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xii Foreword

and their role in the PRC’ development and change. At this point, we need
comparative studies that highlight the significance of China regional differences.
‘The work of scholars such as Professor Huang is building the data base necessary
for understanding the diverse nature of Chinese society. His book represents a
major contribution to our knowledge of change in one province of China and
will serve as a dlassic source for future comparative work.

Bernard Gallin
Michigan State University
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4 Introduction

more important, as many scholars have pointed out before (Fairbank 1979; Hsiao
1960), the imperial Chinese bureaucracy was really too small for it to be an
effective and ubiquitous governing body. Court rulings, at best, reached the
county level, and below that there was something more like local autonomy. Local
gentry or powerful families might serve as intermediaries between the central
government and the masses in fulfilling taxation quotas and military conscriptions.
They thus occupied a pivotal position for potential abuse. But as these local elite
were constantly under the close watchful eyes of the central government, and as
they had multiple kinship ties with the local peasants, the extent of their abuse
was limited. There were acknowledged legalities that all involved parties had to
tespect, such as rent for tenant land or usury rates for money borrowed. These
contractual obligations were established through mutual consent, and in an open
market both parties could make their own choices in an agreement. A peasant
family might be exploited by the landlord or the usurer. But there was always
the possibility, through thrift and hard work, that the family could rid itself of
all debts or loans and, ultimately, put itself in a position to collect rent or interest.

It is under this cultural ethos that we find the tenacity, continuity, and creativity
of traditional Chinese peasant society. This system seemed to function smoothly
during the pre-modern era when China was more or less isolated from other
major civilizations of the world, and when there were few challenges from
neighboring political entities. The perpetual cycle of growth, decline, decay, and
regeneration that characterized the dynastic processes testifies to the wisdom and
utility of established cultural tradition. Conservatism rather than innovation became
the rule of conduct in intellectual pursuits.

The conditions changed, however, after China was brought to the modern
world in the mid-nineteenth century by invading European colonial powers
equipped with armored gunboats and fast and accurate rifles. Continual defeats
at the hands of invading foreign armies throughout the second half of that century
first enticed the traditional elite to imitate and duplicate whatever made the
“barbarians” tick. But when even the weapons that most cleverly imitated those
of the foreigners failed to resist the encroaching colonial powers, the most radical
and impatient intellectuals began to question the value and validity of their
traditional culture. They proposed to re-evaluate and reject some of the most
repugnant traditional practices, and thousands of students demonstrated during
the May Fourth Movement in 1919.

Because this gradual, reformist approach failed to stop an aggressive fascist
Japan from nibbling more and more territories from China throughout the 1920s
and 1930s, the call for a complete, revolutionary change to sever China from
its rather inglorious past, the theme of the Communists, gained increasingly wide
popularity. With the success of the Chinese Communist Revolution in 1949,
the human versus land conflict was redefined and China stepped from its past
into an unknown future. Overnight, the pre-modern, conservative peasants were
hurled by the Party into the brave new world.
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About This Book

1 will present in this book a historically oriented case study of changing peasant
life in a village in southeast China after the Communist Revolution in 1949.
Southeastern China, especially the area along the coastal regions of Guangdong
and Fujian provinces, was relatively well developed economically prior to the
Communist Revolution. Throughout much of the pre-modern period this area
was already known for experimentation with new crop varieties and intensive use
of rice paddies, yielding sometimes up to three crops per year. Commercialization
of agriculture in this region supported an active, cash-based market economy.
Maritime trade also made several of the cities along the coast, such as Canton,
Zaitong, and Fuzhou, internationally known throughout the dynastic period.

Despite all of these developments, this region was consistently under the dual
pressures of insufficient farmland and overpopulation. High population density
and insufficient land resources brought to this region two interrelated developments.
The first one was an intricate land tenancy system, which often involved more
than half of the farm population. The second one was massive out-migration of
the rural poor from this region to Southeast Asia, North America, and Taiwan
throughout much of the late imperial period. Successful overseas Chinese funneled
back their savings to purchase farmland for their family estates, thus further
aggravating the land tenancy problems.

The successful Communist Revolution changed all this. Land tenancy was
abolished, and Land Reform (1950-1951) gave to many poor tenants their privately
owned land. But before the peasants had the opportunity to enjoy the fruits of
the revolution, they began to experience setbacks. The rural masses were restricted
in their geographic movement not only across international boundaries but also
domestically. Suddenly, the peasants became a land-bound underclass, with little
opportunity for either social or geographic mobility (Potter 1983).

