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I. Introduction 

Although it still remains largely unsettled, the topic of “guanxi 關系 ” seems to have 
slipped from the radar screens of sociologists, anthropologists as well as of China 
scholars in general. In sharp contrast and as a matter of real life experience, the phe-
nomenon of “guanxi” is alive and far from outdated. The term of “guanxi” comes up 
with strikingly frequent regularity, particularly in the socio-legal affairs. For exam-
ple, a question that high-street lawyers are most often asked by potential clients is 
whether they have “guanxi” in courts. Apparently, the quality of the “guanxi” that a 
lawyer possesses is a critical factor for litigants in choosing their legal representa-
tives based on the widely shared belief that to litigate is to compete on the strength of 
“guanxi” of litigants or that of their lawyers (da guansi jiu shi da guanxi 打官司就
是打關系). The Supreme People’s Court (SPC) acknowledges this phenomenon by 
publicly denouncing such practices, for which the SPC coined the name “guanxi-
cases” (guanxi an 關系案).1  

                                                 
* Ling LI is a senior research fellow at US-Asia Law Institute of New York University School of law. 

She is also an associate professor of the Northwest University of Political Science and Law (西北政
法大學), Xi’an 西安, P.R. China. Her most recent publication include “‘Performing’ bribery in China 
- Guanxi-practice, corruption with a human face”, which will appear in the Journal of Contemporary 
China, Vol.20, No.68, 2011 and “The ‘production’ of corruption in China’s courts – The politics of 
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As an informal practice, “guanxi” is often labelled as a part of the Chinese culture, 
though its function and impact of this “guanxi culture” upon the legal development 
in China is contended among scholars. One group of scholars believes that guanxi 
facilitates corruption and obstructs the development of the rule of law.2 The other 
group contents that guanxi complements the under-developed insufficient Chinese 
legal system by providing the necessary predictability and stability as needed.3 Some 
even suggest that the “rule of guanxi” is a preferable alternative to the rule of law 
since guanxi has an element of humanity which softens up the otherwise cold capital-
istic transactions.4 Divided as they are, postulations and claims on each side seem to 
have been both firmly asserted and well supported by data and detailed argumenta-
tion, which drive the debate into an impasse. This stalemate of the debate on “guan-
xi” is, however, not surprising. It is not necessarily because the phenomenon itself is 
unclear or its contours blurred but because different groups of scholars are very often 
arguing about different matters under the same rubric of “guanxi”. Unaware of this 
confusion, current studies strayed into an unproductive direction and became trapped 
in the distractive debate of “good guanxi” and “bad guanxi” by seeking to measure 
the proportionality of sentimental against instrumental interests pursued by partici-
pants involved in different “guanxi-practices. 

This chapter contends that in order to properly assess the function and the impact of 
guanxi upon the legal development in China, a clear definitional distinction should 
be firstly made between the general favour exchange activities and the practice of 
“guanxi” denoting a particular type of favour exchange conducted in very specific 
circumstances. It is these distinctive circumstances rather than the exchange behav-
iour itself that makes “guanxi-practice” different from other types of favour ex-
change, for instance, mutual-aid in close communities. Without such a definitional 
clarification, the nature of guanxi can be misperceived and its impact upon the legal 
development in China can be misjudged. 

                                                                                                                                                      
 

judicial decision-making and its consequences in a one-party state” in Law & Social Inquiry, forth-
coming in 2011. She can be reached at ll83@nyu.edu.  

1  For example, see http://news.163.com/06/1031/03/2UNVF66C000120GU.html. Last visited on 3 
August 2010. 

2  Hilton Root, "Corruption in China: Has It Become Systemic?," Asian Survey 36, no. 8 (1996). Mat-
thias Schramm, Markus Taube, "The Institutional Economics of Legal Institutions, Guanxi, and Cor-
ruption in the Pr China," in Corruption: Its Realities in Asia, ed. J. Kidd (Basingstoke, Hampshire: 
Palgrave, 2002). 

