sense of global citizenship, valuing openness to diverse 
cultures and perspectives. Localism, on the other hand, prioritises the importance of 
place, community, and local traditions. Civil society, historically, has played a key role 
in both local and global movements. From village associations to trade unions, it has 
provided a space for individuals to come together, defend their interests, and shape their 
communities (Mann et  al., 2021: 44–70). However, the rise in globalisation and the 
increasing interconnectedness of the world have forced civil society to confront the limi-
tations of purely local approaches. Environmental challenges like climate change, for 
instance, require collective action that transcends national borders (Diez and von Lucke, 
2023). Similarly, issues like human rights violations or economic exploitation increas-
ingly demand a global response. The rise of information and communication technolo-
gies (ICTs) has further blurred the lines between local and global within civil society 
(Palazzo, 2005). Social media platforms connect local communities to global trends and 
movements. Environmental activism, for instance, utilises social media to share informa-
tion, mobilise supporters around the world, and hold corporations accountable for envi-
ronmental degradation (Carneiro et al., 2023; Goodbody, 2024; Zhang, 2023). However, 
social media can also create echo chambers that limit exposure to diverse perspectives, 
potentially hindering the cross-cultural dialogue central to cosmopolitanism (Coatney, 
2021: 62–78).
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From a cosmopolitan point of view, there is a rise in global civil society, especially as 
a result of the anti-Cold War movements and the increasing interconnectedness of the 
world (Castells, 2008). It is seen as an ‘imagined community’ (Anderson, 1991) united 
by a belief in inclusivity and openness, providing an alternative to other models of global 
governance, such as the global marketplace model, the nation-state model, and the world 
federal model. Such a cosmopolitan view of civil society does not necessarily entail the 
presumption of or commitment to world government ideals, as if cosmopolitanism will 
of necessity lead to a single, unified global political structure. At its weaker dimension, 
cosmopolitan civil society draws on the communitarian aspect of citizenship, with stress 
on the sense of belonging to a global community with shared ethical values, albeit with-
out a world government (Van Assche and Teampău, 2015: 15–20).

For cosmopolitan civil society, it stems from a consciousness to link with the interna-
tional, the global, and the cosmopolitan in formulating its visions and programs for social 
change or activism. Beneath this global consciousness lies a ‘cosmopolitan empathy’ that 
could link communities across national boundaries (Vicentino et  al., 2022: 1–10). 
Through interconnectivity by either social networks or social media, civil society activ-
ists can raise a cross-national awareness of certain issues, magnifying the voices of the 
marginalised, the impaired, the victimised, or the injured (e.g. poverty, inequality, injus-
tice or unfairness). These can help to mobilise support across national boundaries for a 
more just order. Cosmopolitan civil society has a ‘deep global media literacy’, where 
social movements can leverage the media to raise awareness, influence public opinion, 
and create ‘global events’ that shift paradigms (Kamada, 2021).

The local dimension of civil society can be seen in such constitutive elements as 
organisations like churches, social movements, and clubs, occupying a space between 
individuals, families, and the state, and encompassing both descriptive (identifying 
types of action and social spaces) and normative horizons (representing an ideal for 
social progress and evaluation) (Chambers, 2002: 90–100). In this vision, actors and 
processes are crucial to the mobilisation of local communities, as civil society mani-
fests itself through actions and interactions of individuals and groups over time 
within specific contexts (Meyer and Hyde, 2004). This process-oriented approach 
emphasises negotiation, argument, and collaboration (or resistance) towards shared 
goals or against power structures – actions and processes that are contextualised in 
local, specific environs, thus challenging assumptions that civil society is only rele-
vant at national or global scales (Kaldor, 2003: 585). Local engagements are thus of 
indispensable significance for building civil society and fostering connections with 
broader movements, where local organisations, not always focused on large-scale 
change, contribute to social cohesion and provide spaces for dialogue and sociability 
(Mann et al., 2021: 9).

Where actors exercise their autonomy, initiatives, and agency in collective actions, 
civil society is not independent of surrounding economic and political structures, which 
constrain or facilitate the space for action. Historically, the rise in civil society was 
closely bound up with the emergence and growth of the urban sphere, which stood in 
sharp contrast with rural ‘local communities’ that were constructed around place-specific 
ties (Madsen, 2002: 190). Previously it might have a state-centric orientation; neverthe-
less, in its successive development, civil society has evolved into a space distinct from 
both state and market (Amenta, 2005: 96–100).
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The shadow civil society in Shanghai

To fully understand the characteristics of Shanghai’s civil society, it is necessary to com-
pare Shanghai with other regions (Zhang and Yao, 2016). Beijing has a civil society led 
by intellectuals, aiming at dissemination of ideas and policy advocacy as its main goals, 
for which reason intellectuals in Beijing enjoy a far higher level of political influence 
than elsewhere1; by way of comparison, in Zhejiang Province, the civil society is mainly 
made up of entrepreneurs2, who are keen to improve the business environment, set indus-
try standards, and influence industrial policies, with a weaker political dimension and a 
strongest relationship with the government (Chen et al., 2023; Ma, 2021). Guangdong 
Province has a civil society of market-oriented media and social organisations, of which 
many are concerned with labour and environmental issues, with a strong collective action 
capacity (Tomba, 2010; Tsang, 2014: 5–9). Among this constellation of various types of 
civil society, Shanghai is seemingly less outstanding, as its civil society is mainly con-
sisted of ordinary local citizens, with a far weaker capacity for collective action and 
political influence. The city in and of itself, nevertheless, is a most cosmopolitan place 
with an international outlook and a growing middle class (Zheng et al., 2024), where 
public opinions may exert pressure on the local and central government alike (Xiong, 
2019). The middle class, by definition, can be approached statistically, using indicators 
of middle-income groups and occupational categories to classify the corresponding mid-
dle-class ‘strata’ (Xiong, 2020a). The traditional Marxist view is to place the middle 
class in the context of the production relations of society as a whole, based on a class 
analysis, particularly the ideological reproduction function that this class carries out. Zhu 
and Fan (2019) contrast these two approaches, emphasising the inherent cultural attrib-
utes of the middle class, arguing that a cultural self-perception and lifestyle are the two 
telling signs of the middle class.

