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Abstract 

Can states legitimate themselves when they lack the capacity to meet citizen 

demands? This paper introduces the concept of “performative governance”—the 

state’s theatrical deployment of language, symbols, and gestures to project an image 

of good governance to citizens. I illustrate this concept in the realm of 

environmental politics in China: given the severity of environmental problems, 

administrative challenges to tackling them, and the resulting public outcry, can the 

state redeem itself in the eyes of its citizens, and if so how? Ethnographic evidence 

gathered from five months of participant observation at a local Environmental 

Protection Bureau reveals that bureaucrats engage in performative governance to 

improve public perceptions about government efforts to control pollution. Results 

of an original national survey show that acts of performative governance are 

surprisingly effective in securing public approval, even without necessarily satisfying 

citizen demands. The analysis reveals that in domains where state capacity is low 

but public scrutiny is high, governance is more likely to be performative than 

substantive. 
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Performativity, defined as the public deployment of “language, gesture, and all manners of 

symbolic social sign,” is pervasive in social interactions (Butler 1990: 270; Goffman 1959). In 

politics, the performance of visual, behavioral, and discursive symbols is ubiquitous. Politicians use 

it to try to influence public opinion through carefully calculated words and gestures (Alexander 

2010; Edelman 1971, 1985). The “subaltern” can use it as a weapon to subvert hegemonic 

domination (Scott 1987, 1990). Protesters engage in theatrical performances to legitimize their 

articulation of demands to the state (Alexander 2017; Esherick and Wasserstrom 1990; Perry 1989; 

Slater 2009). States, in turn, orchestrate spectacles to strengthen national unity and uphold their 

rule (Geertz 1980; Loveman 2005; Reed 2019; Tilly 2006; Wedeen 2015). 

Despite this rich literature emphasizing the importance of performativity in politics, at least 

two gaps remain. A first is that, while ample theory has been produced about theatrical 

performances by individual political leaders and ordinary citizens (Eulau and Karps 1977; Garrow 

2017; Hill and Hurley 2002; Mansbridge 2011; Mayhew 1974), the bureaucratic apparatus of the 

state itself—more typically understood as “rational-legal” through a Weberian lens—remains 

under-examined as a theatrical actor. Secondly and more empirically, significant challenges 

remain in identifying performativity and assessing its political effects – if any. For instance, some 

recent work on politics in authoritarian regimes examines the institutional channels through which 

autocrats are ostensibly responsive to the public (Distelhorst and Hou 2017; Malesky and Schuler 

2010). Yet might states merely appear to be responsive as an instrument with which to enhance their 

public image? To the extent that responsiveness is performative rather than substantive, is it 

effective at satisfying public opinion?   

This paper addresses these questions by empirically studying a policy issue where 

grievances are pressing and resolution is prohibitive: air pollution in China. An imminent 

governance challenge and a significant source of contemporary social unrest, China’s air pollution 
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is associated with over a million premature deaths every year (Lozano et al. 2012). Pollution is also 

a significant public concern. When asked which goal was more important, 77 percent of 

respondents to my national survey chose pollution control over economic development, and 

approximately two-thirds expressed a propensity to partake in environmental protests. Previous 

studies have highlighted the insuperable bureaucratic difficulties the Chinese state faces in 

implementing environmental policies (e.g., Economy 2004, 2014; Jahiel 1998; Lieberthal 1997; Qi 

2008; Stern 2014). 

Given the severity of the country’s environmental problems, the associated public outcry, 

and administrative challenges, can the state redeem itself, and if so how? A prevailing view about 

the Chinese state is that it legitimates itself through the provision of material benefits to its people—

“performance legitimacy” (Zhao 2009; Zhu 2011). Nobody would deny that the Chinese state 

generates public support on some occasions and in some areas by delivering material gains. But 

neither would anyone claim that the Chinese state always manages to deliver what citizens 

demand.  

This raises the question: what does the state do when it cannot deliver? What does the state 

do when public expectations exceed its actual governing authority and capacity? In this paper, I 

argue that part of the answer lies in the environmental bureaucracy’s public and symbolic 

performance of good governance: the theatrical deployment of language, symbols, and gestures to 

project an image of good governance to citizens—what I call “performative governance.” 

Performative governance may be used in conjunction with the substantive satisfaction of citizen 

demands, or in substitution of substantive governance, especially when state capacity is lacking.  

First, I use ethnographic data from five months of participant observation in a local environmental 

protection bureau (EPB) to demonstrate that when a bureaucracy is faced with the dual challenges 

of limited administrative capacity and high public scrutiny, it intensifies performative governance 
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to burnish its public image, and, consequently, shelter the career security of its bureaucrats. 

Second, I use an original national survey to demonstrate that the theatrical display of good 

governance can be effective at securing public approval, at least temporarily. 

 

Performative Governance and Performance Legitimacy 

The notion of “performance legitimacy” has gained popularity in recent decades in the mass media 

and among scholars of authoritarian regimes, who posit that autocrats may achieve Weberian 

legitimacy—popular belief in the virtue of the political system and its authorities—through 

concrete improvement of citizens’ lives (e.g., Bueno de Mesquita and Downs 2005; Cheibub et al. 

1996; Shi and Lu 2010; Weatherford 1987; Zhao 2009; Zhu 2011).1 The performance legitimacy 

of authoritarian regimes is often juxtaposed with “procedural legitimacy” in democracies, where 

formal institutions of accountability sustain the perceived intrinsic virtues of the political system, 

even when the delivery of expected benefits falls short (Schmidt 2013; Sunshine and Tyler 2003). 

In the case of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), there can be little debate that its 

performance has been real, especially in the economic realm. Since 1978, 800 million people have 

been lifted out of poverty. In 2010, China overtook Japan as the world’s second-largest economy 

																																																								
1 More broadly, the turn of the century marked the end of the democratic “transition paradigm” and ushered in a 
swell of interest in the “resilience” of authoritarian regimes (Carothers 2002; Nathan 2003). Three perspectives 
emerged in the literature of “authoritarian resilience” or “authoritarian durability.” First, the repression perspective 
emphasizes the control and management of “coordination goods” such as civil liberties, press freedom, and Internet 
freedom via means varying from the overt use of violence to more surreptitious mechanisms such as selective 
censorship, sophisticated propaganda, and manipulated elections (Bueno de Mesquita and Downs 2005; Gallagher 
and Stockmann 2011; King, Pan, and Roberts 2013; Levitsky and Way 2003; Lorentzen 2014; Magaloni 2008; 
Simpser 2012). Second, the cooptation perspective has taken the literature in an “institutional turn” (Pepinsky 2014) 
where nominally democratic institutions are believed to help autocrats manage both allies and rivals (Gandhi and 
Przeworski 2007; Slater 2003; Svolik 2012). Repression and cooptation alone, however, do not account for the high 
level of popular support enjoyed by some authoritarian regimes such as China (Gilley 2008). The responsiveness 
perspective pays attention to the regimes’ satiation of societal demands such as economic benefits, political inclusion, 
and nationalist pride (Chen and Dickson 2010; Downs and Saunders 1998; Manion 2015; Nathan 2003; Reilly 2012; 
Truex 2016; Tsai 2007; Tsai 2007; Weiss 2014). The theory of performance legitimacy largely takes the third 
perspective. 
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by nominal GDP, and it is on track to overtake the United States as the world’s largest. Despite 

widening income inequality, objective quality of life has significantly improved for most in the 

country. Even in the trying realm of environmental protection, the provision of which compromises 

economic growth, the CCP has taken bold strides (van der Kamp 2017). In surveys, China’s 

citizens express relatively strong support for the regime, from the countryside to its urban centers 

(Dickson 2016; Tang 2016). 

Yet, the literature on performance legitimacy often overlooks its subjectivity: what 

constitutes good or bad performance is fundamentally a function of the subjective beliefs of 

ordinary citizens. A colossal body of scholarship on mass opinion has demonstrated that beliefs are 

malleable and mercurial (Bernays 1928; Converse 1964; Ellul 1965; Zaller 1992). The assumption 

that tangible improvements in citizens’ lives automatically generate political support does not hold. 

One need look no further than the United States, where a tax cut for the majority of Americans 

did not generate political credit for the Obama administration—instead, 24 percent of Americans 

thought taxes had increased (Mettler 2011). Similarly, the abolition of school fees in China did not 

increase support for the authorities responsible for this change (Lü 2014).  

Suffice it to say, objective quality of governance is not a sufficient condition of legitimacy. 

But is it necessary? Facing a contentious society that is willing to challenge the Chinese state’s 

“mandate of heaven,” can the state only redeem itself by responding substantively or does it have 

other options?  

