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Based on anthropological fieldwork in a traditional industrial-commercial community in 
southern China, this study examines how the state and ordinary citizens imagine, perceive, and 
live “the good life” in different periods after 1949. It also probes into how local society and 
daily life is influenced by various factors including state- building, political movement, economic 
change, traditional culture, and individuals’ choice, and so on. For the state, standards of the 
good life are more a series of ideologies related to modernity and modernization projects. For 
the community and the individual, however, ideas of the good life depend on wealth, well-being, 
and a sense of belonging to the community. The similarity and discrepancy of their respective 
pursuit make their way on modernity converge, diverge and interweave in different periods. It 
demonstrates the processes of pursuit of the good life by various agents are dynamic and 
changeable, and also the heterogeneous and uncertain features of local modernity in 
contemporary China.  
 
A TALE: CHOICE OF MERCEDES-BENZ OR BMW 
 

In academia, city and village, urbanite and villager, modernity and tradition, as a series of 
dualistic concepts about urbanization, are clearly defined and are supposed to be distinguished. 
However, in my fieldwork, I found that the boundaries between these terms are more ambiguous 
and complicated in social reality. We can no longer simply distinct modern from tradition, urban 
from rural, and urbanite from villager as well. One day in the summer of 2010, the village chief 
drove me to a clan ceremony. On the way we chatted about cars. The village chief was driving a 
domestically-produced Honda Fit. He told me that his dream was to earn more money and buy a 
Mercedes-Benz. I asked him why Mercedes-Benz. “It’s all about prestige. For that Mercedes-
Benz means not only you have money but also have good taste and status.” After that he looked 
at me and smiled, “I know you girls from the city prefer the BMW. You would rather weep in a 
BMW than be happy on a bicycle. [1]” We both laughed. The village head’s Benz would bring 
him fortune and status. However, in his eye, the city girl’s BMW stands for a vague value that is 
fashion and vanity but has nothing to do with him. In a rich village of Southern China, on the 
way to a sacred ceremony with a history of hundreds of years, the village head whose dream is to 
drive a Mercedes-Benz talked about the story of BMW girl with me. This scene inspired me to 
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rethink my original research problem: a progress of urbanization and modernization in a rural 
area. For local people, the narrative and discourse of modernity is too macro and vague to related 
to their lives, although they are undergoing the process of modernization and benefit from 
modern life. Therefore, hardly can we capture people’s real lives if we still following this kind of 
dualistic thinking. In daily practice, local people are interested in the quest for a good life and are 
not concerned with what modernity or tradition is. If so, what kind of good life are ordinary 
Chinese people looking for? What is the meaning of good life in different periods of 
modernization? What is the relationship between good life and modernity?  

This article focuses on how urbanization of a rural area in Southern China expresses the often 
complicated and dynamic relationship between locality and the state on perception and practice 
of good life. It explores how the paths that the state and local people interpreted and developed 
modernity were converge or diverge. The state favors the ideology of modernity and practices it 
in the form of macro projects of modernization, specifically the socialist movements and reforms. 
The state believes these projects would benefit all citizens.  In the meantime, communities and 
individuals search for concrete, material well-being and a sense of belonging. They are being 
modernized but not in the same way that the state hopes to modernize them. The similarity and 
discrepancy generated from the quest for modernity has driven them negotiate with one another 
for decades. 
 
MODERNITY AND THE SEARCH FOR “THE GOOD LIFE” 
 

This article explores the perception, imagination and practice of state and local society on 
modernity and the good life during different periods in modern Chinese history, including 
socialist construction(1949-1956), the socialist movement (1957-1966), the Great Proletarian 
Revolution (1966-1976), the Openness and Reform (1978-2004) and social transformation (after 
2004). It shows that the processes of state and local people in pursuit of the good life are intricate 
and dynamic, and the experience of local modernity are interwoven within various factors such 
as state building, local society, cultural tradition and individual choice. 

The term “modern” can be traced back to the fifth century, which was primarily used as a 
concept of time division to distinguish the present from the past（Habermas, 1985). The 
discussion on modernity emerged in ninetieth century. Modernity refers to “the characteristics 
and states of social life and facts in modern age (Xie, 2001:25-32)”. Concomitant to the 
industrial revolution, the movement of enlightenment, capitalism and colonialism, nation-state, 
urbanization and later globalization, modernity was imbued with various meanings and 
implications in different times and spaces. Said (1983:226-247) argued that it is a sort of 
reproduction of concepts in local scenarios, where the concept “travels” from one culture to the 
other. Similarly, with modernity as a term originating in the West, its reproduction in China has 
engendered a series of related knowledge and discourse, related to the perception, imagination 
and practice of the modern, modernity and modernization (Jacka, 2006). Therefore, the 
representation of modernity in China can be treated as “the product of the conjoining of 
modernist discourses originating in the West and native institutions, historical social conditions, 
and native reaction-formations” (Yang, 1994:38). 

