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CHINA’S RECENT MOVE away from collective agriculture has affected
very dramatically the lives of three-quarters of a billion people. It
may well constitute the single most important policy shift in China since
the introduction of collectives in the mid-1950s.

The restoration of family farming has been so recent, however, that
a whole range of simple questions remain as yet unanswered. Did the
peasantry play any role in deciding whether their village should de-
collectivize? Did they help decide what new type of agricultural system
should be implemented locally? Were any sizeable numbers of peasants
opposed to the breakup of collective production and, if so, on what
grounds? What were the immediate effects on the different types of
peasant households? To what degree have different types of villages
been differently affected by the changeover to family smallholdings?

In an attempt to answer such questions, a series of interviews was
conducted in mid-1983 with twenty-eight emigrants from the Chinese
countryside who were working in Hong Kong and who regularly
returned to their home villages to visit their parents, spouses and
children. Eighteen of them were from villages in Guangdong province;
the remaining ten came from villages distributed in eight other prov-
inces and regions.! All the twenty-eight had returned home on at least
one extended visit, ranging from a week to several months in duration,
during the year prior to the interviews.

Such interviewing from afar cannot guarantee a scientifically random
sample of villages, nor can interviewees always be counted on to provide
precise and accurate information about every aspect of their native
communities. But if conducted with all due caution, such interviews can
provide a considerable amount of information unobtainable through
other means.? Though recent on-the-spot studies of decollectivization at

! These ten interviewees came variously from Anhui, Fujian, Hubei, Jiangsu, Jiangxi,
Shandong and Zhejiang provinces, and a suburban Tianjin farming district.

2 William Parish and Martin Whyte’s excellent Village and Family in Contemporary China
(Chicago, Illinois: University of Chicago Press, 1978), based on a survey of sixty-three
Guangdong villages, contains a good discussion of the methodology of interviewing in
Hong Kong (pp. 339—49).
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particular locations have proved valuable,® a survey project covering
large numbers of widely dispersed villages provides more generalizable
evidence. Such research, however, is well-nigh impossible to organize
inside China today. Chinese officials see no advantage in providing
foreigners with room to conduct a broad-based survey that might pose
ticklish questions about current policies. Nor, in the absence of such
on-the-spot surveys, does China’s news media provide any sort of
reliable substitute for interviews. In fact, it will be seen below that the
Chinese press has deliberately and consistently distorted coverage of
what occurred in the countryside.*

Notably, the interviewees in Hong Kong did confirm one of the
central claims trumpeted by the Chinese government: that in most rural
districts living standards rose rapidly following the breakup of the
agricultural collectives. But the picture painted in the Chinese press of
how decollectivization occurred differs markedly from the accounts of
interviewees, as does the picture of why some villages benefited far more
than others and some households far more than their neighbors.

DecoLLECTIVIZATION: How IT OCCURRED

The Chinese press has conveyed the impression that villages
throughout China were permitted, at their own discretion, to determine
what type of “responsibility system” they would adopt. The slogan
blazoned by the news media was Yin di zhi yi (Implement in accordance
with local conditions), and detailed descriptions of all sorts of locally-
determined solutions filled the journals. A 1981 handbook portrayed
fifteen quite different systems reputedly being tried out simultaneously
in the countryside,” running the gamut from specialized large-scale
work groups in villages where mechanization and irrigation networks
were well developed, to near-total abandonment of collectives in China’s
poorest districts. There, said the news media, families were dividing up
all the fields and farm equipment and each household was beginning to
work its own allotment separately, almost as though the fields were
private holdings. Initially, the Chinese press was claiming that only the
10 percent of China’s villages which were the most impoverished and
backward would ever adopt this least collectivist of all options.® But

3 Among the best of these reports are the papers by Steven Butler, Norma Diamond,
Victor Nee, and David Zweig in William Parish, ed., Chinese Rural Development: The Great
Transformation (Armonk, New York: M.E. Sharpe, 1985).

* All the six papers that I have read which cover the nation-wide process of decollec-
tivization essentially reiterate the misleading Chinese news-media scenario, with the
notable exception of Thomas Bernstein’s excellent forthcoming monograph, “Reforming
China’s Agriculture.”

5 Liu Hongli, et al., Nongye Shengchan zerenzhu (Agricultural Production Responsibility
Systems) (Shanghai: Renmin Chubanshe, 1982 printing).