Starting from the Western concept of civil society and stressing the organisational 
independence of civil society, one would think that Chinese civil society is very weak, or 
even that there is no civil society in China (Chen, 2013: 117). Nevertheless, from a more 
dynamic point of view, if civil society in North America and Western Europe has taken a 
consolidated shape, arguably its Chinese counterpart is in a more fluid form, malleable 
and context-specific. Take the civil society in Shanghai as an example. It may not be so 
organised in terms of organisational structure as its Western counterpart. Nevertheless, 
this is does not discount its degree of autonomy from both state and market. The line 
between private rights and political participation may be blurred to a certain extent. 
Moreover, the state-society relation is not necessarily adversarial by presumption, in 
which stead, there has for long been a cultural tradition of state-society collaboration or 
officer-citizen bond as enshrined by Confucianism (Bell and Wang, 2020: 6).

This consideration compels us to re-examine the concept of civil society in China 
through the lens of consent and the negotiation of authority. While existing frameworks 
often draw comparisons to Western notions of association (de Tocqueville, 2010: 302–
310) or the ‘weapons of the weak’ employed in the Third World (Scott, 1985), these 
comparisons offer an incomplete picture. The reason we may call the civil society in 
Shanghai a ‘shadow’ one lies not in formal associations or acts of outright resistance, but 
rather in the realm of consent. This emphasis on consent is a crucial departure from 
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existing frameworks. It transcends the limitations of formal association, which might 
overlook the agency of individuals who choose not to outwardly organise. It also avoids 
romanticising resistance, acknowledging that even subtle acts of non-cooperation or the 
withholding of consent can be powerful tools for shaping policy and influencing the 
state. The concept of shadow civil society emerges from the ongoing collision and 
exchange between Chinese and Western cultural influences. Contemporary Chinese citi-
zens hold nuanced conceptions of the state and political participation, distinct from both 
traditional Chinese models and modern Western ideals. Their values reflect a unique 
blend of pre-modern, modern, and postmodern influences, shaping their approach to 
engaging with the state. The concept of civil society, as a vital component of a modern 
state, has traditionally been associated with the cultivation of civic virtues and the active 
engagement of citizens in public life (Chandhoke, 1995: 10–12; Guo, 2023). Scholars 
have for long emphasised the role of education in fostering these virtues, nurturing a citi-
zenry capable of informed and responsible participation in the political process (Barber, 
2003: 233–237). Moreover, the study of civil society often focuses on the contributions 
of citizen-based groups and organisations to social governance, highlighting their role in 
shaping public policy and promoting civic engagement (Putnam et al., 1993, ch.6; cf. 
Agustín and Jorgensen, 2019; Berry and Gabay, 2009; Baker, 2009; Beck, 2008; Beck 
and Levy, 2013; Brincat, 2017).

While the preceding analysis highlights the vital role of civil society in shaping public 
discourse and fostering civic engagement, it is essential to acknowledge the limitations 
of this perspective. A more nuanced understanding must account for the realities of eve-
ryday political participation. While the ideal citizen may actively engage in public affairs, 
the reality is often more complex. The demands of work, family, and other personal com-
mitments can limit the extent to which individuals can participate in political activities 
on a sustained basis. Moreover, the concept of ‘ocular politics’, as articulated by Jeffrey 
Green (2010), underscores the passive nature of much political engagement in contem-
porary societies. Citizens, both voters and non-voters, often observe and evaluate politi-
cal discourse from a distance, rarely participating directly in decision-making processes. 
This highlights the disconnect between the idealised model of active citizenship and the 
realities of political participation in the modern world. While civil society organisations 
play a crucial role in mobilising citizens for specific campaigns or issues, it is important 
to recognise that sustained, universal participation remains an elusive goal (cf. 
Baumgartner and Leech, 1998; Green, 2016). Civil society often remains dormant, acti-
vated only in response to specific crises or events. This phenomenon underscores the 
challenges inherent in fostering a culture of active citizenship and the need for innovative 
strategies to encourage broader and more sustained engagement in public affairs 
(Chandler, 2009; Cheah, 2006). Therefore, when we use this term ‘shadow civil society’, 
it points to the realities of everyday political participation that are often more complex 
and nuanced than idealised models suggest. Understanding the limitations of civic 
engagement and the challenges of fostering active citizenship is essential for developing 
effective strategies to promote a more participatory and just democracy. By the same 
token, when focusing on the ‘power of consent’ (Locke, 1980: 14), we are capable of 
investigating the dynamic nature of the relationship between the state and shadow civil 
society in China. It is not a static power struggle, but rather a continuous negotiation, 
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where the boundaries of acceptable behaviour and the terms of the ‘psychological con-
tract’ (Guest and Conway, 2001) are constantly evolving. By reframing the analysis 
through the lens of consent, we can gain a deeper understanding of the complex interplay 
between state authority, cultural influences, and citizen agency in contemporary China.

The middle class in Shanghai.  In assessing the relationship between the middle class and 
civil society in China, Hsiao (2010: 259–262) claims that ‘there is a disconnect rather 
than a link between the emerging middle class and the growth of civil society’. His 
assessment is based on a few diagnostic observations of the middle class in China, 
where there lack ‘progressive elements within the middle strata as measured by eco-
nomic and income indicators or occupational criteria’, and no signs are available to 
suggest that ‘a true sector of nongovernmental civic organizations has developed into a 
viable social force’. His pessimistic evaluation may need further interrogation. The so-
called ‘progressive elements’ are not entirely absent within Chinese society. Individuals 
striving for upwards mobility, even within a hierarchical system, may harbour aspira-
tions for a more just and equitable social order. These aspirations, grounded in a Rawl-
sian sense of fairness (Rawls, 1971), could potentially translate into a demand for 
greater social participation and a more accountable political system. The characterisa-
tion of China’s non-governmental civic organisation (NGO) sector as underdeveloped 
requires further exploration. While NGOs might face significant restrictions, alternative 
forms of civic engagement may be emerging. Grassroots organisations focused on envi-
ronmental protection, community development, or educational reform could be flour-
ishing beneath the surface. These organisations, operating within the boundaries of the 
existing political system, might nonetheless contribute to a more vibrant civil society by 
fostering social capital, promoting public discourse, and advocating for incremental 
change. Furthermore, the assertion of a complete disconnect between the middle class 
and civil society growth in China warrants a more critical examination. Even within a 
context of limited political space, the middle class might exert a subtle yet influential 
force. Their economic clout could empower them to advocate for consumer rights, ethi-
cal labour practices, or environmental sustainability. In addition, their growing access 
to information and communication technologies could facilitate the formation of online 
communities and the dissemination of alternative narratives, fostering a more critical 
citizenry. We shall illustrate this by exploring the case of Shanghai, where the emer-
gence of middle class has contributed in no small way to a robust civil society, espe-
cially during the 2022 lockdown period.