3  P.B. Potter, "Guanxi and the P.R.C. Legal System: From Contradiction to Complementarity," in So-
cial Connections in China: Institutions, Culture, and the Changing Nature of Guanxi, ed. Thomas 
Gold, et. al. (2000)., p. 183. Carol A.G. Jones, "Capitalism, Globalisation and Rule of Law: An Alter-
native Trajectory of Legal Change in China," Social & Legal Studies 3, no. 1 (1994)., p. 215. 

4  Thomas Gold, et. al., "An Introduction to the Study of Guanxi," in Social Connections in China: In-
stitutions, Culture, and the Changing Nature of Guanxi ed. Thomas Gold, Doug Guthrie, David 
Wank (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002)., p. 3; Jones, "Capitalism, Globalisation and 
Rule of Law: An Alternative Trajectory of Legal Change in China." 
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The rest of this chapter is divided into five parts. Part II provides a socio-linguistic 
investigation of the meaning of “guanxi” and “guanxi-practices”. Part III introduces 
the concept of favour exchange. It explains how favour exchange is constrained by a 
cost barrier, which limits the scale and frequency of such exchange activities. Part IV 
explains what makes guanxi-practices a distinctive form of favour exchange and how 
it overcomes the cost barrier which is effective in conventional favour exchange. Part 
V discusses the role of ganqing 感情 (one’s sentimental feelings towards given so-
cial relationships) in guanxi-practices. Part VI provides the conclusion. 

II. The meaning of „guanxi 關系“ and „guanxi-practice“ 

There are almost as many definitions of “guanxi 關系” as the number of scholars 
who study it. The term seems so “slippery” that wise authors chose not to take the 
challenge to translate it.5 In the literature on guanxi in the English language it is gen-
erally agreed that “guanxi” means more than what it literally means, namely, a state 
of relatedness. However, beyond that, a proper and agreed definition is hard to reach. 
Most of the time, it seems adequate to treat “guanxi” as an abbreviation of “shehui 
社會/renjin guanxi 人際關系 (social/personal relation)” but such treatment becomes 
senseless when it comes to sentences such as “This litigant has won his case by go-
ing through his guanxi [zhege dangshiren kao zouguanxi ying le zhege anzi 這個當
事人靠走關系贏了這個案子].” It is this kind of usage of guanxi that is most chal-
lenging both for the speakers to translate and for the foreigner listeners to under-
stand. What exactly does it mean? Is it possible to conceptualize “guanxi” when used 
in such context? 

The literal meaning of “guanxi” refers to an abstract status of relatedness, a concept 
which will be meaningful only when the “location” of the “relatedness” is addressed. 
For example, when one says, “women de guanxi hen hao 我們的關系很好[Our 
guanxi (relation) is very good]”, the speaker has to address at the same time whose 
關系(relation) is under discussion. Otherwise, guanxi as “a status of relatedness” is 
devoid of content and hence useless. If the related entities can be grouped into one 
and the same category, this relatedness can be defined categorically, for example, 
renji [interpersonal] guanxi 人际關系, guoji [international] guanxi 國際關系, shehui 
[social] guanxi 社會關系 etc. In these examples the “location” of the relatedness is 

                                                 
5  Thomas Gold, "After Comradeship: Personal Relationships in China since the Cultural Revolution," 

China Quarterly 104, no. December (1985)., p. 659.  Andrew Kipnis, "Practices of Guanxi: Produc-
tion and Practices of Ganqing Avoidance," in Social Connections in China : Institutions, Culture, and 
the Changing Nature of Guanxi ed. Thomas Gold, Doug Guthrie, David Wank (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2002). 
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categorically identified by the qualifiers (the adjectives) attributed to the word 
“guanxi”, which makes an otherwise vacant concept substantialized and meaningful.  

