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A STUDY IN POLITICAL AMBIVALENCE

This is a book about the improbable: seeking legal relief for pollution in con-
temporary China. In a country known for tight political control and ineffec-
tual courts, Environmental Litigation in China unravels how everyday justice
works: how judges make decisions, why lawyers take cases, and how interna-
tional influence matters. It is a compelling account of how the leadership’s
mixed signals and political ambivalence play out on the ground, propelling
some — such as the village doctor who fought a chemical plant for more than
a decade — even as others back away from risk. Yet this remarkable book
shows that even in a country where expectations are that law would not
much matter, environmental litigation provides a sliver of space for legal
professionals to explore new roles and, in so doing, probe the boundary of
what is politically possible.

Rachel E. Stern is an assistant professor of law and political science at
the University of California, Berkeley. Her earlier articles on law, social
activism, and environmental issues in China and Hong Kong have appeared
in Comparative Political Studies, Law and Policy, China Quarterly, and other
journals. She is also a former junior Fellow at the Harvard University Society
of Fellows.
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Cambridge Studies in Law and Society aims to publish the best schol-
arly work on legal discourse and practice in its social and institu-
tional contexts, combining theoretical insights and empirical research.

The fields that it covers are: studies of law in action; the sociology of
law; the anthropology of law; cultural studies of law, including the role of
legal discourses in social formations; law and economics; law and politics;
and studies of governance. The books consider all forms of legal discourse
across societies, rather than being limited to lawyers’ discourses alone.

The series editors come from a range of disciplines: academic law; socio-
legal studies; sociology; and anthropology. All have been actively involved
in teaching and writing about law in context.
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