The public health emergency in Shanghai in 2022 exposed a fascinating dynamic 
concerning the boundaries between the government and the people as well as the state 
and civil society. Unlike contexts where a culture of ‘government power worship’ pre-
vails, Shanghai’s market-driven economy fosters a citizenry more attuned to the demar-
cation between public power and the private sphere. This heightened sensitivity is likely 
attributable, in part, to the city’s well-developed market structures and resourceful gov-
ernment. The middle class, in particular, benefits from a mature market infrastructure, 
providing them with a degree of economic autonomy and access to resources. The cen-
tral insight of the Marxian theory of class analysis is to examine the nature and political 
tendencies of social classes by placing them within the context of productive relations. 



Lin and Xiong	 229

Our understanding the middle-class culture will be premised on the tracing of the condi-
tions of (re)producing the middle class. By examining the middle class in Beijing, 
Shanghai, and Guangzhou, scholars have reported that those with higher marketability 
(education and professional skills) and those employed in state-owned enterprises are 
more likely to be among the middle class3. This, in turn, emboldens them to express dis-
senting views on public matters. Furthermore, the presence of a vibrant market often 
cultivates a network of private contacts, encompassing not only middle and high-level 
officials but also mainstream media outlets and opinion leaders. This access to alterna-
tive channels of communication empowers the middle class to voice their concerns and 
participate, albeit indirectly, in shaping public discourse.

It is important to acknowledge that this negotiation of boundaries does not necessarily 
translate into overt confrontation. While the middle class demonstrates a willingness to 
challenge perceived overreach by the state, the emphasis remains on maintaining a 
degree of social stability and economic functionality. This suggests a pragmatic approach, 
one that seeks to influence public policy through reasoned discourse and engagement 
with established institutions, rather than resorting to disruptive forms of protest. The 
Shanghai case thus presents a nuanced example of civil society operating within a spe-
cific socio-economic context. It highlights the potential for a middle class, empowered 
by a market economy, to engage constructively with the state, even as they remain vigi-
lant in protecting the boundaries between public and private spheres. The Shanghai expe-
rience offers valuable insights into the evolving relationship between civil society and 
public authority in a globalised world.

Urban grassroots governance in the ‘State-market-society’ triad.  The ‘state-market-society’ 
triad is a classic analytical framework for understanding local governance (Pelczynski, 
1984: 10–11). At the community level, public officials at the town government may be 
regarded as representative of the state. The property company is the market, while local 
residents and apartment owners are the citizens, constituting the society distinct from 
state and market. In the Chinese bureaucratic hierarchy, the neighbourhood committee 
(jiedao weiyuanhui) may be regarded as an oddity, a bridge, or an in-between. It is situ-
ated between the state and the society, acquiring certain features from both. By law it is 
a self-governing, autonomous body for the local community, mainly made up of local 
residents and responsible for public matters within a designated area. It is, in this sense, 
‘societal’, as its members are mostly ordinary, local citizens. On the other hand, in its 
actual operation, it is more often than not been absorbed into local government, becom-
ing an extension of the latter in providing public services and goods to local residents. It 
is the convergence point for society and state. This was particularly the case during the 
lockdown period in Shanghai in 2022, where understaffed local government bureaus had 
to rely upon neighbourhood committees all over the city in the providing of public goods. 
It brings politics closer to citizens’ everyday life by enabling and empowering them in 
the process of political participation (Boyte, 2005).

In unpacking the public administration during the lockdown period, we can use this 
‘state-market-society’ triad as an approach to dissect three different mechanisms at work. 
For the state, it is in principle a mode of governance that sets public interests as its prior-
ity, with a constellation of coercive apparatuses at its disposal should there occur failure 
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to observe its directives, policies, and regulations. The market emphasises free will and 
the spirit of contractarianism, with its focus on private interests. The community, as a 
middle ground between the state and the market, is the ground where the private and the 
public meet, negotiate, and converge. During the lockdown period, the community was 
an important player in filling the vacuum left by the state and the market, as far as pre-
venting the spread of the COVID-19 virus was concerned.

Through this triad framework, first and foremost, Shanghai presents a ‘strong state’ 
model (Ye, 2022b). The local government in Shanghai functions with a high level of 
efficiency, rich public resources at its disposal, a stronger capacity to provide public 
services, and a far-reaching penetration into the market economy and grassroots society. 
In terms of the rule-of-law index, Shanghai has been ranked way higher than other 
municipalities, provinces and regions in China, with a track record of pro-market poli-
cies in the form of the rule of law, transparency, the attracting of direct investment, and 
the improvement of business environments, to name just a few. Grassroots organisations 
in Shanghai rely on the ‘strong market’ for financial and human support on the one hand, 
and on the ‘strong state’ for public resources and service opportunities on the other, creat-
ing a community self-governance mechanism that is dependent on both the strong mar-
ket and the strong state to function.

Alongside this ‘strong state’, the market in Shanghai is also quite strong. Shanghai 
has a very market-driven economy since the development of the Pudong area in the 
twentieth century. According to the China Marketisation Index Report, Shanghai’s mar-
ketisation level had been among the highest in China from 2008 to 2018. According to 
its measurements, Shanghai’s marketisation index had been continuously growing in 
four 2-year intervals, except for 2012, when it declined compared to 2010 and dropped 
to the fifth place in the rankings. Other than that, Shanghai was ranked the top in the 
country in all three measurements in 2008, 2010, and 2014, and was narrowly overtaken 
by Zhejiang in 2016, still maintaining the second place in the country (Wang et al., 2018). 
In areas related to social governance, Shanghai also has introduced market mechanisms 
into its provision of public services, where the government will resort to private corpora-
tion for the procurement of public goods or human resources. Because of this, Shanghai 
is able to maintain its public service supply capacity at the second highest in the country 
while controlling the size of the government (He and Zheng, 2014).