For the same reason, a conversation becomes immediately meaningless when the 
word “guanxi” stands alone without any qualifiers, for instance, in the afore-
mentioned example “This litigant has won his case by going through guanxi”. The 
sentence makes no sense if “guanxi” is translated as “a status of relatedness”. As an-
yone who is familiar with the court practices in China would be able to tell, this sen-
tence means the litigant has won his case through conducting favour exchange with 
an unidentified person, who is in a position to render the litigant a favourable ruling 
and who shares a level of acquaintance with the litigant. Such information is not pro-
vided by the lexicon but by the unspoken understanding of the contextual situation in 
which the conduct described in the conversation takes place. The word “guanxi” 
triggers the application of this knowledge by denoting that a personal relation is 
shared between the subject, namely the litigant, and the favour-grantor. Such a rela-
tion is indispensable for the practice of favouritism. In addition, the application of 
the term “guanxi” also allows the speaker to conceal the identity of the favour-
grantor as well as how exactly the favouritism is exercised. Such a linguistic exercise 
is conveniently euphemistic, which helps to facilitate the communication on a topic, 
which unsettles the speaker and/or the listener. 

This linguistic usage of guanxi has another feature, which is often neglected in West-
ern literature on guanxi-studies. When guanxi is used without any qualifier but em-
ployed in verb-phrases, denoting a practice, such as zou-guanxi 走關系 (to go 
through guanxi), la-guanxi 拉關系(to pull guanxi), gao-guanxi 搞關系(to play 
guanxi), such usage (hereinafter “guanxi-practices”) is salient only in reference to the 
favour exchange involving the exercise of delegated power. It means that such 
phrases will only be applied to denote activities of favour exchange taking place be-
tween a person, who is endowed with delegated power, and another person, whose 
interests will be affected by the exercise of that power. Favour exchange not involv-
ing the exercise of delegated power, which is the focus of many studies of “so-
cial/personal relationship”, is not normally addressed as “guanxi-practice” in the 
Chinese everyday language. 

For example, when neighbours borrow household items or seek for everyday mutual-
aid services from each other, the act will be addressed in a straight-forward manner 
with explicit information of what had happened, how and with whom. Rarely does 
one say, “I borrowed the screwdriver from my guanxi”; instead one would say, “I 
borrowed the screwdriver from my neighbour (or Mr. X, if Mr. X is known to the 
listener)”. Only in matters, which involve the exercise of delegated power (for exam-
ple in “This litigant has won his case by going through guanxi”), will terms such as 
zou-guanxi be conveniently employed. It is this contextual information that has 
transformed the meaning of “guanxi” beyond “a status of relatedness”. This context 
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has defined the situation (affairs involving the exercise of delegated power), the 
practitioners (a person who has discretionary power over an issue, which will affect 
the other person) and the practice (favouritism). “Guanxi” then becomes a symbol 
designating a group of concepts6 clustered around the concept of favouritism. Such 
concepts include the situation which warrants favouritism, the practitioner of favour-
itism, the practice to secure favouritism as well as the practice of favouritism. What 
makes the “loose” use of “guanxi” “surprisingly” effective among native Chinese but 
confusing for many Western visitors or scholars is the latter’s lack of understanding 
of the political, economic and social contexts that underpin the linguistic exercise of 
“guanxi”. It is also partially due to the latter’s lack of exposure to the various forms 
of favouritism in public affairs as well as their lack of readiness to use favouritism as 
a problem-solving approach in dealing with their public life.  

III. Favour exchange: its conventional form 

The involvement of delegated power is significant in understanding guanxi 關系-
practice not only because of its role in the formation of the evolved meaning of 
“guanxi” from the social linguistic perspective but also because of its role in chang-
ing the economic condition of guanxi-practice as a form of favour exchange and al-
lowing it to proliferate beyond the restrictions of the conventional form of favour 
exchange due to a particular “cost barrier”. 