To gain a fuller picture of the state’s options, we must first set the state’s image apart from 

its practices. These are often conflicting if not contradictory (Migdal and Schlichte 2005). The state 

might govern in one way but actively shape public perceptions of how it governs in quite another. 
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In other words, the state can act as if it were a good state to generate the belief that it is a good state.2 Or 

as Machiavelli famously advised the prince, he “need not actually have all the qualities I have 

enumerated, but it is absolutely necessary that he seems to have them” (Machiavelli 2005: 283 

[italics added]). In this paper I dive beneath the level of the performative prince to the level of his 

underlings, understanding political performativity to be an important yet generally 

underappreciated dimension of bureaucratic behavior. 

This analytical move echoes Goffman (1959), who likens social interaction to dramaturgical 

performance, in which individuals engage in symbolic acts on a “front stage” to shape how others 

perceive them. Borrowing Butler’s (1990) definition of performativity,3  I define performative 

governance as a state’s theatrical deployment of visual, discursive, and behavioral symbols of good 

governance to mold citizen perceptions of state benevolence.4 I use the word “performative” to 

capture the theatrical aspect of state behavior, which is not to be confused with the word 

“performance” in the concept of “performance legitimacy.” The “performance” in “performance 

legitimacy” captures the tangible, measurable accomplishment of developmental and redistributive 

																																																								
2 On how citizens rather than the state can be compelled to “act as if,” see Wedeen (2015). 
3 Butler writes about the development of gender identity through acting out gender conventions. My treatment of the 
word “performative” differs slightly from that of Butler in that I am more interested in the outward effect of 
performativity on the audience than its internal effect on the performer. 
4 What constitutes “good governance” is of course context specific, where state and society have over time reached 
some general agreement over what it means. In China, the term “good governance” is literally translated as 
“benevolent governance” (shanzheng). This strongly implies that the moral intentions of political authorities matter as 
much as policy outcomes in defining good governance in Chinese political culture; yet this implication warrants 
systematic empirical assessment, not essentialist assumption. In the ethnographic evidence to follow, I show that the 
public demonstration of good intentions – i.e performative governance – is indeed central to bureaucratic behavior in 
China’s environmental state. Elsewhere, good governance may be measured through institutional-procedural inputs, 
policy outputs or outcomes, or various normative “throughputs” such as efficacy, accountability, transparency, inclusiveness, 
and openness (Schmitt 2013). These “Western” conceptions of good governance have influenced Chinese politics in 
recent decades, leading to expanding institutions that absorb citizen inputs and transparency measures that display 
governmental information and records online. Yet, how much of the existing good governance measures such as 
transparency and responsiveness are substantive rather than symbolic remains an empirical question. In the realm of 
environmental governance for the period I studied, governmental responsiveness to individual citizens remained 
overwhelmingly performative. 
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goals, rather than the theatrical representation of good governance.5  

Distinguishing performative governance from substantive governance (its conceptual 

opposite) is a tricky observational task. It requires one to dive into the different meanings lying 

behind state behaviors that might be observationally equivalent (Geertz 2008). To ethnographers, 

the meaning of a behavior does not necessarily have to be conscious; in other words, an action can 

carry a certain meaning even though the intention is not clear to the actor. However, in my 

ethnographic fieldwork, by embedding myself within the backstage of the environmental 

bureaucracy, I was able to identify moments of intentionality in an organizational culture of 

performative governance. This allows me to conclude with greater confidence through my street-

level observations that performative governance can be distinguished, not just conceptually but 

observationally, from substantive governance.  

I further identified two specific pre-conditions that give rise to performative governance – 

low bureaucratic capacity and high public scrutiny. When the state lacks the capacity to resolve 

citizen complaints but is under strong public and private pressures to do so, it engages in 

performative governance to avoid blame and claim credit. More generally, capacity and scrutiny 

interact to produce four ideal types of state-bureaucratic behavior (see Figure 1). When capacity 

and scrutiny are both low, the state is inert: it does not have the logistical capacity and political 

authority to perform its functions, and it has no incentives to do so. In Weberian language, the 

state is patrimonial; in the language of Mann (1984), the state is feudal. When capacity is strong 

yet scrutiny is weak, state behavior is autonomous, because the public either does not care enough 

																																																								
5 An alternative way of understanding “performance legitimacy” is to incorporate the performative dimension of 
state behavior into the concept of “performance.” However, this way of defining “performance” potentially renders 
the theory unfalsifiable, as any state behavior short of repression may perceived as performance. Here I use a less 
expansive conception of “performance” which means material benefits, since the theory “performance legitimacy” is 
primarily used to describe political support generated through economic development. 
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about the issue or is deceived into thinking the issue is not important. Autonomous state actions 

can either be predatory or developmental, as autonomy is an objective characterization rather than 

a normative claim (Evans 1995).6 When capacity and scrutiny are both strong, by contrast, the 

state’s behavior tends to be most substantive: it has the administrative ability to perform its key 

functions and can be responsive to public scrutiny of its performance.  

Finally, and crucially for our purposes in this paper, when capacity is low and scrutiny is 

high, the state engages in performative behavior. The state does not have the administrative capacity 

or the specific bureaucratic agency in question lacks the political authority to perform its important 

functions, but is pressured into appearing as if it was responsive and benevolent so as to appease public 

opinion. This typology allows future research to predict performative governance – as well as inert, 

autonomous, and substantive state-bureaucratic behaviors – without possible access to the state’s 

backstage. It also adds to the conventional understanding of state-society relations in 

nondemocratic regimes, which usually consists overwhelmingly of the sticks of repression and the 

carrots of “performance.”  

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
6 The rentier state is an example of an autonomous state that tends to be predatory: rentier states generate a 
substantial amount of their revenues from the sales of natural resources such as oil and gas, and are less reliant on 
income taxes. When citizens are not taxed, they are widely expected to voice less demand for representation 
(Beblawi 1987; Ross 2001) and more tolerant of predatory state behavior. The developmental state literature, on the 
other hand, argues that state autonomy allows political authorities to craft beneficial industrial adjustment policies 
that might hurt certain group interests in the short term (Johnson 1982). Thus, while the outcomes they tend to 
produce dramatically differ, both the rentier state and developmental state share the features of high capacity and 
low scrutiny. 
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Figure 1: A Typology of State-bureaucratic Behavior 
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The concept of performative governance draws on a rich literature on symbolic 

performance in politics. Geertz’s (1980) study of the “theater state” in pre-colonial Bali and 

Wedeen’s (2015) research on former Syrian President Hafiz al-Asad’s cult of personality offer 

tantalizing examples of how symbolic performances can produce the powerful effect of political 

compliance and help sustain a political system.7 Compliance is surely not to be confused with 

“legitimacy”, which, even in the Weberian definition, is difficult to observe and measure (Wedeen 

2015). On the one hand, the human brain uses cognitive shortcuts to link referential symbols with 

specific meanings (e.g., smiling is associated with friendliness), thus the performance of symbols 

may shape an audience’s perception of the performer. On the other hand, one may question the 

extent to which the public is receptive to performative governance and its intended messages, 

especially when it does not occur in concurrence with the tangible delivery of substantial material 

benefits.  

																																																								
7 Although Geertz explicitly states that “power served pomp, not pomp power,” his empirical evidence seems to 
suggest both. 



	 10	

Is performative governance effective in appeasing public opinion? If so, we may argue that 

it helps maintain political support. But first we must determine whether performative governance 

is taking place, as I do with my following ethnographic evidence; and then we must assess whether 

public opinion is indeed influenced by such performative governance, as I do with original survey 

evidence in the subsequent section. I supplement these findings with interview data that illustrate 

two potential causal mechanisms linking performative governance and public support: perceived 

state benevolence and perceived environmental improvement (see Figure 2).  

Figure 2: The Argument 

 

 

The Chinese Environmental Bureaucracy 

China’s environmental bureaucracy is an excellent case with which to test the concept of 

performative governance and its impact on public opinion. In recent years, China has made 

impressive strides in developing a comprehensive set of environmental institutions (Wang 2006). 

However, while policies may appear strong on paper, problems associated with implementation 

abound. First, the environmental bureaucracy has limited political authority. In China’s 

fragmented bureaucratic system, policymaking unfolds through competition, negotiation and 

bargaining among multiple agencies (Lieberthal and Lampton 1992; Lieberthal and Oksenberg 

1990). Bureaucracies have varying degrees of political sway associated with the policy issues over 

which they preside. The Central Propaganda Department, for instance, is known to be almost 

almighty because the party–state views ideological control as quintessential to its survival. 

