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In China, guanxi refers to the interpersonal relationship and social networks people develop based on mutual trust. It involves reciprocal obligations built on exchanges and transactions, and sharing resources with close connections, including family, friends, colleagues, neighbours and community members. Influenced by Confucianism, such social networks are central to Chinese society, serving as a moral imperative. Generally, guanxi has three functions: communication, exchange and social norms. People become connected by mutual expectations and obligations; establish reciprocal ties through information exchanges, gifts and other favours; leading to shared social norms that enhance relationships. 

In rural areas, close social ties and blood ties become deeply established over decades. These robust guanxi networks facilitate easier trust-building that can foster the development of organised crime groups (OCGs) and illegal businesses. Here, we focus on OCGs at the village level, highlighting villagers’ enforceable trust and political-criminal nexus. 


Clan, Kinship and Guanxi 
Chinese rural areas are strongly controlled by well-organised and powerful kinship organisations. Considered extended family systems, these clans are kinship-based hierarchies where morals and reputation sustain cooperation. Their structure is cohesive, exclusive, and founded on blood bonds. While family bonds can become diluted in urban areas, large families still dominate rural villages, with many communities remaining ‘single-surnamed and lineage villages’ (Myers, 1995:186), sharing ancestors, rituals, reputations and identity.

Community policing
Chinese clans can also function as a quasi-government, managing local education, ceremonies, social security and law and order. Scholars often argue that strong states emerge when traditional kinship organisations weaken; however, in China, both have co-existed for centuries. Rooted in Confucianism, Chinese social control follows a decentralised model. Chinese emperors enforced control by empowering local communities, clans and families, meaning crime control and social stability became a ‘local, indigenous, and family affair’ (Wang, 2022), with social stability and safety reliant on family education and discipline, neighbourhood supervision and community morals and norms. 

The People’s Republic of China has continued this tradition, retaining power to villages. The 1982 PRC Constitution granted villages self-governance, requiring the establishment of resident and village committees. The revised Organic Law of Villager Committees (1998) further defined village governance, clarified election procedures, confirming that village leaders should be elected by villagers. For villages organised around lineages, governance and power were controlled by clan elites. In non-lineage villages, open nominations have led to villagers electing people with strong guanxi networks. This village autonomy leaves considerable room for OCGs to emerge. 

Township–village Entrepreneurs and Collective Economy 
Chinese capitalism is characterised by family business, shared heritage, Confucian values and family relationships. Many companies feature rapid family-based decision-making, secrecy, and an ability to survive in risky environments. Historically, clans protected members' safety and property, with loyalty generated by family and kinship serving as the ‘social roots of economic development’ (Whyte, 1995). Supported by society and the government, clans often own property and engage in joint activities, contributing to township-village enterprises (TVEs). Such enterprises are unique to China, with businesses collectively owned by villagers. As village committees are elected by villagers and sometimes controlled by clans, TVEs often have strong connections with local community and government. These organisations benefit from guanxi networks protecting private property rights, reducing uncertainty and transaction costs, and building social connections and opportunities. In contrast to motivations of illegal business in the West based on financial gain, guanxi acts as a crucial factor influencing decision-making in China, with the absolute leadership maintained by clan rules and rituals requiring members to ‘sacrifice self-interests to honour [their] obligations’  (Peng, 2004), establishing enforceable trust among members. 

In June 2024, the Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress passed the Rural Collective Economic Organisations Law of People’s Republic of China (effective May 1, 2025), further emphasising the importance of the collective economy in non-urban areas. The impacts of this law merit further examination in future studies.


Political-criminal nexus
The term political-criminal nexus (PCNs) refers to relationships between OCG members and low- to mid-level criminal justice officials. Depending on how these relationships are established (e.g. kinship, intermediaries or infiltration), government officials may engage in organised crimes directly and indirectly. 

While PCNs are not new, their number has increased markedly since China’s 1987 Open Door Policy. Ko-Lin Chin and Roy Godson (2006) examined PCNs formation in China from economic, social-cultural, and political perspectives. Arguing that PCNs can be easily developed in the high demand for illegal goods and services, while rapid economic development has led to large salary disparities, with criminal justice officials often receiving very modest pay, prompting some to engage in crime to supplement their income. The lack of impartiality in the criminal justice system and high levels of police discretion also create opportunities for officers and offenders to collaborate. Moreover, remarkedly, the unique Chinese sociocultural environment, and guanxi specifically, influences PCNs formation. 

In his book, Chinese Mafia: Organised Crime, Corruption, and Extra-legal Protection, Peng Wang (2017) introduced the concept of Red Mafia when referring to the protective umbrella provided to OCGs by the public sector. This protection occurs through exchanges and transactions between political establishments and local OCGs, while the co-existence and conflict between guanxi and the legal system creates rampant public corruption and extra-legal protection for OCGs. China’s economic reforms, intended to revive private property and establish a socialist market economy, have not been supported by an effective legal system that ensures justice, efficiency, and transparency. As a result, Chinese people often rely on guanxi to compensate for the deficiencies in formal law and regulatory transparency. While guanxi has positive aspects, its coexistence with formal law creates contradictions, represented by formal-informal institutional interactions and conflicts between socially shared unwritten rules and widely accepted constitutions and laws. 

Returning to our earlier discussion on villages characterized by community policing, collective enterprises, and local norms-dominated social controls, the prerequisites for the formation of PCNs are particularly emphasised. In these rural areas, people often prefer the "rule of relationships" over the "rule of law," creating a "relatively state-free space" for organised crime (Jones, 1994). With shared interests, reputations, and even property, guanxi networks in rural China function as social organisations, quasi-governments, and business groups. Moreover, the nature of rural areas allows them to easily establish close ties with, or even control, the local government, making these regions ideally positioned to foster organised crime and the development of OCGs.
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