In the meantime, a new and more penetrating administrative system was
established to promote development. Not only was the formal administration system
extended to the countryside, the Party itself also established a parallel network
to ensure that Party decisions were faithfully executed at the grass-roots level.
The establishment of the communes in 1958 further integrated all peasants into
a comprehensive organization that was at once administrative, economical, edu-
cational, and medical. Never before in Chinese history had the national government
had so much control in peasants’ day-to-day lfe.

Effective political control permitted the government to deal with this perennial
human-land conflict with modern, innovative measures. Successive mass campaigns
engineered by the government, such as the collectivization of agriculture and the
birth control campaign, were partially designed to break away from this old
dynastic cydle.

Since rural China has been virtually off-limits to foreigners since 1949, very
little was known to the outside world about what had happened there and how
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much was accomplished by the Communist government. The opportunity to
conduct intensive fieldwork in rural China in recent years is thus important in
providing essential information to fill the void of knowledge.

In this study I use the life-history approach to illustrate changes in Lin Village
during the past three-and-one-half decades. By focusing on the experiences of
Ye Wende, who grew up in Lin Village and become Party Secretary there, this
book sheds light on the turbulent events that compose an important chapter in
modern Chinesehistory.

Although in this dramatic story Ye is the protagonist through whom we learn
how this new government affected the villagers and their ethos, I want to point
out that the picture T present here is by no means a single-dimensional, personal
account of Ye. Despite his penetrating observations and provocative thoughts,
Party Secretary Ye is the same as any other human being, who can be biased,
contradictory, and self-serving. As a dedicated Communist, he is supposed to be
unselfish. And as a leading cadre in this village, he is supposed to be fair and
open. Even though he professed to believe in these tenets and tried hard to live
up to them, he often failed without even realizing the contradiction.

As readers will find in the following chapters, Ye, in his handling of village
affairs, could be very inconsistent in dispensing justice. Through his shrewd
manipulation of personal connections and traditional symbols, Ye became the
most successful village administrator in the entire township. While Ye was
unembarrassed to tell how he had effectively extended his personal connections
into various levels of the bureaucracy and utilized them for his personal successes,
his kind of conduct constitutes the most serious obstacle for the government’s
current effort to accomplish legal and political reforms. 1 have thus purposely
included several episodes from which readers can clearly see the discrepancies
between Ye's ideals and his behavior.

In this book T use Yes personal account to depict the changes and developments
in Lin Village, but the picture presented here is not solely based on the information
provided by Ye. 1 did rely on Ye as my key informant. But during my seven-
month stay in this village 1 also conducted in-depth interviews with numerous
villagers from all sectors of this community to learn about their family history,
personal life, economic activities, and religious practices.

Based on participation and observation, the principal research instrument of
anthropology, I was able to collect a substantial amount of information concerning
the village history, customs, internal frictions, religious practices, and current
developments. All this information was used to corroborate and supplement Ye's
story. In doing so | hope to achieve a certain level of objectivity that may
otherwise have been lost in a biography.

Significance of the Book

Even though the rural population constitutes the most predominant sector in
Chinese society—according to the government classification system it includes
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Foreword

My involvement in this book and its Foreword has personal as well as professional
roots. I first met Professor Huang Shu-min in 1969 when I traveled to Taiwan
to continue my anthropological study of Chinese culture and society. Huang was
a graduate in anthropology from National Taiwan University and a junior scholar
at the Institute of Ethnology, Academia Sinica. I was delighted when he agreed
to work with me as my research assistant, and his help in no small way was
responsible for the success of my field study. In the years since that work, we
have maintained our relationship, first as teacher-student, when Huang came to
Michigan State University in 1970 for his doctorate in anthropology, and then
as colleagues in the field of China studies.

In November 1984, soon after Professor Huang began his research in Fujian,
I visited him in the fild. My visit was brief, but I gained an intimate and
invaluable view of rural life in China. Huang introduced me to his village and
villagers and, through his insights, illuminated the impact of the recent economic
reforms on the countryside and their relationship to Taiwan’s socioeconomic
development and change.