In this triad, Shanghai’s civil society organisations are not as strong as the market and 
the state. Shanghai has adopted the strategy of ‘replacing NGOs with social workers’ in 
grassroots governance, whereby the government purchases services from social work 
organisations and incorporates them into the grassroots governance system. As has been 
pointed out, in local communities, neighbourhood committees, supposedly the self-gov-
erning bodies for local residents, have now become another administrative ‘arm’ of the 
government. Originally there co-exist two parallel organisations, namely the government 
administrative system and the residents’ self-governing bodies, whereas by now they 
have gradually coalesced into one single system. As a result of such assimilation or coa-
lescence, the community has never been able to develop its own strong sense of auton-
omy, where an individualistic consideration of one’s own private interests irrespective of 
public goods may give rise to serious conflicts (Hong and Lin, 2014).
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Localism and cosmopolitanism of Shanghai Civil Society during the 2022 
COVID-19 lockdown

The public health emergency in Shanghai in the beginning of 2022 presented a unique 
challenge for urban governance, demonstrably distinct from the previously encountered 
exigencies of localised disaster relief, such as typhoon or flood control. Unlike these 
discrete events, which necessitated a focused and resource-intensive response concen-
trated within a specific geographical area, the epidemic management of COVID-19 
demanded a more overarching approach. It necessitated the mobilisation of not just state 
resources but also the concerted efforts of the market and civil society at large. The tra-
ditional approach to disaster relief, often characterised by an ‘abundance’ of readily 
deployable municipal resources, was not readily applicable. The strategy of ‘concentrat-
ing all resources on one area’, effective in addressing location-specific natural catastro-
phes, could not be readily translated to the management of a city-wide epidemic like the 
COVID-19. Public resources, typically plentiful in the face of isolated emergencies, 
became relatively scarce when confronting a pervasive and multifaceted threat like the 
COVID-19 pandemic. In the meanwhile, the market, accustomed to the smooth flow of 
goods and services, entered a state of ‘standstill’ during the epidemic. The disruption of 
supply chains, the limitations on mobility, and the fear of contagion significantly impeded 
normal market operations. This would very much depend on the ‘state-market-society’ 
triad to come up with innovative solutions to maintain the flow of essential goods and 
services while mitigating the spread of the virus.

Civil society at the grassroots level, encompassing individual citizens and community 
organisations, played an equally, if not more, important role in the epidemic manage-
ment. In contrast to location-specific disasters, where the state may take the lead, an 
overarching public health emergency engendered a heightened level of citizen engage-
ment and self-governance at the local level. Civil society activism manifested itself in 
various ways, including the debate on public health directives, community-based support 
networks, and the dissemination of COVID-19-related information. Overall, it was quite 
a challenge for urban governance, centring on a holistic approach that transcended tradi-
tional disaster relief models and depending on the coordinated efforts of the state, the 
market, and civil society at large. Through an analysis of the state response, the potential 
‘standstill’ of the market, and the crucial role of grassroots-level collective actions, we 
can develop a more nuanced framework for understanding and effectively responding to 
such public health emergencies in cosmopolitan cities.

Cosmopolitanism in Shanghai civil society.  The burgeoning civil society in Shanghai pre-
sents a compelling case study for exploring the potential embodiment of cosmopolitan 
ideals within a specific socioeconomic context4. During the social mobilisation in the 
lockdown period, we can examine how Shanghai’s civil society grapples with the core 
tenets of cosmopolitanism. Kantian cosmopolitanism posits a universal moral commu-
nity, encompassing all rational beings. These individuals, analogous to citizens in a 
republic, share fundamental characteristics: freedom, equality, and independence. They 
are bound not by codified laws but by the universal principles of morality, derived 
through reason. In the context of Shanghai’s civil society, this translates to a recognition 
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of the inherent moral worth of all individuals, regardless of nationality or origin. Efforts 
to promote cross-cultural understanding and collaboration within the city can be viewed 
as expressions of this Kantian ideal. In addition to Kant, early utilitarian cosmopolitans, 
such as Jeremy Bentham, grounded their cosmopolitanism in the principle of ‘common 
and equal utility’. This approach emphasises the maximisation of well-being for all, tran-
scending national boundaries. Shanghai’s civil society, through its engagement with 
global networks and advocacy for issues like human rights and transparency, reflects this 
utilitarian strand of cosmopolitanism. By advocating for policies that enhance the well-
being of all people, regardless of location, Shanghai’s civil society demonstrates a com-
mitment to this broader conception of human flourishing. The question of grounding 
moral cosmopolitanism remains a central debate. While Kant emphasises reason, other 
potential foundations include universally shared human characteristics such as the capac-
ity for suffering, a moral sense, or an aesthetic imagination (Kant, 2006), the specific 
basis for cosmopolitan principles within Shanghai’s civil society is likely a complex 
interplay of these various factors.

First, there is a strong sense of private rights and rules formed on the basis of individu-
alism. As a cosmopolitan metropolis, the citizens in Shanghai have, on an average level, 
a better record of educational achievement, with access to diversified sources of informa-
tion and greater sensitivity to domestic and international affairs. There is a greater atten-
tion to the protection of individual rights and a use of legal procedures afforded by the 
rule of law. During the lockdown period, many members of the public questioned the 
legality of those lockdown measures. Whether these appeals and reflections from the 
social level can be fully justified in terms of laws and legal theories notwithstanding, the 
circulation of such opinions within the society at large bespoke the sensitivity of local 
communities to legal compliance, political legitimacy, and moral justifiability of public 
policy measures. The residents of Hui Xian Ju, a neighbourhood in the Xuhui District, 
challenged the lockdown policy issued by their local neighbourhood committee, accus-
ing them of implementing an unreasoning, draconian code of lockdown that was without 
authorization and thus illegimate. They, on this basis, announced that they would lift the 
ban on outdoors activities on their own, which was a typical case of such public opinion 
being turned into collective action (Chake, 2022).

Second, there is a preference for a market-based approach to resource allocation. 
Shanghai is one of the most market-oriented municipalities in China, where the market 
plays a decisive role in resource allocation, and the public prefers to obtain resources 
through market-based methods. At usual times, Shanghai has abundant public and mar-
ket resources at its disposal, with surplus for public transfer to other provinces or regions 
in China. However, during the lockdown period, the so-called ‘static management’ (jin-
gtai guanli) of the whole city led to a sharp decline in the mobility of local residents, and 
the market almost ceased to operate due to the ‘fronzen’ mobility of the people. It was 
difficult for the government to find temporary measures to fill the huge gap in supply 
brought about by the market shutdown, resulting in a shortage of supply in almost every 
public good and service. Confronted by the dilemma of the double scarcity of public and 
market resources, Shanghai citizens quickly responded to the ‘temporary scarcity’ 
through group purchases (tuangou). Group purchasing was essentially a market-based 
resource allocation method, whereby buyers, in aggregating their purchase demands, 
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increased the supply of goods by raising prices and buying in bulk, which was close to 
the act of auction to a certain extent. Typically, the larger the neighbourhood and the 
higher the price accepted by the residents, the more likely the group purchase was to land 
in a deal. In the early days of the lockdown period, group buying played a crucial role in 
alleviating residents’ supply shortages. Indeed, it should be acknowledged that the low-
income and the elderly were often excluded from group buying (Qu, 2022).