The construction of modernity in China began with the passive response to the colonial 
activities of Western imperialism in the early twentieth century and was embedded in the history 
of Chinese nation-state progress (Yang, 1996; Duara, 2008). At that time, “evolution”, 
“modernity” and other new terms were introduced from Japanese language to the Chinese 
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language (Liu, 2002:14-27). The propaganda of the “new” culture and “new” value in the May 
4th movement internalized “modernity” as a way of life and value in the public sphere (Zhang, 
2009). The subsequent pursuit of modernity for Chinese intellectuals, reformers, and both of the 
National Party and the Communist Party mirrored the long process of modernization in China. In 
this process, modernity was embodied in various kinds of reforms and programs, which includes 
Westernization movement of the Qing government, New Life Movement of Nationalist Party and 
the Socialism Movement of Communist Party, and so on. Modernity as dominant ideology and 
metaphor of good life eventually penetrated into everyday life, which indicates the expectation of 
brilliant future by the national community and local public alike (Yang, 1988; Rofel, 2006). 

In Aristotle’s view, the notion of the good life for individuals refers to “a life of pleasant 
amusement; a career of public service; and a life devoted to philosophy (Hutchinson, 
2006:200).” He emphasized that a good human life must be a communal life, in which “everyone, 
whoever he is, would do the best things and live a blessed life (Taylor, 2006:248).” However, 
what makes sense as the “good life” should be discussed in different socio-cultural settings. 
Concretely, modernization in China underwent a series of changes, from “struggle for survival,” 
to “enrich the state and strengthen the people,” It also encompassed a whole spectrum of activity 
that ranged from revolutionary upheaval to social movements and more gradual reform. In this 
process, the good life as a kind of embodiment of modernity implied a “new” social order and 
cultural prospect, combined with the sort of modern narratives such as “evolution, competition, 
creativity, democracy, science, social justice, civility, and ideal of humanity (Gao, 1999:5)”. In 
particular, the good life for local community and individual embodied a series of ideas and 
activities of “living a life of fortune”  (guo ri zi) (Wu, 2007), in which people pursue not only 
individual health, wealth and pleasure, but also communal morals, ethics, social relationships 
(guanxi), cultural tradition and community identity and belonging. 

Looking back the process of modernization in China, a series of problems emerge if we 
change our perspective from macro to a micro one. Why do the nation-state and its citizens 
pursue modernity? What are their motivations and goals? What is the meaning of pursuit of 
modernity for local people who are the real actors in this movement, if the state defines 
modernity as “enrich the state and strengthen the people, social harmony and human 
development”? What is the local representation of modernity in everyday life? What is the 
relationship between the good life in local society and the state modernization project? Is there 
any tension between modernity and local tradition? 

The discussion is based on an anthropological fieldwork in M region, Xiqiao town, Foshan 
city, during the following periods: from July to August 2009, from November to December 2009, 
and July 2010. I conducted fieldwork with a research team consisted of seven members. We 
worked on diverse dimensions of the urbanization process in M area. The data were collected 
from various channels, including formal and informal interviews with local people and state 
officials, combined with documents from local community and different levels of governments. 
 
M REGION AND ITS HISTORY 
 

M region is under the jurisdiction of Foshan City, Guangdong Province. It is located in 
Xiqiao town of the Pearl River Delta and composed of M administrative village and M 
community (shequ). 6775 members registered in M administrative village hold an agricultural 
household registration and 8077 members registered in M community hold an industrial 
household registration. M administrative village includes 5.3 square meters of land area and 14 

84     International Journal of Business Anthropology vol. 3(1) 2012



 

small villages. M community is at the center of M administrative village, covering 1.5 square 
meters. Most of people registered in M community are living in the villages around the 
community. In other word, M community is not a residential community, but a market area 
which governed under the urban administration. 

The main industry in M region is the silk and textile industry. The area has had deep 
historical and geographic roots for mulberry silk production. Because of the low-lying surface 
and humid climate, local people invented a special agricultural model known as the “mulberry 
tree-based Fish Ponds” [2]. They fed silkworm and planted mulberry trees, along with 
developing the filature and textile industry. From the Qing Dynasty, along the banks of west and 
north branches of Pearl River, the rural markets for silk production developed and the chain of 
textile industry was established. Transactions in the textile industry had developed into a specific 
business network along the upper reaches of the Pearl River which connected to Jiangxi, Hunan 
Province and other inland regions, and stretching into Southeast Asia and Bombay through the 
lower reaches from Guangzhou. Its prosperity from the Qing Dynasty brought local people great 
wealth and glory in the early twenties century. 

As a community, M region has a certain social order according to the rules of lineage and 
business activity. Local people regarded lineage as their main organization in social life (Faure，
2009:1-14). But rather than a static principle, the lineage rules changes over time. With a way of 
life that combined light industry, agriculture and commerce, local people has adopted modern 
business practice such as share-holding system and business contract in their business activities. 
These practice has great influence on the cultural tradition that the lineage genealogy in the early 
20th century began to advocate the cooperation and pioneering spirit in industrial and commercial 
activities, and added many moral ethics that about business activities (Ye & Zhou, 2008). The 
deep development of industry and commerce, intensive business chains and social relationship 
strengthened the local identity and communal cohesion in the lineage society. 

In the early 20th century, people living in M region faced some changes in their way of life. 
On the one hand, they still lived according to the rules of lineage and cultural tradition, although 
this also changed with the times; on the other hand, they absorbed some modern techniques such 
as machine-run filature, factory management and cooperative system to run their business. M 
region thus became a place which involved both traditional and modern factors. Living in such a 
commercial area, local people realized that modern strategies in business would be helpful to 
grasp the great opportunities in domestic and international markets that the late 20th century 
presented. Meanwhile, they found that the traditional ethics, cohesion and reciprocity in the 
community would benefit them in the face of outside competitive trade. Hence, ideal good life 
for individuals gradually emerged, composed of wealth, traditional morals, community 
belonging, freedom of choice and flexible ways of life. 
 
