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Economically the contradiction between town and country is an extremely antagonistic
one both in capitalist society, where under the rule of the bourgeoisie the towns
ruthlessly plunder the countryside, and in the Kuomingtang areas in China, where
under the rule of foreign imperialism and the Chinese big compradore bourgeoisie the
towns most rapaciously plunder the countryside. But in a socialist country and in our
own revolutionary base areas, this antagonistic contraction has changed into one that is
non-antagonistic; and when communist society is reached it will be abolished.

[Mao Tse-tung (Mao Zedong) 1937:345]

Enlightenment teleologies have left us with an ideology of time, seemingly
global in scope, in which groups of people marginalized by projects of “mod-
ernization” are seen as historically “backward.” To cite just a few examples,
Reed-Danahay and Anderson-Levitt (1991) discuss how French school teach-
ers refer to the families of immigrant and rural students as “conservative” (that
is, favoring historically previous teaching methods); James Ferguson de-
scribes how “development” agencies categorize Lesotho socioeconomic struc-
tures as “aboriginal, not yet incorporated into the modern world” (1990:71,
empbhasis in original), while James C. Scott (1985) notes how poor Malaysian
peasants are often seen as “backward looking.” Socialist states, deeply com-
mitted to the teleology that places communism “ahead” of capitalism, are no
less entangled in this ideology than capitalist ones.! In the People’s Republic
of China, like most Leninist states, the party considers itself the t:vanguard”
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! Indeed, because of the role of ideology in legitimizing state power in socialist nations, they
are perhaps even more entangled. See Verdery (1991) for discussion.
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of the people. Consequently, the epithet “backward” (luohou) has at times
simply of connoted a refusal to satisfy state-defined requirements (Oi
1989:92). Embedded in the everyday vocabulary and common sense of elites
all over the globe, the relevance of Enlightenment teleologies to social analy-
sis is easily missed.

Social theorists have addressed the problem of teleological ideologies from
several angles. Johannes Fabian (1983) demonstrates the degree to which anthro-
pologists themselves reproduce teleologies in their descriptions of the Other. He
argues that most anthropological theory separates the people studied from the
anthropologist by bounding them in a different time from that of people in the
first-world West. He uses the term coevalness to describe the state of sharing a
temporal intersubjectivity, of being historically present in the same time, and the
term allochronic to describe ideologies and discursive practices that deny coeval-
ness. Critiques of development agencies and the role of anthropologists in them,
like those of Ferguson (1990) and Escobar (1991), point out how such organiza-
tions employ allochronic ideologies to justify their existence and expansion. A
given group of people must first be labelled primitive or undeveloped before they
can be properly modernized. For Fabian, Ferguson and Escobar the backwardness
of the primitive or underdeveloped is simply a mystification of teleological
analyses. The underprivileged are no less modern than ourselves; rather, they are
marginalized through the ideological denial of coevalness.

Pierre Bourdieu and James C. Scott take a somewhat different approach.
Bourdieu uses the concept of cultural capital to criticize the practices of
cultural production by which French middle and upper classes distinguish
themselves from the working classes. Bourdieu describes, for example, how
French working class college students could never quite catch up to the tastes
of middle class students; how they always seemed attached to the music, art,
and recreation that the upper classes had treasured in previous decades (Bour-
dieu and Passeron 1977; Bourdieu 1977, 1984). The process by which social
difference is created thus relies upon the manipulation of an actual temporal
difference. For Bourdieu, the working classes literally are “behind the times.”
Scott (1985) also sees subordinated classes as factually “backward looking” in
their ideology and cultural habits. However, for Scott this backwardness is a
purposeful stance taken to combat the marginalizing effects of newer ideolo-
gies the upper classes adapt. That Bourdieu and Scott accept the backward-
ness of the lower classes as a social fact creates a tension between their
analyses and those of writers like Fabian, Ferguson, and Escobar.

This essay analyzes the subversion and coaptation of Enlightenment tele-
ologies in one North China village, Fengjia.2 Explaining the nuances of local
contestation over such terms as backward, advanced, and traditional focuses

2 Fengjia village is in Zouping County, Shandong Province. I conducted seven months of
research in Fengjia in six trips between June 1988 and June 1990. For a detailed description of the
research site and methodologies, see Kipnis (1991).
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attention on the complex historical interactions between village and state and
on the myriad paths by which global teleologies come to inform, but never
quite determine, the character of local struggles.3 The insights of Fabian,
Scott, and Bourdieu each illuminate aspects of teleological ideologies in both
the People’s Republic of China and Fengjia village. As Fabian would observe,
allochronic slurs effect the marginalization of peasants; as Bourdieu would
note, education differentiates the advanced from the backward; as Scott might
argue, resistance to allochronic marginalization involves a positive assertion
of tradition, the backward, the “anti-modern.”