Third, there is a greater attention to professionalism. The civil society in Shanghai has 
on average a better record of educational achievement, of whom many are professional 
technicians, engineers and managers, to name just a few. The civil society led by the mid-
dle class in Shanghai has been known for its culture of professionalism, where expert 
knowledge can play a crucial role in the making of collective decisions and public poli-
cies. The middle class in Shanghai has many members who are experts in multiple areas 
and disciplines including but not limited to college professors, doctors, engineers, and 
technicians. It also has a leading research infrastructure in terms of natural sciences and 
medicine. The great influence and prestige enjoyed by Zhang Wenhong, an expert in 
epidemiology in Shanghai, was a telling example of this public respect to professional-
ism (Guan, 2022).

Fourth, members of the civil society in Shanghai can be good at using the Internet and 
social media for communicating of their views, opinions and perspectives. Strictly 
speaking, this is not a feature unique to Shanghai; on the contrary, it is a shared trait we 
may identify among cosmopolitan places (e.g. London, New York, Paris, and Tokyo, 
among many other cities), namely a higher level of media literacy (Hull and Stornaiuolo, 
2014). When the lockdown measure was announced in Shanghai, it immediately caught 
the attention of media both in and outside China. Shanghai, with its cutting-edge ICT 
infrastructure and digital capabilities, has a middle school that is well versed in the use 
of these infrastructure and capabilities to communicate their voices with the outside 
world. A handful of social media platforms are at the disposal of local residents in the 
disseminating of their voices, experiences and dissenting views of the lockdown meas-
ures (Ye, 2022a).

As can be seen, Shanghai’s civil society maintains a cooperative attitude towards 
institutionalised power, while, at the same time, it advocates professionalism, demands 
the rule of law, procedures and institutionalisation, and remains clear-headed and vigi-
lant towards public power, in search of a governance model based on the transparency 
of information and the rationality of rules. Attention has been paid to the rationalisa-
tion of public policy measures and the rule of law (Shi, 2019). Those emergency lock-
down measures, where they failed to align with the civil society’s subscription to 
professionalism and its understanding of the rule of law, were without a doubt put 
under a questionmark.

Localism in Shanghai civil society.  Since the March 2022 outbreak, Shanghai’s neighbour-
hood committees were mobilised to tackle with the public health emergency situation. 
There was an article, titled ‘Reading Shanghai’s Neighbourhood Committees: How dif-
ficult is it to govern the city’s “endpoints” under the epidemic’, which, becoming viral on 
social media, examined in detail the tasks undertaken by local committees to prevent and 
control the epidemic during the COVID-19 outbreak. There was a huge gap between the 
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number of staff working at a typical neighbourhood committee (normally six to nine 
persons on average) and the committee’s jurisdiction of target population (an average of 
3,940 residents). In its daily operation, there were 119 daily affairs for a local neighbour-
hood committee on its worklist in Shanghai’s Pudong Area in 2018. Of these 119 items, 
82, at 68.9%, were in support of party committees, government agencies, local courts, 
and the issuance of various certificates for local residents. From this it can be seen that 
although neighbourhood committees were supposedly and legally self-governing bodies, 
they were in fact a hub of local governance between the government and local residents 
(Bian et al., 2022). Articles 20 and 21 of the current Regulations on Shanghai Municipal 
Neighbourhood Committees stipulate that the neighbourhood committees should super-
vise the operation of property owners’ committees within local residential areas5.

The COVID-19 outbreak cast a harsh light upon the performance and operational 
capacity of neighbourhood committees, revealing a complex interplay between citizen 
demands, information dissemination, and the exercise of discretionary power. On the one 
hand, residents placed a premium on the timely and transparent conveyance of authorita-
tive information by these committees. They expected a decisive and prompt approach to 
decision-making, particularly in a context where mobility restrictions were in place. The 
discretionary power wielded by neighbourhood committees in issuing various certifi-
cates had taken on unforeseen significance. From the release of essential goods to facili-
tating emergency medical care and medication access, these certificates profoundly 
impacted the safety and security of residents’ lives and property. This expanded role 
positioned neighbourhood committees within the public consciousness as a vital arm of 
the ‘grassroots government’. However, this newfound centrality was not without its chal-
lenges. The middle-class residents, often characterised by a higher level of information 
access and relative resourcefulness, were more likely to scrutinise and critique the execu-
tion of decisions and the legitimacy of the committee’s authority. This dynamic under-
scored the inherent tension between the need for decisive action during a public health 
crisis and the expectation of transparent, accountable governance, even at the local level 
(Cai, 2022).

The ability of neighbourhood committees to navigate these competing demands 
would be a crucial determinant of their effectiveness in this extraordinary circumstance. 
Their capacity to earn and maintain the trust of residents hinged on their ability to pro-
vide reliable information, act with sound judgement, and ensure fairness and impartiality 
in the exercise of their newfound power. The COVID-19 lockdown thus presented a 
unique opportunity to evaluate the legitimacy and effectiveness of neighbourhood com-
mittees as a vital tier of urban governance, particularly in the context of crisis response.

On the other hand, the demands of the middle class extended beyond the realm of 
information dissemination and decisive action. They envisioned the neighbourhood 
committee functioning not only as an arm of the ‘grassroots government’ but also as a 
facilitator for continued market engagement, reflecting their inherent preference for mar-
ket mechanisms (Li and Shen, 2023). This manifested in their expectation that the com-
mittee would actively cooperate with property owners and landlords. From their 
perspective, the committee ought to facilitate the procurement of essential materials, 
maintenance services, and public health services within the neighbourhood. This 
reflected a fundamental tenet of middle-class preference – a belief in the efficacy and 
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efficiency of a market-driven approach to securing vital goods and services. However, 
one must acknowledge the potential tension inherent in this demand. While the middle 
class desired a decisive and informationally transparent committee acting as a quasi-
governmental entity, they simultaneously expected it to effectuate market solutions. This 
presented a potential conundrum. Could the committee effectively fulfil both roles – that 
of a decisive, information-driven arm of the state and that of a facilitator for market 
transactions – especially in a context of public health crisis and resource scarcity? This 
question highlighted the need for a nuanced approach, one that acknowledged the legiti-
macy of both sets of demands while recognising the inherent challenges in reconciling 
them. The neighbourhood committee might need to prioritise the allocation of resources 
based on public health needs while finding creative ways to connect residents with essen-
tial services, potentially through partnerships with local businesses or the establishment 
of alternative market mechanisms within the constraints of the lockdown (Chen, 2023).