Low Capacity 

+

High Scrutiny

Performative

Governance

Improved Public

Support

Perceived
Environmental
Improvement

Perceived
State

Benevolence



	 11	

Economic bureaucracies — the National Development and Reform Council in particular — are 

also powerful, since economic development has been (and still is) the party-state’s top governance 

priority. Because development and meaningful environmental protection are usually at odds, the 

Ministry of Environmental Protection (MEP; the Ministry of Ecology and Environment after the 

2018 administrative reshuffling) and its local branches — Environmental Protection Bureaus 

(EPBs) — are often referred to as “weak bureaucracy” (ruoshi bumen) in the lexicon of Chinese 

officials and bureaucrats.  

 However, the public has evidently not cut the EPB much if any slack, evinced in the 

growing number of environmental protests and citizens’ expressed willingness to take to the streets. 

While environmental protection is not central to the performance evaluation of local leaders by 

their party-state superiors, protest is. When local leaders fail to prevent large-scale environmental 

crises, an environmental issue becomes a de facto issue of social stability, in which case the “one-

vote veto” (yipiao foujue) rule may be invoked to overshadow all their other achievements. Hence, 

alleviating public grievances about pollution is indispensable to the career security of both local 

leaders and EPB bureaucrats. Yet, this imperative to satisfy public opinion simply brings the EPBs 

back to their original problem, that is their lack of de facto capacity to enforce policies. Given the 

chimerical challenge of high scrutiny and low capacity, how do local EPBs act? 

  

Methods and Data  

For five months in 2013–2014, I participated in the daily operations of the municipal EPB in 

Lakeville, a city in the Yangtze River Delta—a region that has successfully transformed itself during 

China’s recent decades of economic reform. Like many places that attained prosperity during the 

reforms, Lakeville’s economy is heavily dependent on manufacturing, which accounts for half of 
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its GDP and employed half of the city’s workforce in 2013. Lakeville’s industrialization-led path to 

wealth has generated significant pollution. In 2013, it was blanketed with smog for two thirds of 

the year. In January 2014, air quality on all but two days was “very unhealthy” according to 

China’s official air quality guideline, meaning that “every person in the population may experience 

serious health effects.” 

Citizens of Lakeville are not quiescent about pollution. They can voice their complaints 

through various institutional channels, including the “Mayor’s Mailbox,” the “Mayor’s Hotline,” 

the “EPB Director’s Mailbox,” the “Environmental Petition Hotline,” and the EPB’s “Online 

Petition” webpage; they can also write letters to, phone, and pay personal visits to the EPB’s 

petition office. The municipal government has a service center that processes and redirects all 

citizen complaints. All environmental complaints eventually arrive at the EPB and are individually 

addressed. The Lakeville EPB, like its counterparts across China, was constrained by its abject lack 

of administrative capacity and political authority. In this study I treat Lakeville as an illustrative 

case of performative governance at work, where limited capacity and high public scrutiny drive 

the intensification of performative governance. 

Participant observation was essential to my findings, as it reveals the meanings of state-

bureaucratic behavior. A specific behavior on the front stage of social interaction may often carry 

different meanings. To borrow Geertz’ (2008) example of twitch versus wink, which he borrowed 

from Gilbert Ryle, a movement of rapid contraction of an eyelid may be an involuntary twitch or 

a conspiratorial wink. Participant observation allowed me to distinguish the “performative” from 

the “substantive.” Do bureaucrats speak and behave differently in front of the public (i.e., on the 

“front stage”) and in their offices (i.e., on the “back stage”)? Do bureaucrats actually expect to catch 

polluters when they go out on inspections? If not, why do they invest significant energy and 

resources into public inspections, going out of their way and staying up all night? Participant 
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observation allows me to observe, examine, and interpret bureaucratic behavior without having to 

ask the subject why they behave in a certain way – since self-reporting may be biased and self-

censored. It allows me to argue with confidence that performative governance is not only real, but 

also in this particular case, conscious. China’s street-level environmental bureaucrats proactively 

invest considerable amounts of time, money, and manpower to nudge public perceptions in a 

positive direction.  

There is always a risk that participant observation will produce findings that are skewed by 

the researcher’s physical and political location within the agency. To ensure that my findings were 

as unbiased and representative as possible, therefore, I spent time at different offices within the 

EPB in order to obtain a multi-faceted view of its operations. My experience involved travelling 

around with a group of environmental inspectors (huanjing jianchayuan) to inspect local enterprises, 

participating in intra-agency and inter-agency meetings, and observing the processing of citizen 

complaints in the petition office.  

To test whether performative governance can produce its intended effect — public support 

— I commissioned a survey spanning 30 randomly-selected Chinese cities to investigate the 

variation in environmental satisfaction at both individual and local levels. The rest of this paper 

consists of findings from my participant observation as well as quantitative analysis of survey data. 

 

Face Work: Performative Governance at the Lakeville EPB 

The government organization responsible for enforcing environmental laws, policies, and 

regulations in Lakeville is its municipal EPB. It was established in 1984, a few years after the onset 

of economic reforms. Its transformation since then has been a story of Weberian bureaucratic 

metamorphosis—or so it appears—characterized by its increasing size, division of labor, 
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formalization of rules, and professionalization of the workforce. In 2013, the Lakeville EPB 

employed about 450 civil servants serving a population of millions. Yet, despite significant 

expansion and apparent rationalization, environmental governance in Lakeville continued to face 

many of the same well-documented challenges that handicap local EPBs across China—generally, 

a lack of political clout and administrative capacity to implement policies. For example, local EPBs 

still lacked the authority to close down factories, and the fines they were authorized to implement 

remained small relative to the cost to firms of undertaking pollution control measures. On a daily 

basis, bureaucrats at the Lakeville EPB lamented the impossibility of their tasks: districts and 

counties that evade requests to punish polluting enterprises; upper-level authorities who lack 

understanding of local conditions; nearby regions that transport polluting wastes to Lakeville; and 

“highfalutin” (“gaogao zaishang”) environmental scientists at local research institutions who display 

no sympathy for the agency’s lack of resources. 

 However, the biggest headache for the Lakeville EPB was the city’s residents. A candid 

remark often heard at work was that “the Common Folks nowadays are powerful” (xianzai de 

laobaixing hen lihai). A favorite story circulating among the bureaucrats was of several farmers who 

protested against a nearby county EPB by moving into its office with their rice cookers and 

camping out for five straight days, playing poker. On another occasion, the Lakeville EPB was 

compelled to launch a major inspection into wastewater pollution at a paper plant because the 

complainant – who turned out to be an employee of a rival factory – managed to get the EPB 

director’s cellphone number and filed a “petition” via text. 

Citizen complaints affect bureaucrats’ career security. Although Chinese civil servants are 

disciplined primarily by internal bureaucratic rules, public opinion frequently plays a decisive, and 

sometimes capricious, role in their fate. It is not rare for bureaucrats to be fired for dining at upscale 

restaurants or consuming alcoholic beverages at lunch whenever these “transgressions” are 
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photographed by citizens and circulated via social media. When I travelled with Lakeville EPB 

bureaucrats on inspections, they were constantly on the lookout for suspicious citizens. For 

example, even when they ate lunch at modest restaurants in between inspections (to save time), 

they always took their uniforms off before getting out of the vehicle, out of fear that citizens would 

photograph them eating out and post the picture on social media as evidence of “state corruption.”  

Agencies with little political clout like the EPB are usually saddled with blame in the 

aftermath of public opinion crises. Figure 3 demonstrates the direction in which blame is typically 

directed in response to citizen complaints. Citizens may contact lower-level bureaucracies when 

grievances first arise, and should their grievances not be resolved, they may take them up the 

political hierarchy. In order to avoid potential fallout from upper-level authorities, who wield de 

jure power to hire and fire lower-level bureaucrats, lower-level bureaucrats try to neutralize societal 

grievances before they escalate. It is important to emphasize that upper-level authorities’ de jure 

power of dismissal would be much more sparely exercised if citizens did not have de facto influence 

over state agents.  

Figure 3: How Blame Falls (and Influence is Exerted) 
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 For this reason, the Lakeville EPB is extremely attentive and sensitive to public opinion. 

Every citizen complaint triggers a formal investigation. However, as a bureaucrat at the Lakeville 

EPB confided, “public opinion is irrational” (minyi bushi lixing de). Bureaucrats with years of 

experience dealing with citizen complaints found exactly what Mettler (2011) found in her study 

on public perceptions of Obama’s tax cuts, and what Lü (2014) found in his research on 

educational entitlements in China: that the hard delivery of material benefits – even if the 

bureaucracy had the capacity for it – does not necessarily translate into citizen satisfaction. 