STATE CONSTRUCTION AND SOCIAL REORGANIZATION: 1949-1959 
 

After new China was built in 1949, the state hoped to rebuild a new nation-state. An entire 
constructive plan that would lead people to “the good life” had been outlined by the Party. In fact, 
the Communist Party was confronting a dilapidated country that was devastated by decades of 
war. Referring to the pattern of the Soviet Union, the Party adopted macro-economic policies 
with the intent to rapidly reconstruct the entire nation-state. Thus, productive activities became 
urgent needs of governance in the first decade (Chen, 1990). However, as James Scott argued, 
the state knew little about the nation-state, and was, “in many crucial respects, partially blind; it 
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knew precious little about its subjects, their wealth, their land holdings and yield, their location, 
their very identity” (Scott, 1998:2). Therefore, making the detailed of information about the 
country clearly and simple was the central problem of statecraft and the first step in M region is 
separating out industry, agriculture and commerce from their previously mixed and integrated 
situations. 

In seeking to modernize the local society, the state encountered a complicated local situation. 
The local characteristic of mixed agriculture, textile industry and commerce challenged the 
statecraft. Nevertheless, the state launched two reforms that had splitted the integrated local 
community into two separate and independent parts. Land reform and socialist transformation of 
capitalist industry and commerce attempted to demarcate the boundaries between agriculture and 
industry, as well as rural and urban. Land reform officially started in the winter of 1950, claimed 
that all the lands are owned by the state and landowners should be divided into various classes 
according to the acreage they owned. The campaign of the socialist transformation of capitalist 
industry and commerce followed. Different policies were applied to various groups: 1) the 
property of land owners and large capitalists were confiscated; 2) the factories and enterprises of 
patriotic capitalists were purchased and turned into state-owned/country-owned; 3) small-scale 
artisans were organized into cooperative groups.  

As a production and commercial center of textile industry in southern China, M region was 
not merely a rural community like most inland parts of China. Before land reform, 45,538 of the 
population (64.8%) worked in accordance with the chains of mulberry tree-based fish ponds 
system (work team of land reform in X district of Nanhai, 1952). Moreover, a large number of 
people engaged in agriculture, handicraft or commerce simultaneously. It would be impossible to 
clearly define peasant and worker as occupations. Further, a great many lands were controlled by 
the lineages in the name of common property. In terms of land, the rights of ownership, 
development and disposal were exceedingly complicated and always involved within several 
lineages’ internal affairs. It made the simplified principle hard to carry out. A precise 
classification of peasant and artisan were internally impossible, and the effort of sub-dividing 
people within the designated class was also intractable.  

In order to achieve the goal of clearly defining political identity, the state provided local 
people the choice: to be a peasant or a worker? Villagers including those once engaged in 
silkworm feeding and fishing, artisans who lost their means of production, as well as other 
people of unclear identity, all confronted the same alternative: does one become a worker or a 
peasant? Some middle-aged inhabitants still remember this dilemma: 
 

“We only had a little land here; some people used to do handicrafts in the 
household, but since the state confiscated machines, some people had nothing else 
to do. Also, as they had never learnt plowing, they decided to work in the factories. 
In many families, one member of a couple went to a factory and the other went 
into farming.” (Interview LG, retired worker, 76 years old). 

 
Many local people told me that they do not realize the consequences of this dualistic 

classification system. For them, working on agriculture or textile industry had no obvious 
disparity in their social status and life quality. Some people chose to work in the factories, in 
which most women undertook filature and spinning work, while men handled technology and 
repair. Meanwhile, some artisans chose to be peasants. According to official data, 43,710 people 
chose to be peasants, and 25,470 people went to the factories to become industrial worker (work 
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team of land reform in X district of Nanhai, 1952). 
By redefining the land ownership and the identifying who is peasant and who is not, the state 

detached agriculture from the mixed economic structure. With the policy of “planned purchase 
and supply” a planned economy was carried out and all private commerce was banned. The 
separation of agriculture and industry was completely accomplished in 1965, when the last 
private handicraft was shut down, marking the disappearance of each household-based textile 
enterprise. And the local markets of mulberry leaves, silk and cocoons no longer existed, but 
were replaced by kinds of supply and marketing cooperatives. The state merged small-scale and 
distributing textile workshops and factories into three state-owned/county-owned silk factories [3] 
in the following three decades and administratively defined the places where the factories located 
in as urban area. Therefore, M region was separated as a dualistic village-city area.   

By these reforms, the state changed local landscape and the cultural meanings attached to it. 
The former market of M region had previously been a place of commodity exchange and 
important assembly for the surrounding villages. However, the state separated the market from 
the villages by establishing new factories and different administrative systems. It was no longer a 
market but an industrial area. Thus, the administrative boundary between rural area and urban 
area was strictly settled. As well, the administrative system changed. The government 
implemented two administrative systems. In three textile factories, the city governmental system 
known as danwei (work unit) was set up. By contrast, the surrounding villages were regulated 
into layers of the People’s Communes. Finally, the identity of residents was redefined. According 
to Land reform and the Socialist Transformation of Capitalist Industry and Commerce, local 
people were divided into an agricultural population and industrial population. And for each group, 
more classes were subdivided again, such as landlord, middle peasant and poor peasant. 
Following that, a dual system of urban and rural had been firmly established. These state-
introduced divisions had consequences for the way well-being and productivity was enacted and 
perceived. 