“A favour accepted is a favour owed”. It seems a common understanding shared in 
any cultures. To request a favour is to initiate an exchange and to agree to satisfy a 
request for a favour is to endorse such an initiative. The main distinction between 
favour exchange and market exchange is that in favour exchange the exact terms of 
the exchange, especially when and in which form the favour is to be returned, are not 
specified. It means the return of a favour can only be expected by the favour-grantor. 
When the favour-recipient fails to reciprocate as expected, the favour grantor can not 
enforce the exchange or retrieve the favour that has already granted as one could do 
in market exchange. Therefore, a rational potential favour-grantor would agree to 
grant a favour only if the amount of costs associated with the favour is an amount 
that he can afford to risk losing. In other words, favour exchange is sensitive to the 
costs related to the favour, which include both the production costs (direct reduction 
of one’s own resources) and the opportunity costs (the value of opportunities or al-
ternatives that must be foregone in order to deliver the favour). This means that the 

                                                 
6 For a nice summary, see Ying Fan, "Questioning Guanxi: Definition, Classification and Implications," 
International Business Review 11 (2002). 
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frequency and scale of favour exchange are constrained by the “cost barrier” gener-
ated by the uncertain and fuzzy feature of favour exchange. 

Then, one may ask, why would anyone engage in such exchange activities? The rea-
son is that the fuzziness of favour exchange also has its advantageous side,7 because 
for certain objects of exchange it is not optimal for the exchange parties to negotiate 
and specify the exact terms of exchange. Negotiation is difficult especially when 
there is a large gap between the amount of cost that the requested service imposes on 
the “favour-grantor” and the value of the benefit which the favour-recipient obtains. 
For example, if I take two hours to baby-sit for my neighbour while watching televi-
sion, it costs me almost nothing, but it saves my neighbour from missing a life-
changing appointment. If I am asked to charge it as a service, I will have to check out 
the market price for babysitting at very short notice and taking into consideration the 
perceived value of my precious private time, the docility of the baby and the value of 
the benefit that my neighbour will enjoy from my babysitting service. 

The problem is that no matter how fair and modest I believe the amount which I fi-
nally come up with is, it will still very likely be considered as unfairly high from the 
point of view of my neighbour, due to the fact, for example, that I am an amateur 
with no track-record of babysitting, and that the favour costs me nothing and so on. 
By registering the service as a gesture of good-will which can be reciprocated by the 
neighbour some time in the future instead of a hard-negotiated bargain, the interests 
of both parties can be optimized. It is especially the case when the exchange parties 
interact closely and repeatedly. This is exactly why conventional favour-exchange 
activities are particularly salient in close communities. However, guanxi-practices 
seem to be able to extend its presence beyond close communities. Favours are seen 
“generously” granted to unfamiliar acquaintances and conducted in a much higher 
frequency, carrying a much greater amount of value beyond what the “cost barrier” 
would allow.8 What makes guanxi-practices different from the conventional favour 
exchange? 

                                                 
7  Firstly introduced in 1965, fuzzy logic represents the logic of approximate reasoning. It is a reflection 

of human’s way of thinking, which is mostly approximate rather than precise in nature. The applica-
tion of fuzzy logic focuses on what the system should do rather than trying to model how it works. It 
provides a simple way to reason with vague, ambiguous, imprecise and noisy input or knowledge. 
The method is applied in areas, such as nonlinear simulations, decision making, classification, pattern 
recognition and engineering controlling systems. L.A. Zadeh, "Fuzzy Logic and Approximate Rea-
soning," Synthese 30 (1975). 

8  For more examples of the significance of guanxi 關系-practices to business successes, see Yadong 
Luo, Guanxi and Business, ed. Richard Brislin, Lane Kelley, Asia-Pacific Business Series (2000).  
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IV. Guanxi 關系-practice: a special form of favour exchange 

The “secret” of guanxi 關系-practices lies in the fact that in conventional favour ex-
change the value of the favour granted to the favour-recipient is created by the fa-
vour-grantor at the cost of his own personal resources. However, in guanxi-practices 
the value of the favour granted is generated by the favour-grantor at the cost not of 
his own personal resources but resources of a third party, usually a collectivity. For 
example, when a judge engages in a favour exchange with a litigant by agreeing to 
open an otherwise dismissible application for retrial, the value of the favour is gener-
ated by the judge not at the cost of his own personal resources but of the resources of 
the court. In other words, the expenses of the retrial are covered by the public spend-
ing not by the judge’s own pocket. What the judge does contribute to the favour is 
the manipulation of the power delegated to him to allocate these resources. It is this 
critical condition that has distinguished guanxi-practices from the conventional fa-
vour exchange. 