Instead, bureaucrats stress the importance of “face work” (mianzi gongcheng) to deal with the 

dual burden of low capacity and high scrutiny. Face work is simply performative governance in 

the lexicon of the bureaucrats—the public, symbolic display of good governance designed to 



	 17	

convince citizens of the virtues of the agency and its agents. As the reader might recognize, “face 

work” was Goffman’s (1959) term to describe impression management in interpersonal behavior, 

and just so happened to be the term EPB bureaucrats used to describe their own actions. 

Three important components constitute successful face work— 1) appearing responsive to 

public opinion, 2) demonstrating benevolent intentions in their efforts, and 3) making these efforts visible 

to the general public. First, bureaucrats maintain symbolic responsiveness to citizen complaints. 

Despite its many formal functions – such as drafting local policies and regulations, implementing 

national and local policies, monitoring enterprises’ pollution control practices, and educating the 

public about environmental protection – the Lakeville EPB spends the majority of its working hours 

addressing citizen complaints. An internal rule dictates that each complaint should be investigated 

and receive a response within two weeks. Whenever there is a public crisis that puts the EPB’s 

image at stake, the agency’s regular functions are cast aside, the division of labor breaks down, and 

the agency diverts most of its resources and manpower to handling citizen complaints. This kind 

of image of responsiveness is not to be confused with responsiveness in a democratic sense—i.e. the conformity 

of public policy outputs/outcomes to societal preferences. Bureaucrats are well-aware of the lack 

of efficacy in their efforts, yet they view symbolic responsiveness as an important measure to put 

out fires of public anger. 

The second component of face work is the demonstration of benevolent intentions to 

citizens. When petitioners arrive at the agency with their complaints, they are first offered a warm 

cup of tea and a comfortable couch. In fact, the Lakeville EPB’s only leather couch sits in its petition 

office, which is also one of the EPB’s largest and fanciest rooms; even deputy directors must share 

a single modest office. During training sessions, bureaucrats are taught proper manners of public 

communication: for instance, when answering citizens’ calls, bureaucrats should not hang up on 

the caller, regardless of the content or tone. Sometimes, when conversations over environmental 
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hotlines turned to issues unrelated to environmental pollution—such as one caller’s conflict with 

his neighbor, and another person’s marital problems—bureaucrats played talk therapist until the 

callers were finished with the conversation. When I asked a bureaucrat why they sometimes let 

unreasonable petitioners berate them, he answered with a question of his own: “Do I let him curse 

at me or do I want to lose my rice bowl [job]?”  

Third, bureaucrats made sure that face work goes public: on Goffman’s front stage, not 

backstage. Sometimes petitioners are invited to take part in the investigation process to offer leads 

and observe the inspections. At other times, the agency organized ad hoc “hearing sessions” among 

citizens to collect their opinions about local pollution management. Each online complaint is 

immediately published, as well as details of investigation into the complaint. The EPB’s website 

also publishes photo-illustrated stories of its inspections—stories that are mostly accurate, but with 

certain details embellished and sometimes dramatized to move the audience: inspectors braving 

the snow to confront a polluter; inspectors skipping sleep to conduct midnight inspections; 

inspectors being ruthless to polluters and outsmarting them during inspections, even though the 

enterprise went unpunished in the end. When an environmental crisis gets picked up by the news 

media, the agency devotes extra efforts to ensure a favorable impression in the paper or on TV. 

Such public records of performative governance act as a safety shield when public opinion crises 

arise (as they inevitably do) and cascades of blame start to descend from above. 

This style of governance seems to resemble Economy (2014)’s description of environmental 

governance in China as “crisis management.” However, central to crisis management is not the 

resolution of the crisis itself, but rather public relations management. Even when they cannot solve 

environmental crises, bureaucrats can use performative governance to help prevent or defuse political 

crises. Bureaucrats at the Lakeville EPB are fully aware of the fruitlessness of most inspections, 

acknowledging that the EPB is not a “bureaucracy with de facto power” (shiquan bumen). Yet in order 
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to defend the agency’s reputation and shelter its agents from potential political fallout, the EPB 

proactively invests a substantial amount of resources into performative governance.   

 

“Foul Air Law Enforcement Operation” 

The scale of the Lakeville EPB’s performative governance is nicely captured by the example of the 

2013 “Foul Air Law Enforcement Operation” (FALEO). In October 2013, the bureaucracy 

experienced a spike in citizen complaints about air pollution. There was also an increase in 

repeated petitions (chongfu xinfang), which the EPB treats with extra caution. Many of the complaints 

originated from residential areas in the vicinity of an industrial development zone – hereon referred 

to as District S. Most enterprises in District S are manufacturing plants, contributing significant 

revenue to the local government’s coffers, but also producing substantial air pollution that bothered 

local residents. This problem is exacerbated by the highly mixed use of local land. In the 2000s, 

relatively cheaper land prices in District S attracted manufacturing firms and real estate developers 

alike. A dozen universities established campuses there as well. Two dozen residential compounds 

were erected near the industrial development zone, occupying approximately a quarter of the 

district’s land. In 2013, about half a million Lakeville citizens lived in District S. The proximity of 

industrial enterprises and residential areas unsurprisingly turned District S into a hotbed of 

environmental complaints.  

Citizens spoke candidly in their complaints. In one emotional online petition, a citizen 

asked: “Is everyone at the EPB dead? Why is no one taking care of this strong rubber smell? 

Taxpayers have raised a bunch of lazy animals. Are you in bed with the businesses you regulate?” 

Others also cited the smell of “rubber,” “plastic,” and “chemicals.” After a few agency meetings to 

discuss the issue, the EPB launched an ad hoc “law enforcement operation,” which is a burst of 

intensive inspections targeting specific areas or industries. In one of the meetings, bureaucrats 
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debated whether the operation should be called “Air Pollution Law Enforcement Operation” or 

“Foul Air Law Enforcement Operation.” After much deliberation, “foul air” was chosen, deciding 

that the objective of the operation should be limited to addressing complaints related to the smell 

of the air rather fixing the underlying problem of the air’s polluting content. It was foreseeable that 

the term “air pollution” might trigger the concern that the agency was unable to resolve the 

underlying problems; and indeed it was not. In the end, even the foulness of the air remained 

unresolved. Yet the EPB could still be successful at its more pressing goal: resolving the political 

crisis that air pollution had prompted.  

The entire operation lasted for four weeks and consisted of three stages: investigation, 

inspection, and response. During the investigation stage, bureaucrats collected data on citizen 

complaints from multiple sources, including petitions registered online, over the phone, and in 

person at the EPB’s Petition Office, as well as complaints filed at the EPB in District S. They then 

analyzed the origins of the complaints, identifying specific problem areas to target, and composed 

a list of 30 firms that were deemed most suspicious, including rubber factories, plastic factories, 

waste water treatment plants, fertilizer plants, and livestock farms. A handful of environmental 

inspectors then spent three days driving around District S, verifying the complaints. By the end of 

the week, the agency had devised a detailed plan of action.  

The second stage of the operation – lasting for two weeks – consisted of daily surprise visits 

to two or three enterprises on the EPB’s list of suspected polluters. Upon arrival, inspectors would 

ask an enterprise representative, usually a manager, to be present as an “eye witness.” After 

checking on the firm’s pollution permits, “Environmental Impact Assessment Report,”8  and 

pollution abatement facilities (whether they were up-to-date and running), inspectors would select 

																																																								
8 Every pollution-generating enterprise in China needs an “Environmental Impact Assessment Report” in order to 
enter production. 
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three “monitoring spots” upwind from (and close to) the production facility at the edge of the 

factory property, and collect three air samples from each monitoring spot. Inspectors meticulously 

documented the entire inspection process with photographic and video evidence, including every 

moment an air sample was collected – pictures should clearly indicate the location of air sample 

collection, the identities of the inspectors (at least two should be present), and factory 

representatives. At the end, inspectors would write up details of the inspection in a physical form, 

and enter them on the EPB’s “Law Enforcement iPad” using a special application designed for 

EPB use. They then asked enterprise representatives to read and verify the entire record, before 

signing and fingerprinting it, if they agreed with the findings. Inspection records were automatically 

synced with the EPB’s central database, which can be accessed from other EPB devices.  

 Most enterprise representatives patiently and politely cooperated with the inspectors, but 

not all. At one livestock farm, its owner insisted that he was illiterate and thus unable to read and 

sign the inspection report. Inspectors proceeded to read the entire inspection report to him. The 

farm owner, however, still refused to sign. At their wits’ end, inspectors took a video of his refusal 

before they left the farm. In theory, such pictures and videos could allow the EPB to administer 

punishment with concrete evidence. However, because the amount of punishment the EPB could 

administer was very limited, in practice they were used to advertise the inspector’s sincere efforts, 

and saved in case further opprobrium would be showered on the EPB for its lack of responsiveness 

to citizen complaints. 