Most researchers as well as the government of the People’s Republic of China
(PRC) had long held the view that the Taiwan experience was irrelevant to the
PRC. The political and economic systems of the two Chinese areas were so
different that comparison was considered pointless. Introduction of economic
reforms and the “opening” of the PRC in the late 1970s, however, were
accompanied by the recognition that the reorganization of the economy, particularly
in the rural area, was producing changes that paralleled those that had occurred
during the process of Taiwan's development. The comparison, it was realized,
held promise both as a guide to interpreting change in the PRC and as a key
to understanding Chinese society.

Professor Huang’s work establishes an important base for the construction of
such a comparison. His earlier, extensive research on Taiwan (Huang 1981)
documented the way the government’s policies led to the ““degradation of agriculture”
and the undermining of community solidarity. His current study shows how
different state policies operate in a similar cultural context. Through his Fujian
village research, he enlightens us on the link between government policy and

ix
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2 Introduction

In such circumstances they only try to save themselves from death, and are afraid
they will not succeed (Legge, n.d., Mencius, Chapter VI, Entry 22, p. 464).

Along with merchants, landlords, and usurers, who typically lived in towns and
cities and who preyed on peasants’ ignorance or misfortunes, even the scholar-
officials frequently wrested from the peasants their last handfuls of grain, their
only source of revenue to cope with natural disasters, foreign invasion, or any
other crisis. Pearl Buck’s keen observation succinctly pointed out the powerlessness
of Chinese peasantry: “They were the voiceless ones, though they and their kind
made four fifths of all China’s people. They were the ones . . .abused by overlords
and taxed by governments. They were the ones who were at the mercy of famine
and flood” (Buck 1949, p. vi). Things seemed to have changed little between
Mencius’s time and that of Buck.

Besides their ambivalent social position, the real enemy Chinese peasants had
to deal with throughout history was probably nature itself. There was only a
limited amount of arable land the peasants could expand into before they confronted
barren deserts, forbidding hills, hostile nomads, or ultimately, the ocean. In the
meantime, the number of children produced in peasant families multiplied.
Inevitably, the clash between a burgeoning peasant population and a limited
ecosystem produced the classic example of human miseries that Thomas Malthus
had gloomily predicted in his population theory.

This human-nature conflict was most clearly embodied in the dynastic cycles
that scholars, both Chinese and Western, have long recognized as the most
distinct attribute of Chinese history (e.g., Owen and Eleanor Lattimore 1944;
Elvin 1973; Perkins 1969). The cycle was characterized by a period of stability
and prosperity at the beginning of a dynasty, gradually turning into disunity and
disintegration, and ultimately chaos and warfare, until the old regime was toppled
and replaced by a new one. During this turbulent finale, a large segment of the
population would be eliminated through war, famine, dislocation, and pestilence,
until a new equilibrium between humankind and land could be re-established
and a new cycle begun.

Occasionally, there were major innovations and breakthroughs in Chinas pre-
modern technology that lifted the ceiling on agricultural production and hence
temporarily postponed this inevitable clash between humans and nature. Tech-
nological developments such as the iron plow, sluice gate, and inter-cropping
belong to this category. The introduction of New World crops to China after
the sixteenth century also contributed significantly to population growth in
subsequent centuries (Ho 1955). Likewise, territorial expansion of the Chinese
peasant population to the southwest in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
and to Manchuria in the nineteenth century, also reduced some of the potentially
disruptive factors that ultimately exploded in the twentieth century.

Despite all the hardships traditional Chinese peasants endured, they led a life
that appeared to be useful and gratifying, and established  society that seemed





OEBPS/Images/img_017.jpg
Introduction

China has one of the oldest riverine civilizations in the world. In the north,
where agriculture first developed in China, fertile river valleys and alluvial plains
along the Yellow River, plus hardworking and creative peasants, produced a stable
agrarian society that continued uninterrupted for several millennia and expanded
to cover the entire eastern rim of the Asiatic continent (Anderson 1988).

The Chinese Peasantry in Historical Context

Peasants in traditional China laid the economic basis of the society; yet their
status in society can be described at best as ambivalent. On the one hand,
traditional Confucian scholars and officials, recognizing the important role of
peasants in an agrarian economy, lavishly enshrined them as a quasi-nobility
second only to the scholar-officials themselves in social standing. In the idealized
Confucian world, these humble, frugal, and industrious peasants shared with the
scholar-officials respect for tradition and universal harmony and unquestioning
loyalty to the ruling regime. It was among these bucolic, down-to-earth country
folk that the Confucian scholars first acquired their knowledge about human
society and further nourished their political ambition to serve.