The new government tried to reorganize the society by a new set of simplified statecraft: 
through land inventory, re-demarcation of districts and reclassification of the population, the 
state expected to understand the local society so as to effectively control it. As far as re-planning 
social order and daily life was concerned, the state expected that production and life be guided 
by absolute science and rational knowledge; through ideology and power, all individual and their 
personal life was brought in the logic of the state’s system (Scott, 2005:1-9). However, the 
diversity and heterogeneity of the local society and individuals made this process difficult. The 
systematic chain of agriculture, industry and commerce was cut off; the free market was strictly 
demarcated as urban community and separated from surrounding rural areas; people’s identity 
altered from ambiguous and multiple social dimensions to single political status.    

In the first decade after 1949, the state managed to revive the local economics of textile 
industry, and local people were positive. Encouraged by the state, silkworm and mulberry 
productivity and the plant area of mulberry trees had increased rapidly. In addition, the merging 
of handicraft industries and the concentration of production gradually saved the textile industry 
from depression. Although local people could neither understand the meanings of political 
classification nor the definitions of identity, they felt happy because the state truly did revive the 
local economy as it promised. For them, the prosperity of textile industry was more real and 
closer than the utopian communism claimed by the state. It seemed that the good life socialism 
had promised was about to begin. In some sense, the prosperity of local economy in the early 
1950s was attributed to supply-demand system planned and dominated by the state. Under this 
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macro planned economy, the redistribution of resource was usually based upon the state interests 
rather than local ones, in other word, individuals may not get a suitable remuneration according 
to their efforts. 
 
“POVERTY” LOGIC OF SOCIALIST MOVEMENTS VS. A LOCAL DISCUSSION 
MEETING: 1959-1966 
 

In the second decade after liberation, socialism seemed to as the only definition of “the good 
life” in the political logic of the state（Bauer, 2004:435). From the year 1955, the state adopted a 
policy of “planned purchase and supply” for the silkworm and cocoon; consequently individual 
filature (creation of the silk fiber) completely ceased. The commercial chains were totally 
monopolized by the state, including the daily commodity supply. In 1958, the establishment of 
the People’s Commune system put the peasants more firmly into the framework of the socialism 
system. A new life, marked with new identity and class, was initiated. The leader Mao Tse-tung, 
said in a speech “Apart from their other characteristics, the outstanding thing about China’s 600 
million people is that they are ‘poor and blank’. This may seem a bad thing, but in reality it is a 
good thing. Poverty gives rise to the desire for change, the desire for action and the desire for 
revolution” (Mao, 1958). The “poor and blank” theory laid the foundation of the ideology in the 
first three decades. 

Local people felt increasing anxiety about their daily life in this period. The pursuit of good 
life respectively by state and local people gradually became further removed from one another. 
The conflicts appeared in several socialist movements. The autonomy of local economy was 
impacted by the socialist nationalization and planned economy, and it also influenced desire and 
force of individuals to conduct production. In M region, great discrepancy of local people’s 
choice of identity in the first decade had emerged. The workers had economic and social welfare, 
including commodity grain supply, free medical care, housing benefits, child education and 
retirement protection, etc. But the peasants were excluded from this beneficial system. 
In 1959, People’s Commune of M region held a meeting to discuss the socialism movements 
(work team of the socialist transformation of capitalist industry and commerce in M commune, 
1959). Some representatives in the conference spoke frankly. The production and supply issue of 
provisions received the most complaint and challenge: 
 

“The greatest disadvantages are insufficient supply of meat, so that the provisions 
consumed are much greater than before. Also insufficient cooking oil supply, I 
used to eat 27 jin (one jin = half a kilogram) rice, but now I need 50 jin to satisfy 
my stomach.”(Q, villager) 
 
“When the supply of provisions becomes insufficient, even the dog meat sells for 
2.5 yuan per jin. What’s more, we need provisions tickets to get it. When seeing 
my little children scramble for the crispy rice on the bottom of the pot, I feel 
grieved. My children didn’t steal food before, but now they would do that.”(C, 
villager) 

 
Besides, with regard to the policy of the Communist Party, the resentment towards the 

collectivization system was revealed. It was commonly agreed that the system of collectivization 
caused overstaffing, waste, lowered efficiency, mono-supply of commodity and coarse quality. 
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Moreover, the discrepancy between city and village increasingly loomed large: 
 

“The commercial departments and provider were cut too much and now we need 
to line up and wait to buy anything. Compared to the previous life, which indeed 
is better?” (Y, villager) 
 
“I have great discontentment with cooking oil; the [urban] citizen has 500 grams 
but we have only 50 grams each month”. (L, villager) 

 
Compared to the socialist construction in the first decade, the following socialist movements 

exerted negative effects on people’s daily life. People’s real life increasingly worsened. Local 
people’s resentment towards the state and the collectivism policy resulted from the regression of 
daily life: the insufficient supply of provisions turn hunger into a common issue and the disparity 
of city-village dual system aggravated the situation. Free commercial activities came to a full 
stop, so that even daily necessities could not be regularly supplied. Moreover, the irony became 
that the tendency of local cadres moved toward boasting and exaggeration. Local people, 
especially those who were redefined as peasant thought that this kind of good life was even 
worse than the days before liberation:  
 

“What time is the good time for us? Definitely it was the days before liberation. It 
was the time when people were living with the wealthy life, and we could buy 
everything we wanted in our market. People living around us admired us because 
of our prosperous life. As the saying goes, people would rather being a dog in M 
region than being a human in other place.” (Interview Cheng, villager, 73 years 
old) 

 
From perspective of local people, the good life has broader meanings than that of the state. 