During the second week of FALEO, inspectors encountered a rare event – all the 

enterprises had pollution abatement facilities operating perfectly upon their arrival. Yet this 

seeming effectiveness was an illusion: word about the inspections had spread among local polluters, 

who then shifted production time to between midnight and 6 a.m., when residents and inspectors 

were believed to be asleep. Alerted by citizens living near the factories in question, inspectors 
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adapted their strategy to surreptitiously inspect enterprises after midnight. After inspecting a 

fertilizer plant at 2 a.m. one day, inspectors’ uniforms and vehicle carried a pungent odor of 

livestock feces that lasted for an entire week. 

  Air samples were sent to the Environmental Monitoring Station (an EPB subsidiary), 

where they were diluted to one-twentieth of their original concentration. Six certified “smell 

testers” sniffed and voted on whether the enterprise had violated environmental regulations. To 

compensate for their lack of capacity to actually control air pollution in District S, the EPB 

strategically used a regulation of the odor rather than substance of industrial waste air requiring waste 

air not to have pungent odors that cause discomfort. The actual substances in the air samples were 

not tested. In other words, it did not matter whether the waste air was harmful but odorless; nor 

did it matter if the waste air was smelly yet harmless. Despite its formal authority to assess and 

mitigate pollution, the EPB intentionally limited its investigation to the stench of waste air that 

triggered citizen complaints. The goal of the operation was to placate the residents and prevent 

further complaints, not to solve the underlying problem of air pollution. 

A few days later, the Environmental Monitoring Station concluded that four enterprises 

had violated regulations on the odor of their waste air: two rubber factories, a food manufacturer, 

and a fertilizer plant. This was a surprisingly small number given the kinds of widespread 

environmental violations observed during the inspections. In the final week of the operation, the 

EPB summoned managers of the four enterprises to its office to complete a formal “written 

deposition,” during which the managers answered questions about their enterprises and their 

measures of pollution control. Most managers were cooperative during the deposition, except for 

the owner of the fertilizer plant—the very person who had claimed to be illiterate during the 

inspection—who threatened to jump out of the EPB’s window on the fourth floor. His ploy, 

however, did not generate much concern among EPB employees, who were familiar with his 
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performative threatening antics: according to the bureaucrats, his father, the late owner of the 

plant, also had a reputation for threatening to jump, without ever bringing himself to do so.  

The bureaucrats’ deep knowledge of the firms in their jurisdiction suggests that the periodic 

fines had not caused most polluters to cease environmental violations. Put simply, performative 

governance has not had significant and substantive downstream impact on firm behavior. For some 

large enterprises, the cost of electricity to run pollution treatment facilities can be as high as a 

government fine; they were thus better off financially paying the periodic fines. After the 

depositions, the Laws and Regulations Office (another subsidiary of the EPB) calculated a fine 

based on the extent of their violation: ranging between 20,000 and 50,000 yuan (about 3,137 to 

7,844 USD in 2013) in the case of FALEO. Modest as they were, these fines were among the largest 

the EPB had ever given to firms in the locality. Still, all four enterprises would be found guilty again 

of environmental violations in the following 12 months. 

 Finally, the Petitions Office at the EPB issued formal responses to each citizen’s complaint 

to underscore their concern for the complaint and the efforts they made to address it. The responses 

included a list of measures the EPB had undertaken to investigate the citizen’s complaints—e.g., the 

timing and length of its inspections, names of the firms inspected, whether they had discovered 

environmental violations (usually a no), and other measures the local government had taken to 

address pollution problems. They also included language expressing the EPB’s serious dedication 

to resolving pollution problems for citizens and listed measures it would take in the future to 

improve the effectiveness of environmental governance. The responses end with a note thanking 

the petitioner for their “support for the work of environmental governance” (see Table 1 for the 

EPB’s response to the citizen complaint mentioned earlier).  
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Table 1: Sample Citizen Complaint and EPB Response 

Complaint Is everyone at the EPB dead? Why is no one taking care of this strong 
rubber smell? Taxpayers have raised a bunch of lazy animals. Are you 
in bed with the businesses you regulate? 

Response Greetings! Your petition was received. Our Bureau’s historical tracing 
of pollution sources in the district and our inspectors’ investigation of 
citizen complaints demonstrate that the pungent odor affecting our 
district originates from the International Spices Company and the CY 
Tires Company. The district treats industrial air pollution as a very 
serious issue and is actively enforcing air pollution regulations… Air 
pollution enforcement emphasizes resolving issues with human senses. 
As a result, International Spices and CY Tires are included as key 
point enterprises in the “Three Year Plan for Air Pollution 
Control.”… In addition to expediting air quality enforcement, our 
bureau will increase the frequency of on-site inspections. We will 
seriously punish enterprises whose waste air violates regulations and 
those that do not operate waste air treatment facilities regularly. 
Thank you for your concern and support for our environmental 
governance! 

Source: Lakeville EPB’s website, with enterprises’ names replaced with pseudonyms. 

  

After sending the response, bureaucrats would follow up with the petitioner, asking if they 

were satisfied with the response. Most reported satisfaction, even when the response was often 

“there is nothing we can do about this company.” One might question the authenticity of citizens’ 

expression of satisfaction with the EPB’s message: were they self-censoring due to fear of 

government retaliation? This is highly unlikely to be the case here. Citizens lack the incentive to 

self-censor, since the government itself is a verbal promoter of environmental protection. They also 

lack the tendency to self-censor, as the strident and uninhibited vehemence of many citizen 

complaints demonstrated.  

Why, then, did citizens express satisfaction? A cynical reader might speculate that citizens 

simply wanted the odor issue to be resolved (because some mentioned odors in their complaints); 

the EPB, sincerely wanting to resolve people’s complaints about odor, then launched the 

FALEO—substantive governance produced by genuine responsiveness. However, mentions of 
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odor should not be misread as if the odor of the air was all that citizens cared about, unless we 

believe Chinese citizens do not care about the health impact of air pollution. Indeed, my survey in 

the following section shows that they care a great deal. Even if citizen complaints had been purely 

about odorous air – and they were not – EPB efforts proved foreseeably fruitless given the agency’s 

lack of capacity and the eventual lack of punishment imposed on polluting firms. 

It was not possible (and would have been a violation of privacy) for me to interview citizens 

whose complaints triggered the FALEO. However, through interviews with citizens in District S 

and Lakeville at large, I ascertain two distinct explanations for citizen satisfaction. First, the 

benevolent intentions demonstrated through performative governance helped assuage citizens’ 

grievances. In citizen discussions of state behavior, “good attitude” (taidu hao) was often cited as a 

sign that the government had good intentions and therefore deserved some sympathy. By lowering 

itself in front of the citizens – sometimes acting as their virtual punching bags – the state gives 

citizens a sense of power and efficacy, even though it cannot resolve their issues. Second, 

performative governance gives some citizens (especially those living far away from the sources of 

pollution) the belief that environmental quality has improved or will improve in the future – despite 

the lack of concrete evidence for it (for more interview evidence, see Author 2016 ).  

To sum up, faced with the dual burden of low capacity and high public scrutiny, which is 

directly tied to their career security, EPB bureaucrats proactively engaged in performative 

governance. This was designed to improve the bureaucracy’s image rather than control actual 

pollution. Unlike “going through the motions,” which implies a lack of strategic thinking by the 

bureaucrats, or “muddling through,” (Lindblom 1959; Zhou et al. 2013) which implies a lack of 

overarching agenda, performative governance is intentional: bureaucrats had good ex ante 

knowledge that the measures undertaken would not result in any substantive improvement in firm 

behavior, yet set out – with substantial energy and resources – to engage in “face work.” In the 
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case of FALEO, performative governance seemed to be effective at assuaging citizen complaints 

about pollution, even as pollution in District S remained entirely unabated.  

 

Performative Governance and Citizen Satisfaction: Results from a 
National Survey 
 
Only a small fraction of the Chinese public has ever contacted the government with their 

environmental complaints. How do we know, then, whether performative governance reaches – 

and potentially impresses – a wider audience? To explore the link between performative 

governance and public opinion, I conducted a national telephone survey spanning 30 Chinese 

cities – randomly selected based on air quality and geography – in 2015. Respondents were 

reached via the Computer Assisted Telephone Interview (CATI) method, whereby a computer 

randomly generates numerical combinations to form a telephone number.9 Over 200 complete 

responses were collected from each city.10  

The survey consisted of three sets of questions. First, it asked for the respondent’s overall 

satisfaction with environmental governance in their municipality – used as the dependent variable 

in my statistical analyses. It also asked for the respondent’s perceived exposure to performative 

governance – used as an independent variable. Second, it included questions that measure 

respondents’ political and environmental knowledge and awareness. Third, I included a series of 

socio-demographic background questions. I use both sets of questions as individual-level control 

																																																								
9 The first three digits were generated from a set of numbers used by all three cellphone carriers in China, the next 
four digits were set to be the area code of the city, and the last four digits were randomly generated. 
10 Once the respondent answered the phone, a professionally trained surveyor introduced the survey to the 
interviewee and solicited his or her agreement to participate in the survey. A total of 673,987 attempted calls were 
made with the CATI method; 216,214 people answered the call, and 6164 interviews were successfully completed. 
Although the response rate was low, it approximated the standard response rate of this method. There is no best way 
to demonstrate that political sensitivity was NOT a concern for most people who did not complete the survey. 
However, environmental protection has been a government priority for at least the past decade and generally not a 
sensitive issue for citizens to discuss in public. Each telephone interview lasted for about 10 minutes. 
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variables.11 I also constructed an original measure for performative governance, based on media 

reports, that was independent of the survey – to be detailed below. 