This official orthodoxy, however, was probably more valid in theory than in
reality and was rarely practiced. Peasants were accorded nothing like the status
that Confucian scholars ascribed to them. In fact, the opposite seemed to be
true. Mencius (circa 390-305 BC), in his dialogues with petty kings and nobility
of his time, commented on the peasants” suffering at the hands of despotic rulers:

In calamitous years and years of famine, the old and the weak of your people,
who have been found lying in the ditches and water channels, and the able-bodied
who have been scattered about to the four quarters, have amounted to several
thousand (Legge, n.d., Mencius, Chapter XII, Entry 2, p. 503).

Now, the livelihood of the people is so regulated, that, above, they have not
sufficient wherewith to serve their parents, and below, they have not sufficient
wherewith to support their wives and children. Notwithstanding good years, their
lives are continually embittered, and in bad years, they do not escape perishing.

1
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to be durable and resilient. Soon after a major dynastic disruption, the peasants
settled back quietly to rebuild their adobe huts and arduously toiled the field for
the promised foods. The peasants’ relentless efforts and creative ingenuity not-
withstanding, a new social order was established in which they were the perennial
underdogs. The question one may ask is, What contributed to this durability and
stability? What made the Chinese peasants susceptible to all those tyrannical
rulers and abusive overlords? Some of the possible factors are identifiable.

The most stabilizing factor in Chinese peasant social life was concern for the
family. A family, in the traditional peasant world, implied not just a homestead
in a materialistic or economic sense in which one found food, comfort, protection,
security, and old age support. The family was even more important: It was the
social, ideological, and ritual entity in which the peasants found continuity in
time and a place for self in the afterlife. A family in this sense was more than
the sum total of all its living members. A family was the converging point in
the temporal sense where the ancestors, who begot the living members, and the
offspring, who were yet to be conceived and raised, interfaced. A man's place in
the universe was thus defined by his ability to provide the proper linkage between
the past and future. For his ancestors, he should provide proper burial and
ceremonial sacrifices to appease them. For his descendants, he was obliged to
ensure them a place to live and a proper marriage to produce sons.

This family concern, as many scholars have pointed out (e.g., Harrell 1985;
Hsu 1948; and Nee 1985), motivated traditional Chinese peasants to work hard,
to compete relentlessly, and to defer immediate consumption needs for long-term
interests. Each family acted as a collective entity in which all individual capabilities
were carefully measured, weighed, and prioritized, and a long-term strategy was
charted out to maximize this shared potential. The success of a family gave the
members both security in this life and definable positions in the spiritual world.
This concern for family continuity motivated traditional Chinese peasants to be
ready to settle down, build a homestead, toil in the meager fields, and accumulate
whatever possible for long-term needs.

The second factor that contributed to stability in traditional Chinese social
life can be seen in its relatively flexible class system. Even though the peasants
traditionally occupied the bottom layer of the social hierarchy, this class division
was never rigid. Through careful planning and shrewd management of the available
resources, a peasant family might successfully push one of its more talented sons
to become a merchant, a handyman, or even an official. Since the peasants were
not excluded from acceptable avenues of upward social mobility, their aspiration
was first and utmost to achieve success within the established social order. Anti-
establishment sentiment was generally not a part of the peasant mentality, as the
Confucian scholars correctly stated.

Nor was the traditional Chinese peasant always governed by a tyrannical,
coercive, and abusive regime. The meritocracy promoted by Confucius did indeed
incorporate many capable and conscientious scholars into the officialdom. Even
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rural change and on a number of long-standing concerns in the study of Chinese
society—for example, the nature of the government’s involvement in local-level
village life and issues of grass-roots rural organization and control; the structure
of local leadership and the buffer role it plays between government and peasantry;
the role of family, kinship, and non-kin social relationships in rural life; and the
nature and role of China’s peasantry in the country’s economy and development
process.

Huang’s analysis of peasantry is particularly illuminating for its contribution
to both definition of this social category and understanding of “twists and turns”
in China’s policies. There has been long-standing debate over whether peasants
are non-capitalist subsistence producers or capitalist entrepreneurs. These opposing
views have been reflected in the state’s position toward the Chinese peasantry
as it has grappled with the question of how to modernize the country. Fearing
that following a capitalist, rather than a socialist, road would lead to “capitalist
restoration” (Hinton 1972:9-22), the government has taken different, and seemingly
contradictory, positions on China’s mass of rural residents.