While it is true that Shanghai’s civil society might lack a highly organised structure, 
and the middle class historically exhibited a low level of participation in public affairs, a 
crucial shift emerged in the face of the COVID-19 lockdown. This period of crisis 
revealed an untapped potential within this demographic segment. Although lacking sys-
tematic experience in self-governance, the middle class possessed a significant advan-
tage – a high level of human capital. Many residents held managerial positions within 
public institutions or the private sector, equipping them with valuable skills applicable to 
community governance. This crisis, with its attendant threats to the tangible interests of 
families, acted as a powerful catalyst for middle-class participation. Static, top-down 
lockdown measures proved insufficient. The middle class, driven by the need for mate-
rial security and orderly boundary demarcation within their communities, stepped for-
ward to safeguard their collective well-being (He et al., 2023). Their marketability and 
awareness of rules manifested in two key ways.

First, residents leveraged their understanding of market dynamics. They utilised 
office and project management software to facilitate ‘refined group purchasing’, a testa-
ment to their resourcefulness in connecting with the market and maintaining essential 
supplies during a period of disruption. Second, their familiarity with regulations and 
online communication platforms like WeChat proved invaluable. Residents rapidly 
adopted these tools for bartering, neighbourhood messaging, and information sharing. 
This online space created a platform for applying established rules and regulations more 
effectively. Furthermore, WeChat groups fostered a sense of community and facilitated 
communication between residents6. This technological literacy, as it were, laid the 
groundwork for collaboration. Industry committees emerged as platforms for delibera-
tion alongside neighbourhood committees and property owners. Residents engaged in 
discussions aimed at programme development and the reconstruction of governance 
norms tailored to the specific needs of the community.

However, the success of these resident-led initiatives, particularly group purchasing 
efforts, remained contingent upon several factors. The effectiveness of the ‘head of group 
purchase’ (tuanzhang), responsible for coordinating material procurement, played a cru-
cial role. In addition, the neighbourhood committee retained an essential responsibility, 
providing leadership and oversight. Property owners contributed through planning 
expertise, and industry committees served as platforms for collective discourse. This 
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lockdown period thus highlighted the critical importance of good governance norms at 
the community level, requiring collaboration between various stakeholders, including 
the middle class, to navigate unforeseen challenges (Qu, 2022).

Block Z in Pudong New Area is a typical middle-class neighbourhood with an aver-
age price of more than RMB 100,000 per square metre and more than 700 households. 
During the period of lockdown, the management committee and neighbourhood commit-
tee of Block Z took the lead, with the participation of the property owners, and compiled 
in mid-April, 2022, when the outbreak was at its peak, a Manual of Guidelines for the 
Management of COVID-19 Lockdown Period, which was published on the public web-
site of the management committee. In the management structure of Block Z, the neigh-
bourhood committee played a more important role in communicating with the 
government, while the property owners’ committee actively participated in self-govern-
ance through mobilisation and publicity, and the property owners provided support for 
community access, distribution of materials, and garbage disposal.

In response to the exigencies of the public health emergency, a novel governance 
structure emerged at the community level in Shanghai. This framework, built upon the 
principle of ‘joint governance’, facilitated a collaborative approach between various 
stakeholder groups. Notably, the neighbourhood committee, the owners’ committee rep-
resenting residents, and individual property owners jointly established a ‘command 
group’ for the epidemic prevention work. This central body ensured a finely divided 
distribution of responsibilities, with six specialised working groups established within its 
purview. These groups addressed critical needs, focusing on the organisation of nucleic 
acid testing, the safeguarding of medical requirements, the guarantee of food and bever-
age supplies for property owners, the provision of care for vulnerable groups, the pro-
curement of essential emergency supplies, and effective public communication strategies. 
The vanguard role assumed by party members within the command group deserved par-
ticular attention. They played a crucial role in establishing ‘vanguard teams’ (xianfeng-
dui), tasked with essential community mobilisation efforts. These teams undertook the 
recruitment, training, and management of volunteers, ensuring a robust system of citizen 
participation in the community response. Furthermore, the party members functioned as 
disseminators of party guidelines and policies, ensuring clear communication and adher-
ence to official directives. To enhance the effectiveness of the command group and 
ensure its responsiveness to evolving needs, a mechanism for democratic deliberation 
and oversight was incorporated. Specialised delegations, representing each block of flats 
within the community, were integrated into the group’s structure. This facilitated the 
timely identification of residents’ specific requirements and allowed for adjustments to 
be made to the group’s work in a dynamic and responsive manner, informed by a con-
stant flow of daily information. This inclusion of resident representatives within the 
command group structure suggested a nascent recognition of the importance of bottom-
up approaches in achieving effective crisis management within the context of a well-
ordered society.

The anti-epidemic management model implemented in Block Z presented a compel-
ling case study in collaborative governance during a public health crisis. This model was 
characterised by three key features, each contributing to its effectiveness. First, the model 
leveraged the inherent flexibility afforded by owner autonomy. Residents, through their 
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ownership committees, actively participated in delineating the boundaries of responsibil-
ity between the neighbourhood committee, property owners’ committees, and individual 
property owners. This participatory approach established a clear foundation for coopera-
tion among these various stakeholders. Second, the model emphasised centralised and 
unified command in coordinating anti-epidemic efforts. This centralised structure served 
as a crucial complement to the division of responsibilities. By avoiding an overly granu-
lar division of labour, the model safeguarded against potential paralysis within the gov-
ernance system, which could occur if any single party were to encounter difficulties 
fulfilling its designated tasks. Third, the model incorporated a unique element within its 
command group structure. In addition to the division of labour for specialised tasks, the 
group also integrated party organisations and representatives. This inclusion reflected a 
commitment to grassroots self-governance, albeit under the leadership of party organisa-
tions. This tripartite structure, encompassing centralised elements alongside decentral-
ised decision-making, embodied the principles of interactive governance. It facilitated a 
division of labour not only between government and market actors, but also incorporated 
civil society through resident participation. This multi-actor approach effectively mobi-
lised the collective enthusiasm and expertise of various stakeholders, ultimately contrib-
uting to the success of the anti-epidemic efforts within Block Z.