8 Hong Qi (Red Flag), no. 20, 1980, pp. 11-15.
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according to more recent Chinese publications, this system of indepen-
dent family production (variously called bao gan dao hu [contracting
management to the household] or, more commonly, da bao gan [big
management contracting])’ was preferred eventually by the vast major-
ity of China’s peasantry. So, after trying out other methods, village after
village, even in the wealthier districts, opted to break up the collective
holdings. By early 1984, newspapers were declaring that more than 90
percent of China’s agricultural production teams, by popular grassroots
demand, had decided to decollectivize into the family-operated small-
holdings of the da bao gan system.®

Reports from interviewees suggest a rather different scenario of
decollectivization. Fully twenty-six out of the twenty-eight villages® in my
sample had indeed decollectivized into family smallholdings by the end
of 1982. But official proclamations to the contrary, twenty-four of the
twenty-eight interviewees report that in their own villages the decision as
to precisely what type of system would be adopted was made exclusively
by officials at levels far above the village. In only two villages had the
team cadres and peasants themselves taken the initiative—in both cases
jumping the gun and swinging over to family smallholdings, correctly
calculating that the instructions to do so would eventually come down
from above.'® All the other twenty-six passively waited for upper levels
to tell them what to do; and when the upper levels did move, in only two
of these villages were the peasantry informed that they could choose for
themselves whatever system of production they preferred. Of the
remaining twenty-four, fully twenty-three were shifted, without choice,
into the da bao gan system of family smallholdings. Only one village
among the twenty-eight received orders not to adopt da bao gan—and this
was a village of a rather uncommon type: one that specialized in
sericulture. Presumably as a means of assuring state control of silk-
cocoon sales, the instructions to the village stipulated that its silkworm
rearing was to remain firmly in the collective sector.

Chinese journals report that many of the suburban vegetable-
producing villages are similarly retaining a collective structure. Articles

7To avoid confusion, henceforth only the term da bao gan will be employed, since the
phrase bao gan dao hu closely resembles the title of a different method of decentralized
production, bao chan dao hu.

8 For example, Renmin Ribao (People’s Daily), 18 January, 1984, p. 1.

° In some cases the village of an interviewee comprised a production team or group of
teams; in other cases the village comprised an entire production brigade. Since in all
twenty-eight cases all the teams in a brigade ended up using exactly the same system of
production, for the sake of convenience the word “village” is retained as a means of
desi%nating an interviewee’s native community.

% A complete account of the machinations in one of these two villages is in Jonathan
Unger, “De-Collectivization in a Guangdong Village: An Interview,” in John Burns and
Stanley Rosen, eds., Policy Conflicts in Post-Mao China: A Documentary Survey with Analysis
(Armonk, New York: M.E. Sharpe, 1986).
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stress that the sophistication of the irrigation networks in such villages,
the high degree of mechanization there, and complex marketing sched-
ules all would preclude the fragmentation of land into tiny family-
managed plots. In late 1982, I visited a suburban village of this type near
Beijing that had indeed adopted a system of specialized work squads
rather than moving to decollectivize. But that Beijing village may not be
representative of vegetable-producing units. My sample of twenty-eight
villages includes two that specialize in vegetable production for urban
markets—one near Guangzhou and the other near Tianjin—and both
villages followed instructions to divide all their fields into family small-
holdings.

In short, interviews suggest that most of the Chinese countryside has
been channelled from above into a single type of organizational struc-
ture, irrespective of the types of crops grown or the level of local
economic development. Moreover, contrary to the repeated claims of
the Chinese news media and top political leaders alike, very few villages
were offered any choice in the matter.

THE EVENTS LEADING TO DECOLLECTIVIZATION

How can we account for what had transpired? Had China’s top
leadership directed the news media to engage in deliberate and sus-
tained distortion? Or were the leaders in Beijing themselves not entirely
cognizant of the manner in which their programs for change in the
countryside were being carried out at the grassroots? The evidence from
the interviews and from Chinese publications, coupled with what we
know of past campaigns in the People’s Republic, strongly suggest that
both factors simultaneously were at work.

To understand why this confusing scenario of half-conscious distor-
tion occurred, it is necessary to look back to 1977, after Mao’s death and
the arrest of his closest cohorts. China’s new leadership, in an attempt to
revitalize the agricultural economy, had begun gingerly to dismantle the
various “ultra-leftist” rural policies of the Cultural Revolution decade.
Interviews confirm that, from the late 1960s through the mid 1970s,
agricultural production in a great many of the rural districts had been
stagnating, and that the peasantry’s morale had been declining apace.
Interviewee after interviewee complained that until Mao’s death the
peasantry had been required to experiment with agricultural techniques
totally unsuited to local conditions; that they had been obliged to labor
during the slack seasons for little pay on commune and county public
works projects of no direct benefit to them; that they had repeatedly
seen the size of their private plots and the numbers of their poultry and
pigs reduced, to force them to concentrate on raising grain. They had
been obliged to grow grain even on fields woefully unsuited to it, rather
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