For most of their years in power, China’s leaders viewed peasants, in the words
of Hinton, “s petty owners of productive property, [who] were carriers of bourgeois
ideology” (1972:25), and individualists who wished to “enlarge private plots
.. expand free markets, reduce planning to the family level, and base production
on the family as a unit” (1972:42). From the perspective of the government,
this “bourgeos ideology” was a barrier to China’s progress. The state thus sought
to modify the “short-sighted,” “backward,” and “superstitious” mentality of the
rural population. The first three decades of the PRC's existence were marked
by programs implemented to transform “the ideology, culture, customs, and habits
[of the peasantry] . . . along with all the institutions that reflect and perpetuate
them . . .” (Hinton 1972:19).

Huang’s Fujian village study provides valuable insights into the how and why
of this transformative effort. In this book we see how the government attempted
to change the peasant mentality and to modernize the country through collec-
tivization of the land and the economy and why it abandoned the effort in the
late 19705 and replaced its failed policy with the Responsibility System that
reinstituted family farming. The book demonstrates well how entrepreneurial,
“bourgeois,” Chinese peasant values—originally viewed as the root of China’s
backwardness—came to be accepted as the answer to China’s rural economic
problems.

Other scholars working on the PRC as well as on traditional and pre-revolutionary
China have long shared a concern with issues such as peasantry, development,
and the character of and way in which Chinese rural society interacts with the
market and the state. But, unfortunately, until the end of the Cultural Revolution
and the death of Mao Zedong, our understanding of these issues in contemporary
China was limited. The country was relatively inaccessible, and most of our
knowledge was obtained from the frequently distorted picture the government
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presented of its achievements and problems and the reports of those allowed to
visit the PRC, most of whom were people ideologically predisposed to accept
the means deemed necessary to achieve the revolutions ends. Some more
pragmatically oriented “China Watchers” were permitted to enter the country.
But their ability to observe and document the Chinese situation was hampered
by the fact that they could travel only in certain approved areas and primarily
were dependent on information selectively made available by their hosts. Even
researchers allowed to conduct studies were restricted in the areas where they
could work, and they usually could remain in any one rural village for no more
than a few weeks at a time.

In the post-Mao period and, more specifically, in the period of the economic
reforms, the government has begun to permit foreign scholars to conduct long-
term research in China. As a result, our knowledge of the PRC increasingly is
based on data collection through extensive fieldwork. Western scholars, often
working in cooperation with their Chinese counterparts, are conducting field
research in China in a single place and, frequently, over relatively long time
periods. Such research conditions are essential for observation and data collection
if adequate analyses are to be made of economic, political, and cultural change
in China.

Huang Shu-min’s work in the PRC has benefited from the government’s new
stance toward research in the country. It has enabled him to produce an objective
and diachronic picture of one rural village. Huang’s work also has benefited from
the qualifications he brings to the study of China. He was born on the mainland,
raised and educated in Taiwan, and trained as an anthropologist in Taiwan and
the United States; he has a native fluency in Mandarin and in the language
(known as Hokkien, Amoy, or Minnan) of his Fujian research area. These
qualifications facilitated his fieldwork and have been invaluable in the development
of his insightful analysis of the village.

In this book, Huang provides a detailed life history of the village's most
important official. But he also incorporates intensive enthnographic work and
interviews with others in the village and larger area into his narrative. Through
the dual approaches of ethnography and life history, he presents and analyzes his
informants’ own perceptions and interpretations of changing social life as they
lived through the various phases of China’s revolution. Huang also provides insights
into the continuing problems of fieldwork in China and of anthropological fieldwork
in general. By presenting his personal thoughts during give-and-take discussions
with informants, he helps the reader experience a fieldworker’s interview strategies,
fears, tensions, and need for self-assurance throughout the interview process. The
reader is thus afforded the opportunity to understand how the very process of
fieldwork plays a determinant role in ultimate findings.

As Professor Huang moves to other areas of China for fieldwork—he now is
conducting research in the northern province of Shandong—we can look forward
to additional material that will contribute to our understanding of China’s peasants