In guanxi-practices the favour-grantor’s ability to utilize public resources has lifted 
the cost barrier of conventional favour exchange and substantially changed the con-
ditions of guanxi-practice as a form of favour exchange. Favour-grantors no longer 
have to bear or fully bear the costs to produce the favours, allowing the exchange 
activities to proliferate and to generate greater impact. It means that in the “guanxi 
circumstance” the favour-grantor can afford to take the risk of granting favours with 
the amount of value, which he could not otherwise afford risking losing in normal 
circumstances. What decides the scale and frequency of guanxi-practices is how pub-
lic resources are managed and allocated and to what extent the allocation process can 
be manipulated for the private interests of the public agents concerned. In economics, 
this condition is also termed as the principal-agent problem, resulting from asymmet-
ric information, which commonly exists in public institutions.9 Common guanxi-
practitioners might not be familiar with such economic jargons. However, the princi-
pal-agent problem is almost intuitively recognized and taken advantage through the 
guanxi-practices. Given that China has the largest bureaucracy in the world, which is 
imbued in a deeply rooted authoritarian culture, governed by an underdeveloped ad-
ministrative law system and scrutinized by a dependent judiciary, it should not be 
surprising that guanxi-practices can gain currency in the country. 

                                                 
9  Joseph Stiglitz, "Principal and Agent," in The New Palgrave: A Dictionary of Economics, ed. John 

Eatwell, Murray Milgate, and Peter Newman (London: The Macmillan Press Limited, 1987). Steven 
Ross, "The Economic Theory of Agency: The Principal's Problem," American Economic Review 63, 
no. 2 (1973). 
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V. Ganqing 感情 and guanxi 關系-practice 

Ganqing 感情, used as loosely as the term “guanxi 關系”, is often considered as the 
most crucial element in guanxi-practices. Loosely translated as one’s feeling to a so-
cial relationship,10 ganqing is believed to be conditional to guanxi-practices11 and 
hence hold the key to distinguish guanxi-practices from corruption, since, it is so 
perceived, guanxi-practices stem from one’s commitment to a social relation (gan-
qing) whilst corruption is believed to be pure monetary transactions.12 Such an un-
derstanding is mistaken not only because of the misperception of corruption13 but 
also because of the misconstrued role of ganqing in guanxi-practices. In guanxi-
practices, ganqing functions more as a safeguard measure for the favour-grantor to 
guarantee the return of the favour rather than as the motivation of the favour-grantor 
to grant the favour. 

As mentioned in the previous sections, as a form of favour exchange, there is a time 
gap between the favour granted and the favour returned. Since favour exchange can-
not be enforced through legal institutions because of its uncommitted nature, the fa-
vour-grantor undertakes the risk that the favour may not be returned. To reduce such 
risk, it is beneficial for the favour-grantor to exchange with people, whom he is so-
cially related. This helps to increase the likelihood of repeated encounters between 
the exchange parties, which is prerequisite to the completion of the favour exchange. 
It also helps the exchange party, who has performed first, to enforce the exchange in 
case of non-performance of the other exchange party through social sanction, such as 
denouncing the non-performing favour-recipient in the shared social circles. These 
conditions constitute the internal risk of guanxi-practices. 

Another important advantage of conducting guanxi-practices between people who 
are socially related is that the ganqing inherent in such social relations provides the 
trust, which is necessary for controversial practices such as guanxi-practices. Guan-
xi-practices as a form of conduct to privatize public power through favour exchanges 
are at least unlawful if not illegal (it may not be indictable if the object of exchange 
does not reach the threshold for prosecution as required by the criminal law). Engag-
ing in such activities entails the risk of punishment if the other exchange party ex-
poses such act to the authority concerned. The likelihood of such punishment consti-

                                                 
10  For more elaborate explanation, see http://www.economicexpert.com/a/Ganqing.html.  
11  Luo, Guanxi and Business. Andrew B. Kipnis, Producing Guanxi (Durham, NC: Duke University 

Press, 1997). Don Y. Lee, Philip L. Dawes, "Guanxi, Trust, and Long-Term Orientation in Chinese 
Business Markets," Journal of International Marketing 13, no. 2 (2005). 