 

Measuring Satisfaction with Environmental Governance 

The dependent variable, satisfaction with local environmental governance, is measured with two questions 

in the survey. First:  

Do you think the municipal government of [city name]’s biaoxian (performance) in pollution control and environmental 
protection over the past year was very good, fairly good, average, fairly bad, or very bad?  

The Chinese word biaoxian is translated as “performance” in English. As in English, it can mean 

performance in both its effective and theatrical senses. I intentionally left the meaning vague so the 

respondent would answer based on their own understanding of good biaoxian, and hence good 

governance. The response rate to this question was 90 percent. 

To mitigate respondents’ sensitivity to the framing of the question, the survey asked the 

following question at a later point: 

On a scale of zero to ten, if zero means very dissatisfied, and ten means very satisfied, how satisfied are you with [city 
name] municipal government’s biaoxian (performance) in pollution control and environmental protection last year? 

The response rate to this question was 97 percent, with an average score of 6.53, which is just 

above what would be considered a passing grade in the Chinese school system. I use this alternative 

measure of satisfaction in the robustness check. I treat the dependent variable as linear because the 

underlying variable, citizen satisfaction, is continuous.  

 

 

 

																																																								
11 The “average respondent” to the 2015 survey was a high school-educated 35-year-old male who had lived in his 
current city for the past 20 years. The average size of the respondent’s household was four; and the average 
household income was 75,240 yuan ($12,130). 
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Measuring Performative Governance 

The independent variable is performativity in environmental governance. Existing research shows 

that Chinese citizens receive most of their political information from the mass media (Saich 2011). 

In my survey, 59 percent respondents reported that they often use local television and newspapers 

to acquire local news. Therefore, local media is an important channel through which performative 

governance reaches its broader citizen audience.12 I constructed two independent measures of 

performative governance in media—one subjective and one objective. The first, subjective 

measure, approximates the respondent’s exposure to performative governance through the 

following survey question:  

In the past year, how often did you see your local government agencies appear on TV, in the newspaper, or online in 
an effort to resolve local environmental pollution problems (often, sometimes, seldom, never)? 

To address potential survey demand, I supplement the subjective measure with an objective 

measure of performative governance, using the widest-circulating newspaper in each city covered 

in the survey. My interviews with Chinese editors and journalists of local news outlets found that 

there are generally three types of reporting on policy issues like environmental protection: “policy 

interpretation,” “propaganda reporting,” and “supervisory reporting.”13  Policy interpretation 

conveys new policies and regulations to local residents. Propaganda reporting is advertisement of 

government achievement in environmental protection. Supervisory reporting is terminology for 

reporting that does not fall under the conventional propaganda category: unlike propaganda, 

which is dry and straightforward, supervisory reporting is investigative and interactive, dealing 

with concrete concerns arising in the locality and government response. See Table 2 for a side-by-

																																																								
12 Citizens also often read news on social media. However, my survey found that their trust toward information on 
social media was much lower than official newspapers and television. 
13 Interviews in Zhejiang province, July 2015. 
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side comparison of an excerpt of propaganda reporting and an excerpt of supervisory reporting 

from Wenzhou Daily. 

I use the frequency of supervisory reporting of environmental governance in the local 

newspaper as a proximate measure of performative governance. One may ask whether 

conventional propaganda also captures some aspects of performative governance. Here, I simply 

defer to Chinese media practitioners’ own characterization of “propaganda,” which tends to dryly 

report improved pollution outcomes as state achievements, rather than reporting on the detailed 

processes of bureaucratic responsiveness in a way that seeks to move the reader. By only coding 

supervisory reporting and not propaganda in the media as performative governance, I generate a 

more conservative measure of performative governance, making it more likely that I am 

underestimating rather than overestimating its effects on public satisfaction. 

Table 2: Propaganda versus supervisory reporting 

Propaganda reporting Supervisory reporting 
“To Construct an Eco-City” 

To be called a “Hygienic City,” ecological 
environment is a hard metric. A city’s happiness 
index not only depends on the level of economic 
development but also depends on whether 
residents can breathe carefree, whether there is 
eye-pleasing green in between skyscrapers. 
Wenzhou is no longer an industrial and 
entrepreneurial city, but more so an eco-city, an 
environmental city… (The rest of the article 
outlines past achievements in environmental 
protection by the local government. The article 
was published on March 25, after the “two 
meetings.”) 
 
 

“An Open Letter that Rewards Petitions” 
“Whatever a citizen’s concern may be, they will 
receive a response from me (民有所呼，我有所
应),” … says Xu Xingping (a deputy county EPB 
director), who devotes most of his time and energy 
in environmental xinfang (petitions) work. He and 
his coworkers take turns receiving citizen 
complaints at the office; they often stay up all night 
because of one telephone complaint. … “The way 
we deal with petitions needs to keep pace with the 
times (与时俱进).” Xi Xingping and coworkers 
often discuss the business [of working at the EPB], 
create innovative ways of addressing 
environmental complaints; … [they] go back to 
look at past investigations of citizen environmental 
complaints, and focus on petition cases that cause 
the strongest citizen reaction. (The rest of the 
article contains concrete examples of how the local 
EPA did their best at responding to citizen 
complaints.) 

Source: Wenzhou Daily 
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To construct the variable, I first asked two research assistants who are native Chinese 

speaking college students to independently read through all articles in the daily newspaper of three 

randomly selected Chinese cities. I asked the RAs to categorize the news articles based on their 

own reading (without knowledge of the reporting types revealed by the journalists). Both research 

assistants identified supervisory reporting, which they categorized as “supervisory” (jianguan), from 

propaganda, which they both categorized as “propaganda” (xuanchuan), or “accomplishments” 

(jixiao). Once I verified that native Chinese speakers with high-school education are able to tell 

supervisory reporting from propaganda on their own terms, I then asked three new RAs to count 

the instances of supervisory reporting concerning environmental protection in the 30 newspapers 

in a period of 12 months prior to the survey. I averaged the RAs’ counts to form an objective 

measure of performative governance.  

 

City-level Control Variables 

My main control variable is the actual air quality of the cities – a proxy for substantive 

environmental governance. Since January 2014, the MEP has been publishing daily air pollution 

levels for all Chinese cities online. These data are updated hourly, making them less vulnerable to 

local government manipulation. Importantly, citizens check air quality almost daily using 

applications that report this data.  

One may argue that citizen satisfaction with environmental governance, specifically, can 

be unduly influenced by their more general satisfaction with government (Easton 1975). I thus 

control for general governance quality with the number of high-level corruption charges in each 

city in 2014 published on the Central Organization Department’s website – since the anti-

corruption campaign started in 2013, the more officials sacked in the locality, the worse citizens 
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might perceive government quality to be. I also use GDP per capita in 2014 as a second proxy for 

general governance quality. 

 

Individual Control Variables 

At the individual level, I control for four sets of variables that may influence citizen satisfaction 

with environmental governance: underlying environmentalism, political knowledge/awareness, 

socioeconomic characteristics, and health. First, people who believe that environmental protection 

is important may hold authorities to higher standards and be less satisfied with their performance. 

The survey asks the following question: 

“When environmental protection comes in conflict with economic development, is environmental protection or economic 

development more important?”  

A surprising 79 percent of respondents answered that they would choose environmental protection 

over economic development—a large number even after taking into consideration the effect of 

survey demand. 

 Political knowledge may also influence satisfaction with government performance – more 

politically aware citizens may hold the government to higher standards. The survey asked the 

respondent to name the Chinese premier (Li Keqiang); 60 percent of respondents correctly named 

the premier. Chinese urbanites’ political awareness is roughly comparable to the United States. In 

May 2010, the Pew Research Center surveyed three thousand American adults, of whom 59 

percent correctly named the vice president as Joe Biden.  