The multiple meanings included attributes of the free market, wealthy and respectability. 
However, in the ideology of the state, socialism which marked as “modern” and “socialist”, as 
differentiated from the former “backward” and “feudal or capitalistic” became the only standard 
of good life. The state made the promise that the life at present is better than that in the past, and 
so will undoubtedly be so in the future. But for local people, the state has not brought them the 
expected one that promised at the beginning. Instead, imparity deepened, the daily life becomes 
retrograde.  

By the mid 1950s and early 1960s, all kinds of social activities existed in the name of labor 
and other productive discourse (Xue, 1998). However, the strategic choice of dual identity in the 
family and the discussion held in 1959 mentioned above shows the local people’s subjectivity to 
some degree. They questioned the socialist movements and the state’s policies through their local 
knowledge: “Why is the discrepancy between peasant and worker greater than before the 
liberation?” or “Is the M region suited for grain agriculture on such massive scale?” etc. The 
ideological practice of the state deviated from industrial commercial tradition in the local society. 
With retrogression of daily life, local people were longing for the traditional life more than ever 
before.   
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DISJUNCTION IN DAILY LIFE: 1966-1976 
 

During the ten-year of the Great Proletarian Revolution, the highly concentrated economic 
system and political life guided by class struggle had penetrated most aspects of social life. 
Under the guidance of “breaking down the ‘four olds’ (old customs, old culture, old habits, and 
old ideas) and setting up the ‘four news’” (CCP, 1967), traditional culture bore the brunt: in M 
region, ancestral halls were converted into warehouses and schools, genealogies were destroyed, 
all religious activities were banned, and temples were demolished. Locals could not completely 
withdraw from the rigid political system; meanwhile, they adopted many strategies to face the 
depression of local economy and gradually achieved a breakthrough. 

The monotonous and rigid planned economics couldn’t inspire the enthusiasm for production. 
The extreme scarcity of daily necessities made people fall into poverty. However, in order to 
survive, the local people had to struggle their way out with even some unwilling behaviors, 
including theft, bribery, and abuse of power, engaging in private business and so on. According 
to one of the governmental researches in 1973, 10 thousand grams of fish was stolen from the 
pond within a year at Xiqiao (Xiqiao Commune Revolutionary Committee, 1973).  
In the early 1970s, rigid social sanctions were loosened. In 1972, local government put forth a 
notification that village commerce was allowed in the name of “meeting the needs of people's 
life, consolidating collective economy (Xiqiao Commune Revolutionary Committee, 1972).” The 
document stated that the peasants can sell pigs, sugar cane, fish and eggs within quota. But the 
time, place and quantity of transaction were highly regulated. The activities that abandoning 
farming to do the business were strictly forbidden. In 1973, research in Xiqiao town showed 
40%-60% of the production team was engage in sideline businesses. They "secretly dug out lotus 
root to sell or steal other cash crops," which were condemned by the Government's report as 
capitalism thinking and a departure from the ideology that “only socialism can save China. 
(Xiqiao Communt Revolutionary Committee, 1973)” Actually, not only peasants, but also cadres 
and workers began to break through the restrictions. These personal activities, which in the 
state’s view were impure, gradually forced an opening through the rigid system network. 

In this period, hatred toward the old society and the West closely linked up to the state’s 
modern ideal, with anti-traditionalism and anti-capitalism together penetrating individuals’ daily 
lives through mass movements. The state wished to achieve ideal and pure “socialism” via large-
scale mass movement, and forbade anything or anyone related to “feudalism,” “capitalism,” and 
“imperialism”. Economic and cultural diversity of local social life were severely suppressed. 
However, individuals, as actors, still could break through some limitations – the state could 
define what “capitalism” is ideologically, but could not solve the food problem. Local people 
adopted various forms to express their dissatisfaction and resistance. Meanwhile, the rural 
market was revitalized with the efforts of individuals and local governments. In the name of 
socialist business, the rural market improved people’s daily life. These policies showed people’s 
resistance and deconstruction of the political and economic systems in a micro perspective. 
Although it was believed that better life only existed in the past or in the future, even now, 
people still chose the living logic of "with both hands, no hunger ," in between nostalgia and 
longing. 
 
NEW LOGIC OF REFORM: 1972-1992 
 

Before the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution, the doctrine of socialist activity was 
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“poverty makes reformation easy”. However, the reform led by Xiaoping Deng tried to liberate 
the state under the rigid ideology (Zhao, 2009).” He took a serious critical retrospective of 
socialist practice in the past three decades and realized that the state should go out of the shadow 
of poverty from such a strict economic and ideological situation. He launched a series of reform 
in economic sphere at beginning in the late 1970s.  