12  For example, see Mayfair Mei-hui Yang, "The Resilience of Guanxi and Its New Deployments: A 
Critique of Some New Guanxi Scholarship," The China Quarterly 170 (2002).， p. 465. 

13  Ling Li, "'Performing' Bribery in China - Guanxi-Practice: Corruption with a Human Face " Journal 
of Contemporary China 20, no. 69 (forthcoming in 2011). J.G. Lambsdorff, "Making Corrupt Deals: 
Contracting in the Shadow of the Law," Journal of Economic Behavior & Organization 48 (2002). 
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tutes the external risk of guanxi-practices. People who are socially and/or sentimen-
tally connected are naturally more trustworthy as non-defectors.14 

The ganqing requirement is quite strategic in both regards mentioned above. It 
means that it is applied to serve the specific purpose of risk control, both externally 
and internally. If the favour-seeker can assure the favour-grantor that it is risk-free to 
conduct the exchange with him, for example, by involving an intermediary, who is 
trusted by the favour-grantor (to control the external risk), and by offering, in ad-
vance, a gift of a value equivalent to the value of the expected favour to be returned 
(to control the internal risk), then the ganqing requirement is as a matter of fact sig-
nificantly lowered as a condition to conduct exchange.15 This is exactly the point 
when guanxi “becomes” transferable.16 

Interpreting ganqing as the motivation of guanxi-practices is a misread of guanxi-
practices and of the role of ganqing involved in the practices. It is unconvincing to 
claim that guanxi-practices are driven by its Chinese practitioners’ emotional com-
mitment to a given social relationship since such commitment can be actualized in 
various ways and manners at the cost of personal resources of the practitioner instead 
of public resources. In addition, there is no evidence showing that Chinese are more 
committed to relationships than people from other cultures and societies. Rather, 
guanxi-practices stem from their practitioners’ readiness to privatize the delegated 
power through favour exchange. Ganqing is a factor facilitating the exchange since it 
helps to safeguard the interests of the favour-grantor by reducing both the internal 
and external risks related to such an exchange.17 To consider ganqing as the motiva-
tion of guanxi-practices is a misunderstanding of the nature of guanxi-practices. In-
terpreting “guanxi” as a form of generosity18 or a form of “civility”19 cannot explain 
the fact that lots of guanxi-relations are strategically and instrumentally built be-
tween exchange parties who are not emotionally involved. 

Since guanxi-practice revolves around the exercise of delegated power, those who 
occupy valuable public offices and their close-ties are necessarily the first and fore-
most group of beneficiaries of guanxi-practices. When such a privatization process is 

                                                 
14  For more on the importance of risk-control in bribery, see Li, "'Performing' Bribery in China - Guan-

xi-Practice: Corruption with a Human Face ". 
15   See Ibid. 
16   John H. Dunning, Changsu Kim, "The Cultural Roots of Guanxi: An Exploratory Study," The World 

Economy 30, no. 2 (2007). 
17  Bribers use the ganqing 感情 discourse also to help the targeted officials to reduce cognitive disso-

nance as a means to engage them in corrupt transactions. Li, "'Performing' Bribery in China - Guanxi-
Practice: Corruption with a Human Face ". 

18  Yang, "The Resilience of Guanxi and Its New Deployments: A Critique of Some New Guanxi Schol-
arship.", p. 76. 

19  Ming-cheng M Lo, Eileen M. Otis, "Guanxi Civility: Processes, Potentials, and Contingencies," Poli-
tics & Society 31, no. 1 (2003). 
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widely acknowledged as an inherent feature of the exercise of delegated power, the 
power-holders can not only render favours by offering a better than fair treatment but 
also by lifting the threat to imposing a worse than fair treatment, depending on his 
power status vis a vis that of the other exchange party. As a consequence, the dispari-
ty of distributional justice entrenches. 