Third, I control for respondents’ demographic traits and socioeconomic status including 

age, gender, income, and educational attainment. Existing research shows that socioeconomic 

background significantly affects people’s political attitudes, and I expect these effects to spill over 
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in their satisfaction with environmental governance (e.g., Kennedy 2009; Lewis-Beck et al. 2013; 

Li 2004; Pan and Xu 2017; Shen et al, 2013; Tsai 2007). 

Finally, people may develop cognitive immunity to pollution when its effect manifests at a 

slow pace (e.g., air pollution). By contrast, someone who has fallen ill because of air pollution may 

be less satisfied with environmental governance, regardless of what the government does or appears 

to be doing. In the survey, 22 percent of respondents reported that pollution had had a “severe” 

impact on their health or the health of their family member. Table 3 is a summary of each variable. 

Table 3: Descriptive Statistics 

 

 

Analyses and Results 

I run two sets of statistical tests of my main hypothesis that performative governance improves 

citizen satisfaction with environmental governance. First, as a baseline test, I fit a set of four linear 

Table 3: Descriptive Statistics

Mean Standard Deviation N. of Observations

Approval of Environmental Governance

On a scale of 5 3.30 1.15 5516
On a scale of 11 6.53 2.38 5987

Performative Governance

Survey measure 2.66 0.95 6064
Newspaper measure 21 9.4 30

City-level Control Variables

Particulate Matter 2.5 level in 2014 96.65 19.56 30
Instances of High-level Corruption 10 6 30
GDP per capita ��������70,�440 39.247 30

Individual-level Control Variables

Importance of Environment 2.71 0.60 6043
Politial Knowledge 60% � 4872
Female 43% � 6164
Age 37 12 6164
Income 19, 557 26, 774 4854
Education 3.40 1.27 6116
Health Impact of Pollution 2.67 0.92 5948

3
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regression models to city-level data (N=30), using the first survey measure of satisfaction (on a scale 

of 5), and both survey and media measures of performative governance: two models without 

individual-level control variables and two with individual-level controls. Analyses using city-level 

data generate conservative estimates of the impact and significance of performative governance on 

public opinion.  

I then fit a set of four linear mixed-effects models to individual data: again, using the first 

survey measure of satisfaction and both measures of performative governance; two models without 

individual-level controls and two with individual-level controls. I choose mixed-effects models 

because the sample of 30 cities is randomly drawn to represent the population of Chinese cities; 

and this study is interested in the underlying population rather than individual cities. Further, since 

one measure of my independent variable—performative governance—is at the city level, using 

fixed-effects would not allow me to generate a meaningful coefficient estimate for this variable. 

 

City-Level Analyses and Results 

I first fit four OLS models to city-level data. The first two only include control variables at the city 

level (pollution level, corruption level, and GDP per capita); the other two include control variables 

at the individual-level, represented as city-averages: environmentalism, political knowledge, socio-

economic characteristics, and health impact of air pollution. (The control variables do not exhibit 

collinearity.) Table 4 shows that the survey measure of performative governance has a positive and 

significant impact on citizen satisfaction, in both the minimalist model without individual-controls 

(model 1) and in the expansive model with individual controls (model 3). The media (newspaper) 

measure of performative governance has a positive and significant impact on satisfaction in the 

expansive model (model 4), but not the minimalist model (model 2), although the effect is positive. 
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Table 4: City-level Analysis 

 

 

 

 

Table 7: City-level Analysis

Dependent variable:

Satisfaction

(1) (2) (3) (4)

PG survey 1.323⇤⇤⇤ 1.539⇤⇤⇤

(0.293) (0.254)
PG media 0.004 0.011⇤⇤

(0.005) (0.005)
Pollution �0.007⇤⇤⇤ �0.005⇤⇤ �0.004⇤⇤ �0.005⇤

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.003)
Corruption 0.001 0.001 0.0004 �0.0001

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)
log(GDP pc) �0.118 �0.228⇤⇤ 0.056 �0.057

(0.072) (0.090) (0.081) (0.122)
Environmentalist �0.410 �0.405

(0.540) (0.840)
Pol Knowledge �0.020⇤⇤ �0.013

(0.008) (0.012)
Female 0.827 �0.183

(0.577) (0.888)
Age �0.015 �0.006

(0.016) (0.025)
Income �0.053⇤⇤ �0.033

(0.021) (0.033)
Edu �0.022 �0.360

(0.134) (0.223)
Health Impact �1.000⇤⇤⇤ �0.235

(0.324) (0.477)
Constant 1.710 6.067⇤⇤⇤ 2.963 8.141⇤⇤⇤

(1.236) (1.023) (1.953) (2.825)

Observations 30 30 30 30
R2 0.641 0.369 0.840 0.613
Adjusted R2 0.584 0.268 0.742 0.376
Residual Std. Error 0.162 (df = 25) 0.215 (df = 25) 0.128 (df = 18) 0.199 (df = 18)

Note: ⇤p<0.1; ⇤⇤p<0.05; ⇤⇤⇤p<0.01

9
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Individual-Level Analyses using Linear Mixed-Effects Models and Results 

I then fit four linear mixed-effects models to individual-level data: two without individual-controls, 

and two with individual-controls. The dependent variable is a continuous variable that measures 

citizen i’s satisfaction with environmental governance in city j where they reside. The main 

independent variable is citizen i’s exposure to performative governance at both perceived and 

objective levels. The model also includes 𝛿 city-level control variables (𝑥$% … 𝑥'%), including air 

pollution, GDP per capita, and corruption level, as well as 𝛾 individual-level control variables 

(𝑧$% … 𝑧+%), including environmentalism, political awareness, gender, age, income, education, and 

pollution’s health impact.  

𝑆𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑠𝑓𝑎𝑐𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛	𝑤𝑖𝑡ℎ	𝑒𝑛𝑣𝑖𝑜𝑟𝑛𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑎𝑙	𝑔𝑜𝑣𝑒𝑟𝑛𝑎𝑛𝑐𝑒>%

= 𝛼A% + 𝛽D% × 𝑃𝑒𝑟𝑓𝑜𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑣𝑒	𝐺𝑜𝑣𝑒𝑟𝑛𝑎𝑛𝑐𝑒>% + 𝛿 × 𝑋%I + 𝛾 × 𝑍>%I + 𝜖>%  

  Table 5 reports findings at the individual level. The survey measure of performative 

governance has a positive and significant impact on citizen satisfaction, in both the minimalist 

model without individual-controls (model 5) and in the expansive model with individual controls 

(model 7). The media (newspaper) measure of performative governance has a positive impact on 

satisfaction in both minimalist (6) and expansive (8) models, however, neither is statistically 

significant at the p<0.1 level.  
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Table 5: Individual-Level Analysis using LMER 

 

As a robustness check, I run the same eight models using an alternative measure of 

citizen satisfaction (on a scale of 0-10). Table a and b in the Appendix show that results are 

Table 9: Individual-Level Analysis using LMER

Dependent variable:

Satisfaction

(5) (6) (7) (8)

PG Survey 0.273⇤⇤⇤ 0.289⇤⇤⇤

(0.016) (0.020)
PG Media 0.004 0.006

(0.005) (0.004)
Pollution �0.005⇤⇤⇤ �0.005⇤⇤ �0.003⇤ �0.003

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)
Corruption 0.001⇤⇤ 0.001⇤ 0.001⇤ 0.001

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)
log(GDP pc) �0.207⇤⇤ �0.228⇤⇤ �0.154⇤⇤ �0.157⇤

(0.082) (0.089) (0.078) (0.084)
Environmentalist �0.010 0.0005

(0.032) (0.033)
Pol Knowledge �0.118⇤⇤ �0.103⇤⇤

(0.048) (0.049)
Female 0.021 0.015

(0.039) (0.040)
Age 0.007⇤⇤⇤ 0.009⇤⇤⇤

(0.002) (0.002)
log(Income) �0.037 �0.037

(0.023) (0.023)
Edu �0.048⇤⇤⇤ �0.040⇤⇤

(0.016) (0.017)
Health Impact �0.272⇤⇤⇤ �0.274⇤⇤⇤

(0.021) (0.022)
Constant 5.224⇤⇤⇤ 6.072⇤⇤⇤ 5.543⇤⇤⇤ 6.066⇤⇤⇤

(0.937) (1.015) (0.905) (0.972)

Observations 5,444 5,516 3,357 3,390
Log Likelihood -8,298.305 -8,558.044 -5,072.072 -5,221.792
Akaike Inf. Crit. 16,610.610 17,130.090 10,172.140 10,471.580
Bayesian Inf. Crit. 16,656.830 17,176.400 10,257.810 10,557.380

Note: ⇤p<0.1; ⇤⇤p<0.05; ⇤⇤⇤p<0.01
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very similar to the findings above. Overall, both city-level and individual-level analyses generally 

uphold my hypothesis that performative governance is effective in improving citizen satisfaction.  

