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Over the past few years, much ink has been spilled over the
importance of guanxi (variously translated as social relations, personal
connections, or particularistic ties) in the People’s Republic of China
(PRC) and Chinese culture in general.' Most of the empirical work on
guanxi in the PRC after Mao has concentrated on instrumental ex-
changes of gifts and favors in urban contexts. We have learned of the
importance of such practices in factories and work units (Bian, 1994;
Ruan, 1993; Walder, 1986; Yang, 1988), in politics (Cheng, 1994), and
in business (Smart, 1993; Wank, 1995). Taken as a whole, the emerg-
ing picture of Chinese guanxi in these analyses is increasingly crass.

In her recent book on the art of guanxi in urban China, Mayfair
Yang contrasts a masculine, urban art of guanxi to a feminine, rural
ethic of renging (human feelings) gift exchange and concludes:

The art of guanxi seems more masculine because, unlike traditional
rural-derived renqing, it has emerged in a historical postrevolutionary
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context where people have had to deal with a modern state perhaps
more powerful and socially pervasive than any in the long history of
China. As this book has argued, the art of guanxi arose as a way to
defuse and subvert the elaborate regulations and restrictions that the
state redistributive economy has imposed on everyday life. It is in this
engagement with the state that the art of guanxi becomes more instru-
mental, hardened, cynical, and politicized than renqing, adopting some
of the masculinist features of the state. In addition, the guanxi gift
economy has also served in many ways as a substitute for market
relations, which were severely curtailed by the redistributive and
planned economy of state socialism. It is in this process that the art of
guanxi has also become instrumentalized and commodified to a great
extent into means-end relationships [Mayfair Yang, 1994: 320].

In this article I analyze gift-giving practices in a rural North China
village, Fengjia, between 1988 and 1990. On the one hand, I mean my
analysis as an exemplification of the kind of less instrumentalized, less
commodified renqging gift exchange Yang refers to but does not herself
describe. To date little has been published about these sorts of ex-
changes in post-Mao China, and such a depiction can thus serve to
correct an imbalance in the literature. On the other hand, I want to go
beyond a reified portrait of idealized rural gift giving to an analysis of
how specific gift-giving actions communicate information within and
about particular relationships.

Most analyses of gift giving and guanxi approach the problem
functionally. They ask why individuals give gifts and/or what institu-
tional purposes gift giving serves within Chinese society. Though not
denying such studies their place, I would argue that analyses of the
communicative aspects of giving yield insights that functionalist ones
miss, especially in places like Fengjia. Indeed, if one accepts Yang’s
suggestion that rural giving is less instrumental than an urban art of
guanxi, then questioning the instrumental motives of rural givers
seems beside the point. If one is not giving a gift in direct anticipation
of future returns, then one gives the gift to create, manage, or improve
a given guanxi. A more pertinent question is, What does the gift
communicate about the guanxi in question?

Focusing on how gifts speak has the added benefit of discouraging
reification. Too often, the production of guanxi is either presented as
a singular essence of Chinese culture or compartmentalized into a few
simple types, like rural and urban guanxi, or primary and extended
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guanxi. Such typologies mask much of the social and historical
diversity entailed in the giving of gifts and the production of guanxi.
The term guanxi can refer to interpersonal relationships that
are commodified, political, or friendly, that are between men and
women or cross gendered, and that are based on love, hate,
business transactions, mutual hobbies, or kinship. One can speak of
mother-in-law/daughter-in-law (poxi) guanxi, comrade-to-comrade
(tongzhi) guanxi, classmate (fongxue) guanxi, and scores of other
varieties. The expectations involved in each of these sorts of guanxi
have varied from one period to another and have been subject to
political contestation. Even during a two-year period within a small
village like Fengjia, a diverse range of guanxi can be seen to exist. The
language of gifts speaks to this diversity, and the analysis of this
language forces one away from reified generalities.

Finally, analyses of giving as speech enable the analyst to link
studies of guanxi in one place and time with those in another. If
anything connects the friendships of fellow villagers and family
members in Fengjia with an urban Chinese art of guanxi, it is the
language of how these diverse relationships are constructed. As with
any communicative practice, metaphoric borrowing from one social
context to another helps bridge social, historical, and regional diversity
and provide a continuity that permits interlocutors of diverse back-
grounds to communicate. In this sense a semantic analysis of gift
giving in Fengjia can reach beyond its immediate space/time bounda-
ries to illuminate the language of gifts in other Chinese contexts.