At its inception, people pursued informal and oftentimes illegal ways to make money, which were 
condemned as “evil trends (wai feng xie qi)” by the cautious local government. But soon they 
dived into trends of private business in the early 1980s. Reformation was such a double-edged 
sword that on one hand some local people had enjoyed the “sweet taste (tian tou),” on the other, 
some workers suffered from unemployment. The return of commercial livelihood and lifestyle 
had redefined the discourse of “tradition” and “modernity” in this country. The wealth of 
material life was already at their fingertips; however, the good life still remained a distant dream. 
 
Evil Trends (wai feng xie qi) 

In 1978, Reform and Opening-Up Policy were put forth in the Third Plenary Session of the 
Eleventh Central Committee. However, local officer stuck to prudence for that they couldn’t 
understand the vague information from the state. They wondered how it was possible to maintain 
socialism and carry out free economy at the same time. This was really a tough problem. They 
condemned the phenomenon that people engaged private business as “evil trends” (Xiqiao 
Commune Revolutionary Committee, 1982): 
 

“Some commune members butchered more than 80 pigs without permission. All 
cadres knew about it, but they thought it was a representation of emancipating the 
thought and letting some members get rich first. So they ignored this.” 

 
In contrast, some peasants no longer worked for the commune. They determined to go out 

and give a try, with the label of “selfishness” and “liberalism”, which considered by local 
government. They were conducting “capitalistic” businesses in the flexible political environment. 
In 1985, the NO.1 CCP Central Document was sent out, which affirmed trial reform. The state 
had made its stand on reform clearly in this document, and local governments had come to 
realize that reformation was included in the national developmental framework. Until then, local 
officials started encouraging people to think innovatively. However, although some people began 
to initiate their business, lots of them seemed to have little confidence in the stability and 
sustainability of the complicated and volatile policy: 
 

“The policy of CCP is constantly changing. In the beginning, the contract was 
said to be lasting only three years, and then the last year it became fifteen years. 
Now the year was extended again (Xiqiao Regional Committee of Nanhai.1985).”  

 
The Sweet Taste (tian tou) 

No matter how prudent and suspicious some local people were, the impact of planned policy 
had gradually been ceasing in Guangdong, where reform and opening-up was being pioneered. 
The local textile industry entered into a golden age. The state stopped the overall planning from 
material to sales for state-owned textile factories. The workers went out of the city to purchase 
raw material and made necessary market investigation on their own. The cloth became hot in the 
market, where cloth was in extreme shortage. Workers in the textile factories in M region were 
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proud of their prosperity. There is still a saying that “The best is Hong Kong, then comes the 
Third Factory” from which we can imagine the prosperous development of the state-owned and 
collective textile enterprises in M region. 

By then, technical workers in the factories spent their spare time to do “private odd jobs”: 
some people got their own spinning machines and set up workshops in the household. Some 
workers stole samples from the factories and produced the cloth at a faster rate than the 
collective factories and launched it into the market even a week earlier. Compared to the 
collective factories whose bureaucratic system was complicated, the workshops were more 
flexible and segmented in market. Even popular cloth from Hong Kong, Taiwan and abroad was 
tested and adopted by technical workers and then put into production in those workshop. The 
women weavers went on working at their household spinning machine after formal work was 
completed. In the late 1980s, almost every worker in the factories had a second job. There were a 
total of more than 1000 private workshops in Xiqiao town in the late 1980s, and in the 1990s, the 
number increased to more than 3000. Local people remembered clearly that: 
 

 “People from all over the country, even those from Xinjiang, came to buy cloth. 
All cloth had a market.” (Interview Da, villager, 52 years old) 
 
 “People lined up carrying the gunning bag filled with money, and waited to buy 
cloth.” (Interview Si, worker, 57 years old) 
 
 “You can earn money as long as you are willing to work. You get rich if you go 
ahead before others.” (Interview Chen, villager, 37 years old) 

 
Go To Business (xia hai)  

The trial reform of the state was just at the starting stage, but the local society had shown 
vigorous enthusiasm, which had been suppressed for a long time. For individuals, the opening-
policy issued from the state has driven the prosperous growth of the local economy, and there’s 
great opportunity for making money. The free economy brought about rapid growth in individual 
wealth for many. Those prudent and suspicious had witnessed that the pioneers had new houses 
and color TV sets, so they couldn’t resist the temptation and got involved in the stream of private 
business. Wealth became the new social goal. Everyone’s wish was “to be a boss and earn good 
money”. A large quantity of people quit their jobs without hesitation and ran their own factories 
or work in the private enterprises.  

The government conducted a general survey on “top-grade daily necessities” in 1982, 
including the quantities of bicycles, TV sets, radios, fans and rice cookers (Statistical Bureau of 
Nanhai, 1982); in 1985, the quantity of such necessities was more than twice that of 1982 
(Statistical Bureau of Nanhai, 1985). Moreover, general survey data of 1984 showed that 
information came through the way of media and TV shows in Hong Kong could also be received 
in some people’s homes (Statistical Bureau of Nanhai, 1984). They received Hong Kong TV 
programs in secret and were attracted to the urban life with “capitalist” characteristics. Guldin 
(1988) found that Hong Kong provided a model of “good life” for these areas that were 
undergoing modernization. He found out that Hong Kong and Guangzhou had great influence on 
the local language, culture and economy of the southern Chinese village regions. Especially, the 
modern management system and techniques were introduced into the private enterprises as more 
and more compatriots in Hong Kong and Macao came back to visit relatives. Meanwhile, the 
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pursuit of modern life was more associated with individual effort and private wealth, and no 
longer tightly interrelated with the state’s modernization projects. 
 