A few findings in the effects of control variables are noteworthy and may warrant future 

research. First, surprisingly, the number of public high-level corruption charges has a positive 

impact on satisfaction with enviornmental governance (statistically significant in two models). 

It may suggest that the anti-corruption campaign has improved citizens’ general satisfaction 

with the government, leading to their higher satisfaction with environmental governance.14  

Further, objective levels of air pollution have a negative impact on satisfaction with 

environmental governance (statistically significant in three models). People who believe that air 

pollution has caused them or their family members to be sick are also significantly less satisfied 

with environmental governance (statistically significant in all four models). These findings show 

that even though performative governance may improve citizen satisfaction, negative 

performance is associated with dissatisfaction. In other words, if bureaucratic capacity allows, 

solving the pollution problem would indeed help improve citizen satisfaction. Yet, all else 

equal, performative governance is an effective tool at sustaining political support. 

 

Conclusion 

China’s severe environmental problems have drawn increased scholarly attention in recent 

decades. In the late 1990s and early 2000s, research mainly centered on the problem of inaction: 

why is environmental pollution in China so severe, and why is the government not doing much 

about it? Scholars offered cultural-historical perspectives (e.g., Economy 2004; Shapiro 2001) as 

																																																								
14 This finding is by no means conclusive, but contradicts that of Dickson and Wang (2017). 
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well as more rational-bureaucratic explanations (e.g., Jahiel 1998; Qi 2008; Zhou 2013). In recent 

years, scholars have shifted their attention to the question of effectiveness: to what extent has the 

environment improved in China? What has the government done to protect the environment? 

Here, many have found top-down measures to be effective, such as the use of central inspection 

teams (ducha zu) to discipline local environmental enforcement, and the winter 2017 Coal-to-Gas 

policy that banned coal-burning furnaces in northeast and central China (which was so effectively 

implemented that there was widespread reporting of people freezing as a result). China has also 

made great strides in the development of green energy, and signed the 2015 Paris Agreement to 

tackle climate change. 

 However, top-down measures of pollution control – usually imposed in campaign style – is 

only part of the story. How street-level governance works – not only in environmental protection 

but also other policy domains – remains much more of a black box. Chinese local governance is 

typically understood to be predatory, developmental, corrupt, or ineffectual, rather than 

performative. Meanwhile, public opinion usually plays a marginal role in explaining state behavior, 

unless it manifests in the threatening form of protests.  

 This study fills these gaps by examining the inner-workings of the environmental 

bureaucracy and street-level enforcement in China. It highlights two major challenges local EPBs 

face: on one hand, their lack of administrative capacity and political authority to enforce policies; 

and on the other hand, the crushing, mounting pressure of public opinion. To assuage public 

concerns so as to ensure that blame does not fall on the agency, local EPBs engage in performative 

governance – the public and symbolic display of good governance without necessarily improving 

environmental quality. 

 Classic works on bureaucracy emphasize its “rationality” marked by functional mandates, 

rational-legal procedures, divisions of labor, and internal accountability (e.g., Merton 1940; Wilson 
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1989). At the individual-bureaucrat level, to be sure, performative governance is completely 

rational because it helps bureaucrats ensure their own career security. However, at the 

organizational level, it may appear irrational from a Weberian perspective if an environmental 

bureaucracy is not fulfilling its functional mandate of protecting the environment. Performative 

governance is not “charismatic authority” in the Weberian formula either. While the latter uses 

spectacles to draw the audience’s attention away from the quality of governance, the former draws 

attention toward bureaucrats’ sincere (if quixotic) attempts to improve the quality of governance. 

This study also contributes to the literature on state legitimacy in authoritarian regimes by 

showing evidence for political support that derives not from the delivery of material benefits (e.g., 

“performance legitimacy”) but from publicly staged theatrics of good governance. The longitudinal 

limitation of my survey data prevents me from testing the long-term effect of performative 

governance. However, as my ethnographic evidence shows, performative governance is not 

intended at generating sustained political support. Instead, it is to diffuse immediate public opinion 

crises which, if not managed, threaten bureaucrats’ jobs and potentially even the regime itself. 

Recognizing the distinction between performative and substantive governance in a single 

bureaucracy in a single country may seem to mark but a modest beginning; yet I consider it the 

essential beginning to a broader rethinking of what we are seeing when we think we see 

governance. When we expand our purview to other issues and other countries, we may very well 

locate bureaucrats governing performatively rather than substantively in some surprising places. A 

central lesson of this essay is that we are mostly likely to uncover performative governance in 

settings where public scrutiny of the state is strong yet the state’s governance capacity is weak – a 

vast political terrain indeed.  
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APPENDIX 
Table a: City-Level Analysis (Alternative Measure of Satisfaction) 

 
 

 

 

Table 8: City-level Analysis (Alternative Satisfaction Score)

Dependent variable:

Satisfaction alt

(9) (10) (11) (12)

PG survey 2.541⇤⇤⇤ 3.259⇤⇤⇤

(0.597) (0.433)
PG media 0.012 0.023⇤⇤

(0.009) (0.010)
Pollution �0.014⇤⇤⇤ �0.010⇤⇤ �0.003 �0.005

(0.003) (0.004) (0.003) (0.005)
log(GDP pc) �0.231 �0.405⇤⇤

(0.144) (0.181)
Corruption 0.001 0.0001

(0.001) (0.002)
GDP pc 0.00000 �0.00000

(0.00000) (0.00000)
Environmentalist �0.696 �0.533

(0.891) (1.593)
Pol Knowledge �0.041⇤⇤⇤ �0.023

(0.013) (0.023)
Female 3.485⇤⇤⇤ 1.004

(1.009) (1.782)
Age �0.023 �0.004

(0.027) (0.049)
Income �0.094⇤⇤ �0.035

(0.037) (0.066)
Edu �0.081 �0.855⇤

(0.231) (0.440)
Health Impact �2.878⇤⇤⇤ �1.091

(0.562) (0.948)
Constant 3.699 11.754⇤⇤⇤ 5.198⇤ 13.470⇤⇤⇤

(2.467) (2.093) (2.670) (4.538)

Observations 30 30 30 30
R2 0.550 0.283 0.886 0.634
Adjusted R2 0.498 0.201 0.816 0.410
Residual Std. Error 0.356 (df = 26) 0.449 (df = 26) 0.215 (df = 18) 0.385 (df = 18)

Note: ⇤p<0.1; ⇤⇤p<0.05; ⇤⇤⇤p<0.01
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Table b: Individual-Level Analysis using LMER (Alternative Measure of 
Satisfaction) 

 
 

 

Table 10: Individual-Level Analysis using LMER (Alternative Satisfaction Score)

Dependent variable:

Satisfaction alt

(13) (14) (15) (16)

PG Survey 0.486⇤⇤⇤ 0.507⇤⇤⇤

(0.032) (0.040)
PG Media 0.007 0.008

(0.010) (0.009)
Pollution �0.010⇤⇤⇤ �0.010⇤⇤ �0.007⇤⇤ �0.007⇤

(0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004)
Corruption 0.002 0.002 0.002⇤ 0.002

(0.001) (0.002) (0.001) (0.002)
log(GDP pc) �0.428⇤⇤ �0.466⇤⇤ �0.424⇤⇤⇤ �0.416⇤⇤

(0.173) (0.186) (0.161) (0.178)
Environmentalist 0.033 0.044

(0.064) (0.065)
Pol Knowledge �0.176⇤ �0.142

(0.094) (0.096)
Female 0.140⇤ 0.132⇤

(0.077) (0.078)
Age 0.009⇤⇤ 0.013⇤⇤⇤

(0.004) (0.004)
log(Income) �0.054 �0.061

(0.045) (0.046)
Edu �0.097⇤⇤⇤ �0.086⇤⇤⇤

(0.032) (0.033)
Health Impact �0.696⇤⇤⇤ �0.689⇤⇤⇤

(0.042) (0.042)
Constant 10.726⇤⇤⇤ 12.265⇤⇤⇤ 12.693⇤⇤⇤ 13.606⇤⇤⇤

(1.975) (2.108) (1.876) (2.061)

Observations 5,902 5,987 3,591 3,629
Log Likelihood -13,305.370 -13,623.820 -7,966.390 -8,136.947
Akaike Inf. Crit. 26,624.740 27,261.650 15,960.780 16,301.890
Bayesian Inf. Crit. 26,671.520 27,308.530 16,047.390 16,388.650

Note: ⇤p<0.1; ⇤⇤p<0.05; ⇤⇤⇤p<0.01
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