The Block Z model, with its emphasis on owner autonomy, centralised coordination, 
and inclusive participation, offered valuable insights into the potential benefits of a 
multi-actor approach to crisis management. Although the generalisability of this model 
across diverse social and economic contexts would await further research, the Block Z 
case undeniably provided a compelling example of how collaborative governance could 
be harnessed to effectively address complex public health challenges (Xiong, 2020b).

Intertwined cosmopolitanism and localism in Shanghai’s civil society.  The public health emer-
gency in Shanghai underscored the crucial triad of ‘state-market-society’, not only as a 
source of information but also as a resource pool for problem-solving. Through the pro-
liferation of WeChat groups and self-organised initiatives, a complex web of relation-
ships emerged. This network, comprised of numerous enthusiastic citizens and entities 
with access to resources, formed a resilient self-operative mechanism that significantly 
aided the official response to the crisis in the midst of market failures. This case study 
compels us to consider the potential benefits of a ‘multi-nodal’ interconnectedness 
between localism and cosmopolitanism, insofar as information dissemination and crisis 
management are concerned. While official government channels remained essential, 
they could be effectively complemented by establishing additional information hubs 
alongside data processing and problem-solving nodes. This multi-nodal structure fos-
tered a more robust and responsive system that could tap into resources at both local and 
cosmopolitan levels.

We may consider a hypothetical scenario here, where a mother with a young child is 
tested positive for the virus. Her immediate needs are likely multifaceted, encompass-
ing medical care, childcare arrangements for her children, elder care for dependents at 
home, and potentially, psychological support. A singular, hierarchical response struc-
ture might struggle to address this complex set of needs effectively. National or 
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cosmopolitan guidelines would not be able to respond in a timely manner to such needs. 
By way of comparison, a multi-threaded, diversified network, operating both horizon-
tally and vertically, could facilitate a more comprehensive and coordinated response, 
where the cosmopolitan would need to be activated through a local understanding and 
interpretation of needs of this mother.

In this hypothetical scenario, if we adopt a multi-nodal perspective and regard each 
entity as a node, then every such ‘node’ within the network, specialising in a specific 
area, could be activated simultaneously, ensuring that the diverse needs of the indi-
vidual are met promptly and efficiently. By definition, a node is a ‘junction of infor-
mation channels’, where governments are regarded as ‘nodal’ to the extent that they 
are ‘seeing many different cases and thus building up a store of information’ (Hood, 
1983: 4). Here we would argue that it is not just governments, but also other organisa-
tions, individuals or entities that can be equally ‘nodal’ in nature. These ‘nodal’ enti-
ties en semble create an assembly of ‘nodes’ that constitute a multi-nodal network7. 
Furthermore, the Shanghai experience highlighted the limitations of traditional hier-
archical structures in fostering innovation during a pandemic crisis like the COVID-
19. While government departments and agencies, such as the Civil Affairs Department 
(minzhengju), might recognise the need to incentivise social workers, their ability to 
implement such incentives could be hampered by bureaucratic processes. Street-level 
actors were often the ones tasked with the procurement of services and the execution 
of incentive programmes. This disconnect between policy design and implementation 
posed a significant hurdle to rapid adaptation and innovation. However, by fostering 
a synergy between the private and public sectors, a more dynamic and adaptable sys-
tem could emerge. Dialogue and communication mechanisms between government 
and civil society could facilitate a process of ‘trial-and-error’ and exploration by the 
private sector. These local, ‘on-the-ground’ experiences could then be translated into 
valuable lessons and best practices that could be adopted, generalised and put to 
potential cosmopolitan use by the official sector. For example, if a grassroots govern-
ance unit launches a programme to support frontline social workers, the challenges 
encountered, the feedback provided by the social workers themselves, and the pro-
gramme’s overall effectiveness all constitute valuable firsthand information. 
Seemingly local as this data may look, the Civil Affairs Department can leverage it to 
refine and improve their own initiatives, fostering a continuous learning cycle between 
the local and the national or cosmopolitan. This process resonates with the making 
explicit and sharing of ‘tacit knowledge’ within an organisation (Huizenga, 2015: 
55–56), transforming practical experience into a shared understanding and cultural 
competency via the triadic apparatus of ‘state-market-society’.

The Shanghai case study offers valuable insights into the potential of civil society and 
a multi-nodal approach to strengthen epidemic management. The local and cosmopolitan 
knowledge can join hands in such a multi-nodal network to provide innovative solutions 
to seemingly local, but de facto cosmopolitan issues. By acknowledging the limitations 
of traditional hierarchical structures and encouraging collaboration between and among 
such entities as government, market, and civil society, a more responsive and adaptable 
approach to public health emergencies can be cultivated.



Lin and Xiong	 239

Conclusion

Using the shadow civil society in Shanghai as an example, this essay delves into the 
intricate relationship between localism and cosmopolitanism within civil society, 
acknowledging both the inherent tensions and the potential for a mutually reinforcing 
dynamic. Far from being inherently oppositional forces, these concepts can be more 
productively understood as two sides of the same coin. Local communities, far from 
being insular entities, can serve as fertile ground for the cultivation of cosmopolitan 
values. Engagement with local neighbourhood committees, for instance, has been shown 
to foster not only a sense of local belonging but also opportunities for intercultural 
exchange. These shared spaces can transcend cultural boundaries, fostering dialogue and 
understanding between diverse community members. The governance practices of these 
local neighbourhood committees, with their emphasis on transparency, accountability, 
and the rule of law, can connect with global networks of like-minded individuals and 
organisations. This cross-pollination allows for the exchange of best practices and the 
dissemination of knowledge on a global scale. This synergistic relationship empowers 
local concerns to find a voice on the international stage. Local communities, by engaging 
with global networks, can amplify their demands for good governance, social justice, or 
accountable public administration (Mann et al., 2021: 9–13). Conversely, the global flow 
of ideas and resources can be channelled and adapted to resonate with specific local 
contexts. Global principles, such as those promoting transparency, due process of law 
and legality, can be effectively translated into locally-driven initiatives, ensuring their 
long-term viability and effectiveness.