To analyze gift giving in Fengjia, I link the giving of gifts to the
creation, re-creation, and management of guanxi. I ask what is com-
municated about a given relationship by giving a certain style of gift on
a particular occasion. By paying attention to the particular statements
various gifting decisions make, I go beyond a “gift = guanxi, no gift=no
guanxi” type of analysis to an elaboration of a range of types of guanxi
subtly managed through a diversity of gift-giving decisions.

MAUSS, GIFTS, AND GUANXI

Marcel Mauss’s conception of a “ ‘total’ social phenomenon . . . at
once legal, economic, religious, aesthetic, morphological and so on”
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(Mauss, 1967: 76) is a compelling starting point for any analysis of
gift giving and guanxi in rural China. Mauss uses this concept to
characterize the exchange of gifts in all “archaic” societies and to
differentiate gift exchange in general from the (purely economic)
exchange of commodities. For Mauss, the exchange of gifts not only
redistributes economic wealth but also rebuilds the relationships that
constitute a society in its totality. In Fengjia, too, the language of gifts
presumes that the essence of gift giving lies in the effects of the gift
exchange on the guanxi between giver and receiver, and not in the
profit to be derived from the exchange.

In villagers’ discussions of these effects, notions of sentimental
attachment (ganging) and material obligation were inseparable. The
term zuo ge renqing illustrates this unity. Literally, it means “to make
human feeling,” but in common use, it refers to giving a gift or doing
a favor, or more specifically, giving a gift or favor for the purpose of
establishing or improving guanxi. In Maussian terms, because guanxi
unite material obligation and sentimental attachment, they are more
“total” than purely economic relations.

To emphasize the material obligations involved in guanxi, some
scholars translate the term as “particularistic tie” (e.g., Jacobs, 1979;
Walder, 1986). By occasionally using the term guanxi to refer to the
more material aspects of social reciprocity in Fengjia and the term
ganging to refer to the human feeling involved, I, in one sense, follow
this translation. However, I also mean to critique it. Guanxi involve
human feelings, and ganqing involves material obligation. The terms
are often interchangeable, and my usage reflects this.> The more
ganqing there is, the closer the guanxi. The closer the guanxi, the more
it can be relied upon to bring economic, political, and social benefits.
Such benefits in turn produce stronger ganqing. At most, ganqing and
material obligation are analytically separable as moments of (what
Mauss recognized as) a single process. In practice, Fengjia villagers
did not usually undertake one to gain the other, a notion difficult to
convey in English sentences.

Several pitfalls should be avoided here. As discussed above, an
economism that privileges material motives in guanxi distorts the
forces at operation. Likewise, the view that guanxi is a sort of dialec-
tical operation that bridges a Cartesian divide between material and
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spiritual relations is inappropriate. Economic relationships are severed
from neither emotional relationships nor the production of self, so
there is no divide to bridge. In guanxi, feeling and instrumentality are
a totality. Additionally, one should not romanticize guanxi. First, just
as one may abuse, cheat in, and lie about either affairs of the heart or
economic transactions, so may one abuse, cheat in, and lie about
guanxi. Second, the unity of economy and ganqing implies that matters
of the heart involve economic calculation as much as it implies that
exchange has a moral dimension. As Jonathan Parry (1986) points out
(cf. Bloch, 1989: 168-169), Mauss is often misread as counterposing
morally governed gift exchange to amoral commodity exchange. A
more nuanced reading sees the gift as transcending the opposition of
amoral commodity exchange and moral kinship. Likewise, in Fengjia,
guanxi can be seen as unifying material exchange and affectionate
feelings.

Some might sum up Fengjia gift giving with the term village
reciprocity and leave it at that. However, a generic “village reciproc-
ity” is no more revealing than a generic “total social phenomenon.”
Both are empty labels that derive their significance primarily from the
contrast they evoke with the West, where they are supposedly absent.
To go beyond such contrasts, toward an understanding of local forms
of communication and local processes of inclusion, exclusion, and
power, one must examine the details of actual practice.

FENGIJIA VILLAGE

Fengjia village is located in Zouping county, Shandong province,
between the cities of Ji’nan and Zibo. In 1989 more than 60% of the
village’s population of approximately 1,150 belonged to the four
branches of the Feng family. Zhangs, Lins, Jias, and a few other
families comprised the rest of the population. In addition to farming
wheat, corn, cotton, mung beans, and potatoes, the village ran a
cornstarch factory and a textile factory and contracted several smaller
sideline industries out to individual households. Compared with
neighboring villages, Fengjia was slightly wealthier and considerably
more collectivized. Though land in accordance with the responsibility