In presenting this analysis, I will be adding my name to the list of those
who have commented on the (re)invention of calendrical and life cycle ritual
practice in the Chinese countryside after the end of the cultural revolution
(Anagnost 1987; Fei 1986, Miao and Lu 1987; Potter and Potter 1990; Siu
1989a, 1989b; Thireau 1988). Some of these commentaries, like Potter and
Potter’s, assert that the appearance of old ritual forms reflects the reemergence
of pre-communist social structures. Others, such as Siu’s, emphasize that
these rituals make sense only within the socioeconomic context of the post-
Mao state and involve “the complicity of both the socialist state and the rural
practitioners” (1989b:123). I take a different tact. By placing this reinvention
in the context of world-wide ideologies of modernization, this article presents
post-Mao ritual as entirely modern and menacingly subversive.

I posit that part of the new ritual’s significance lies in its power to contest
official, allochronic objectifications of what it means to be a peasant. Through
ritual, etiquette, and assertions of style and taste, Fengjia villagers debated the
nature of peasantness as they constructed themselves as either peasants or
non-peasants. To explain the logic of this peasant subculture, I first examine
how Chinese Communist Party (CCP) policies delineated peasants from non-
peasants and how Enlightenment teleologies informed the objectification of
the “class-nature” of these two groups. Then I discuss how Fengjia villagers
accepted, contested, and redefined their own identities as peasants or non-
peasants within and against official demarcations and objectifications.

THE HUKOU POLICY: PEASANTS AND NON-PEASANTS IN THE PRC

Central to the continued delineation of peasants in the People’s Republic of
China (PRC) during the 1980s was the household registration (hukou) policy.*
Household registration laws make a binary distinction between peasants
(nongmin) and non-peasants (feinongmin). These laws label most village
dwellers (approximately 80 percent of the nation’s population) as peasants
and almost all town and city dwellers, non-peasants. The distinction is not

3 Bauer (1992) provides a similar analysis of a Spanish village.

4 Discussions of the household registration policy may be found in Huang (1990:288-301),
Potter and Potter (1990:296—-312), and Whyte and Parish (1984:9-26). A Family Legal Advisor

(Jiating Yingyong Falu Zixun) (Wang 1985:235-53) provides a practical “on the ground” Chinese
discussion of household registration laws.
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strictly a matter of occupation. In Fengjia for example, the household regis-
ters labelled as peasants even those villagers who worked full-time in the
cornstarch factory (see also note 6 below). The distinction is central to the
distribution of state resources. Under the post-1978 responsibility system
(zeren zhi), peasant households are allocated land on which they grow grain to
feed themselves and pay grain taxes. They are not provided jobs by state
agencies and are not eligible for the same sorts of retirement and welfare
benefits as urban workers. Non-peasants are not allocated land but are as-
signed by state agencies to work units (danwei).> Non-peasants are eligible to
buy grain from the state at subsidized prices.¢ In both Fengjia and the Canton
delta village described by Potter and Potter (1990:298), villagers charac-
terized non-peasants as “eaters of public grain” (chi gongliangde). Many
Fengjia villagers considered buying public grain and non-peasant household
registration symbols of privilege.

Household registration designations are inherited from one’s parents. In the
case of inter-marriage between people of different designations, children re-
ceive the peasant designation. Consequently, marriages between people of
different designations have been extremely limited. Several of the village’s
matchmakers told me that the first thing they consider in arranging matches is
the potential mates’ household registration, that they always match a peasant
registration with a peasant registration and a non-peasant with a non-peasant.
A college student in the city of Nanjing told me that he could not find a
girlfriend because his name sounded too much like a peasant’s.

A HISTORY OF CLASS CONSTRUCTION IN THE PRC

The CCP did not invent distinctions between rural and urban and peasant and
worker out of thin air in 1949. Fairbank and Reischauer (1989) comment on
the separation of the gentry from rural life during the late Tang dynasty. Zweig
reminds us that urban dwellers during the seventeenth century romanticized
the countryside as a “repository of wisdom and virtue” (1989:17). During the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries these distinctions took on a more
dramatic character. Not only did the gap between rural and urban Chinese
society expand, but Enlightenment teleologies, coming to China first in the
form of Social Darwinism and later in Marxist theory, also began to describe

5 In many cities there are and have been job shortages. Consequently, upon completing their
education, some urban youth are at least temporarily left without a job (and as “non-peasants”
have no land to farm). Since 1978, more and more of these youth have been able to find
employment in the growing private sector of the Chinese urban economy.

6 Many cases have been reported of peasants buying grain at the market (that is, not state-
subsidized) price to pay their grain taxes and feed their families. However, I did not hear of this in
Fengjia village. As some non-peasants (particularly rural teachers) continue to live in villages,
and some peasants move into the cities with friends and relatives, the peasant—non-peasant split is
not strictly that of village versus town. In Zouping county (where Fengjia is located), only about
7 percent of the population have non-peasant household registration designations.