The belief that guanxi-practices function as social glue that can foster social harmony 
and solidarity20 is one-sided (on the side of the resourceful). When the “rule of guan-
xi” was advocated as an alternative to the otherwise “cold” capitalistic transaction,21 
the advocators overlooked the external effects of the guanxi-practices. They over-
looked the victims of such practices, who are not endowed with political, economic 
and social capitals and who are deprived of the fair access to public resources and 
services. It is true that through guanxi-practice sometimes litigants can obtain a fair 
ruling by avoiding a worse than fair treatment; however its damaging effects on dis-
tributional justice should not be ignored.  

Firstly, guanxi-practices impose an unfair cost upon the litigants, who may not be 
able to afford such a cost and should not have been charged of it in the first place. 
Secondly, to use guanxi-practices to resist discriminatory treatment is to endorse and 
to legitimize the misuse of public power for private interests. It may provide a tem-
porary compromised solution for the dispute concerned but it cannot prevent it from 
reoccurring. On the contrary, guanxi-practices sustain the misconduct by rewarding 
its practitioners and encouraging investment in power for the purpose of abuse. In 
other words, guanxi-practices will only beget more guanxi-practices, which conse-
quently enforces the belief of guanxi-practice and attracts more people to engage in 
guanxi-practices. Thirdly, guanxi-practice is a subtle approach to privatize delegated 
power through favour exchange. For risk-averse power-holders screening and vetting 
the exchange party according to their relational distance is a necessary process to 
safeguard both the external and internal exchange safety. This is not to say ganqing 
is irrelevant to guanxi-practices. For example, ganqing can be translated to economic 
value and can relax the terms of exchange. However, one should not mistakenly take 
it as the motivation or the cause of guanxi-practices and then use it to exonerate such 
practices. 

                                                 
20  Ibid. Mayfair Mei-hui Yang, "The Gift Economy and State Power in China," Comparative Studies in 

Society and History 31, no. 1 (1986). Yang, "The Resilience of Guanxi and Its New Deployments: A 
Critique of Some New Guanxi Scholarship." Jones, "Capitalism, Globalisation and Rule of Law: An 
Alternative Trajectory of Legal Change in China." 

21  Gold, "An Introduction to the Study of Guanxi." 
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VI. Conclusion 

This Chapter begins with a socio-linguistic investigation of the meaning of “guanxi
關系” and “guanxi-practices”. It contends that guanxi-practices represent a special 
form of favour exchange involving the exercise of delegated power. The term “guan-
xi” denotes a feature of this favoritism practice – the relational connection between 
the exchange parties, which is important for the exchange safety. This Chapter then 
explains how guanxi-practices are distinctive from the conventional favour exchange 
by firstly demonstrating how favour exchange is limited in terms of its scale and fre-
quency due to a cost barrier and secondly how such a cost barrier is significantly re-
duced in guanxi-practices. The Chapter points out that what is accountable for the 
proliferation and pervasion of guanxi-practices is the fact that the value of the favour 
granted in guanxi-practices is not generated at the cost of the personal resources of 
the favour-grantor but at the cost of the public resources under the control of the fa-
vour-grantor. It is this factor that has allowed guanxi-practitioners to reduce the cost 
barrier, which would have effectively limited the scale and frequency of favour ex-
change under normal conditions. In the last part, this Chapter investigates the role of 
ganqing in guanxi-practices and contends that ganqing 感情 is more a safeguard 
measure to help the guanxi-practitioners to reduce both the internal and external risks 
related to guanxi-practices rather than the motivation or the cause of guanxi-
practices. Based on these findings, this Chapter concludes that to promote the rule of 
guanxi as an alternative or complementarity to the rule of law exhibits an incomplete 
understanding of guanxi-practices. It fails to recognize the nature of guanxi-practices 
as privatization of delegated power through favour exchange. Such practices are det-
rimental to the general social welfare, especially to the distributional justice and the 
legal development in China. 
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