The emergence of a ‘shadow civil society’ during the stringent lockdown measures 
imposed in Shanghai in response to the COVID-19 pandemic presents a compelling case 
study for examining the intricate interplay between localism and cosmopolitanism within 
the broader context of civil society’s role in crisis management. This phenomenon, char-
acterised by the spontaneous and organic mobilisation of citizens outside of formally 
established institutions, served not merely as a supplement to governmental initiatives 
but also as a crucial counterbalance, highlighting the potential for a dynamic and nuanced 
relationship between state and non-state actors in addressing complex challenges. While 
local governmental bodies, acknowledging the pragmatic value of civic engagement, 
actively sought to foster collaboration with community-based organisations (as docu-
mented in Cai et al., 2021: 107–120), the emergence of this ‘shadow’ sphere reveals a 
deeper tension. These partnerships, while facilitating essential anti-pandemic tasks such 
as the recruitment of volunteers, the collection of donations, the dissemination of vital 
information, and the distribution of medical equipment (as noted by Cheng et al., 2020), 
simultaneously underscore the limitations of a purely localised response. The ‘shadow’ 
element arises precisely because the needs of the community, particularly the most vul-
nerable within it, exceeded the capacity or willingness of official channels to address 
them. This necessitates a broader, more cosmopolitan perspective, one that recognises 
the inherent interconnectedness of communities and the universality of certain human 
needs and rights.

Indeed, the actions of these ‘shadow’ organisations, in providing essential services 
and support to those neglected by official agencies (An and Tang, 2020), resonate with a 
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cosmopolitan ethos of solidarity and shared responsibility. They demonstrate that the 
concern for the marginalised, the pursuit of an equilibrium between efficiency and equity 
– themes identified by Evans and Boyte (1992: 7, 81, 95) – transcend national boundaries 
and emerge as ‘universal concerns, even within a seemingly localised crisis. Thus, the 
Shanghai case illuminates a complex dialectic. On the one hand, it underscores the vital 
importance of local knowledge, embeddedness, and responsiveness in times of crisis. On 
the other hand, it reveals the limitations of a purely localist perspective, particularly 
when confronted with challenges that expose systemic inequalities or require a coordi-
nated response that transcends geographical boundaries. The ‘shadow civil society’, 
therefore, can be seen as a manifestation of both localism and cosmopolitanism – local 
in its origins and immediate impact, yet cosmopolitan in its underlying motivations and 
implications for our understanding of global citizenship and shared responsibility.

This analysis necessitates a re-evaluation of traditional conceptions of civil society, 
moving beyond a binary opposition between state and non-state actors. Instead, we must 
consider a more fluid and dynamic model, one that acknowledges the potential for both 
collaboration and contestation, for both local specificity and universal principles. The 
‘shadow’ reveals not simply a gap in service provision, but a space where the local and 
the global intersect, where individual agency and collective action converge to challenge 
existing structures and promote a more just and equitable society. All in all, the analysis 
offered in this essay challenges the traditional binary framing of localism and cosmopoli-
tanism. By recognising the potential for synergy between these forces, we gain a richer 
understanding of civil society’s role in fostering a more just and equitable global order. 
Local communities, far from being impediments to global progress, can serve as crucial 
incubators for cosmopolitan values and agents for positive social change on a global 
scale (Holbig and Lang, 2022). This reframing of the relationship between local and 
global offers a valuable lens for examining the complex dynamics within civil society 
and its contributions to a more interconnected world. In particular, the analysis of shadow 
civil society in Shanghai, as a manifestation of localism and cosmopolitanism, can be 
further enriched by examining its global dimensions. The dispatch of Chinese civil soci-
ety organisations abroad to assist in the combat of the coronavirus pandemic offers a 
compelling example of the international reach and impact of these organisations (Spires, 
2024: 45–80). The engagement of Chinese civil society at the global level is particularly 
significant given the Chinese government’s active promotion of the Belt and Road 
Initiative (BRI) (Esteban and Qiao -Franco, 2024: 3–7). This initiative, aimed at foster-
ing economic cooperation and connectivity across Asia, Europe, and Africa, presents 
opportunities for Chinese civil society organisations to contribute to development efforts 
and promote cultural exchange (Arase, 2023). By participating in BRI projects, these 
organisations can extend their reach beyond domestic boundaries, fostering international 
solidarity and contributing to global governance (Esteban and Olivié, 2024). This global 
dimension of shadow civil society underscores the interconnectedness of local and global 
issues. The experiences and lessons learned from the engagement of Chinese civil soci-
ety organisations in international development efforts can inform domestic practices, 
fostering a more cosmopolitan and outward-oriented approach to civil society engage-
ment within China.
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Notes

1.	 See, for instance, a study of cultural parks public venues of intellectual exchange in Beijing, 
Ren (2013: 62–65). For the political influence of the middle-class in China in general, see (Li, 
2010: 73–79).

2.	 For the relations between entrepreneurs and the rise of the middle class in China, see Goodman 
(2010).

3.	 See Zhang and Yao (2016). It should be noted that the main conclusion of this study is that the 
level of marketisation has a significant impact on the social production of the middle class. 
However, the study also points out that the level of marketisation, when placed in a binary 
logistic Steele regression model that takes into account the two indicators of market capacity 
and monopoly industries, does not have as great an impact as the latter two. The marketisation 
indicators used in the study were taken from an earlier version (2014 edition) of the Wang 
et al. (2018), in which the difference between the marketisation levels of Beijing, Shanghai 
and Guangzhou was significant (9.87, 10.96, 10.42), whereas the data for the same period in 
2018 (9.14, 9.93, 9.86) narrowed the gap. It is believed that differences due to market power 
and industry monopolies are more robust than the level of marketisation itself.

4.	 For a discussion of cosmopolitan ideals, see Gabriel and Veronis, 2023.
5.	 For the role-played by neighbourhood committees during the lockdown period, see an 

interview of Miao Jia (https://shanghai.nyu.edu/is/how-are-neighbourhood-organisations-
helping-residents-during-shanghai-lockdown#:~:text=Neighbourhood%20committees%20
(or%20juweihui)%2C, test%20positive%20to%20hospitals%20and), a sociology professor 
at New York University Shanghai, and also her research on a similar occasion of neighbour-
hood committees during the Wuhan Lockdown in 2020, see Miao et al. (2021).

6.	 During the lockdown period, WeChat or other Internet platforms had served as important 
infrastructure to enable the channelling of voices and opinions, see Li (2024).

7.	 Such an idea of ‘a network of multiple nodes’ can be seen more in computer science, espe-
cially in chip design. We have borrowed this concept from computer science research. See, 
for instance, Verma et al. (2023).
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