Unemployment (xia gang) 

The private enterprises developed prosperously, while the state-owned and collective 
factories encountered too many problems of “capital shortage, insolvent inventories, lack of 
competencies and poor management (Xiqiao Town Committee, 1989).” Obviously, as they 
couldn’t compete with the vigorous private enterprises in the late 1990s, they went bankrupt, 
with factories and dormitories up for rent and the machines and implements up for sale. At the 
same time, most of the workers were no longer as proud as before. People knew that the 
collective times of “eating from the same big pot” had gone forever. The income and social status 
after unemployment cannot be compared with the golden age. It’s hard for the unemployed to get 
used to it. However, since the booming private enterprises provided new opportunities for them, 
the situation did not get very acute like other places in China. The workers from the state-owned 
enterprises gradually broke away and went to the private enterprises or went to run their own 
companies.  

With the bankruptcy of the three collective factories, danwei (work unit) as a system of social 
control in factories also disintegrated in the late of 1990s. Therefore, danwei did not influence 
people’s daily life as before. As a tool used by the state to take control of the individual (Li and 
Li, 2000), its disintegration led to the readjustment of the relation between the state and 
individuals. The state could no longer play its power by providing and reallocating the basic 
material needs (Yang, 1988). The historical commercial tradition of M region spawned new 
impetus in the regional economy. Locals treated the traditional production and trading of silk as 
the major force in the local economy. Whether willingly or unwillingly laid off, people found the 
return to small-scale production of textile manufacture and trading was the key path to wealth. 
Some elderly seemingly felt that:  
 

“There was no difference between the private enterprises and the workshops 
before the liberation. Although the machine now is made of metal instead of wood, 
the operation is similar to the old wooden machine when we were young. The only 
difference is that there are no silkworms, and there is only weaving and selling of 
clothes. Before, there were a lot of related businesses.” (Interview GS, retired 
cadre, 76 years old) 

 
People generally had the feeling of “return”, that is, from a strict constraint under the planned 

economy to the traditional community’s livelihoods and lifestyle, and a return from the national 
collective life to the life of individuals, families, communities and social relationships. People 
had complex feelings regarding this, and frequently compared the current times with the 
prosperous silk industry of pre-liberation as "a boat of raw silk out, a vessel of silver back ". 
They complained about it not being as good as before, while dreaming of better future.  

At this point in the 1990s, wealth became the common goal for both the state and local 
people, and the pursuit of good life was no longer just the implementation of the national large-
scale modernization projects. It was possible for people to improve their lives via a variety of 
social resources such as "guanxi"(Yang, 1994) and "personal favors" (ren qing), which 
demonstrated the pursuit of modernity was increasingly market-oriented and personalized. The 
state started to focus on wealth growth and further reform in political realm. The national pursuit 
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of modernization paralleled the implementation of commodity economy and market economy. 
Meanwhile, people's personal lives had undergone tremendous changes. The new modern life 
became attainable that was no longer the illusory "communism", but more linked with personal 
ability and opportunities. Tangible personal property, whether watches, television sets, or other 
personal assets, were worthy of struggle and effort. Beyond material acquisition alone, people 
began to look forward to urban life at Hong Kong or Guangzhou for inspiration and asset-
building and personal style, from clothing to home decoration. The pursuit of good life was 
gradually diversified as it shifted from materialism to more intangible values beyond simple 
acquisition of goods. 
 
PLIGHT OF TRANSFORMATION: 1992 TO DATE 
 

The state has continued to undergo a challenging time of transformation. Although people’s 
lives had become better, the promised “good society” has not come with market economy. To 
some extent, a new contradiction presented itself: the prosperous market economy coupled with 
the absence of social life was more difficult to cope with. Economy oriented developed model 
has brought many social consequences. On one hand, the state hoped that by promoting 
industrial transform, urbanization and other modernization projects the social problem could be 
handled. On the other, the state is absent from social life. Local people decided to reconstruct 
their tradition and culture to achieve community coherence.  
 
Intense Competition in the Textile Industry  

After 1990s, the textile market no longer fell under the previous situation that “sells well as 
long as it was cloth”. The market had higher standards of style, popularity and technique. Low-
quality cloth could not sell out any more. People started to search for new business opportunities. 
Small private enterprises competed and merged into large powerful companies. Some factories 
switched to do furniture, tile and so on. The prosperity at the early stage of reform disappeared 
and more and more people went out of the village to start new undertakings. According to 
statistics of M region in 2008, there are more than 100 textile mills, with 4,000 to 5,000 
employees. "It just costs 10,000 yuan to set up a factory in the 1980s. And it will spend around 
400,000 yuan if you want to buy merely a loom now (2010)”, one of my informants told me that. 
Due to changes in external regional conditions, domestic and international competition, the 
industrial development in the surrounding areas, and the popularity of commercial clustering, M 
region as a regional center or commercial center of the textile industry lost its edge. Apart from 
only a few operations, managed outside of well-managed and well-operated local textile 
enterprises, most people left the village and the textile industry in search for new business 
opportunities. An entrepreneur Wen told me his story: 
 

