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ABSTRACT 

This thesis studies the historical and institutional factors in the creation of 

property rights in China and examines China’s land seizure problem and related social 

conflicts.  The distinction between land ownership and land use rights reflects the 

basic theme in China’s land reforms.  Property rights in China can be deemed to be 

an institutional form in which conflicting interests and policy goals meet.  The 

ambiguity of collective ownership makes individual protection more difficult due to 

the absence of clear identification of owners and weak supervision in land 

management.  This thesis argues that such ambiguity has caused farmers’ rights 

infringements in China’s overall economic progress. 

China’s land problems challenge economic models that urge transitional 

countries to conduct economic reforms before legal reforms.  Based on an analysis 

of empirical data, this thesis argues that the ambiguous collective ownership has 

created considerable leeway for local governments to engage in the expropriation of 

land.  In addition, the gap of law implementation between the central and local 

governments illustrates the decentralization inherent in land-related disputes.  The 

nature of such decentralization exacerbates the problem of corruption whenever local 

governments face conflicts of interest under the current land management system.  
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Moreover, due to the deficiency of formal mechanisms for the land-loss farmers to 

seek redress, protest has become a significant alternative way for this major 

disadvantaged group in China to express themselves.  Even though it is too early to 

conclude that China is on the verge of mass disturbances, the growing numbers of 

protests have sent out important signals in China, in which land seizure problems 

have become a major obstacle to China’s pursuit of the rule of law.  
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