“I started my business from 1989 and the initial fund was 70,000 yuan. Then there 
were nearly 20-30 factories in my village. I cannot get helping from my relatives 
because almost everyone has work to do in their household workshops. We hired 
outside people until 1998, when the local industry become recessionary. At the 
beginning, people were unwilling to sell their cloth because of a little bit low 
price. Months later, those cloths depreciated into a half price. My total loss was 
20,000 at that time.”  
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Lots of business men experienced such a depressed situation in M region. Some of them 
thought that the textile industry in M region had gradually lost vitality than before, while others 
still believed that there are lots of opportunities in M region. Qi, another entrepreneur recalled 
that: 
 

“Before I initiated my own business, I was a staff in the collective factory. I 
learned everything about running textile industry and knew which part can get the 
highest profit. I spend 10,000 yuan to buy four textile machines from Guangzhou 
and established my own workshop in 1984. I earned more money and brought 
eight machines later. I focused on processing cloth because its profit was higher 
than cloth producing. When the collective factory broke down in 2000, I borrowed 
money to buy the whole collective factory and make it better year by year. And I 
purchased another collective factory in 2002. Now I successfully expanded my 
business into most parts of the textile industry chains.” 

 
In M region, only a few business men like Qi were winners in such an intensely competitive 

market. After all, as the process of transformation, the time that everyone could benefit from the 
prosperous market has been past. Winners, though they are very few, were survived in a 
competitive market. They are more rational than their pioneers, and have sophisticated 
experience on production, sale and service. However, they are also faced the ubiquitous 
challenges, which not only come from inside economics in M region, but also stem from outside 
world.  
 
Urbanization Reform 

In 2004, elsewhere in Guandong Province, Foshan City formally claimed community 
transformation. It is expected that the rural population will be transformed into the urban 
population, so as to realize the goal of urbanization. Along the way to reform, the state found that 
reform of economic system couldn’t be isolated into component parts. Reform must comprise the 
entire social system (Sun, 2005). What is the goal of reform? The state started to rethink this 
question, and social reconstruction was once again brought forth from 2004 to date. The new 
social goal for the local government is “industrialization, urbanization and internationalization 
[4].” On the contrary, the policy was broadly resisted. The workers, who registered as urban 
citizens and accounted for half of the local population, are trying to transfer their identity 
registration into rural residents. And the peasants were unwilling to transfer their registration as 
urban residents. In fact, all residents’ registers now are marked with “citizen”, while in the 
villages, the local government kept two systems of register records. 
 

“I maintain the rural register, so I can keep the house and the land; while if I 
transform to urban register, I might have nothing one day.” (Interview H, private 
entrepreneur, 57 years old) 

 
The local people prefer a rural household registration to an urban household registration. 

Firstly, the rural resident entitles dividends on land shares, and rural land registries allow for the 
lands for home construction. This is of greatest advantage in Pearl River Delta, where the cost of 
land is high. Secondly, rural residents have the rights to give birth to a second baby if the first is 
a girl. But the urban resident can only have one child. Thirdly, rural residents could also purchase 
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social welfare as the same as the urban residents, which was used to the privilege of urban 
resident. People hope to lead a life that characterized as more certainty:  
 

“One more choice is always good. We just want to have backup a plan. I am 
afraid of changeable policies”. (Interview H, private entrepreneur, 57 years old) 

 
Local people worry about the uncertainty of the future. When the boundary of rural and 

urban is blurred because of income and consumption, people would rather choose a life that 
always has a backup plan. They expect a life filled with multiple possibilities and smart 
strategies.   
 
Revival of Tradition  

Whether registered as a rural or urban resident, local inhabitants reminisce about traditional 
community life in some degree. The ancestor halls and temples are being reconstructed, and the 
lineage activities and ceremony resume. Folk activities such as Dragon Boat Racing and Lion 
Dance are being embraced by both local people and the government. The local government 
spends more than 100,000 yuan in such activities every year. In daily life, public activities are 
emerging. Local women initiate a dancing group that teaches villagers modern and traditional 
dance for free. Elder people organize groups to do Taichi. And the men have started a lion 
dancing group for competition and performance. The lineage and local charitable organization all 
launch kinds of activities as well. People applaud lineage ceremonies, so that on the day of April 
5th [5], even the abroad villagers will go back for the ritual, and after that, they will discuss 
public affairs such as community construction. 

In addition, the village will hold regular activities in the name of local government, such as 
journeys for senior citizens, tea time for the young and so on. In this way, different groups of 
villagers can participate in the community’s public affairs, and the traditional cultural network is 
revived to some extent. These activities endow ample meanings to community life, which is 
dedicated to traditional values and social identity. Local people are enthusiastic about the 
traditional collective activities, considering them a positive symbol of community cohesion. 
Reconstructed identity and cultural tradition has become the new local heated discussion. 

In past three decades, the market economy has changed society along multiple dimensions. 
However, economically oriented policies alone no longer fit the multiple levels of local social 
life. Society needs new mechanisms for integration. Local people are not only aware of searching 
for new opportunities outside of their villages, but also searching for traditional values and 
flexible cultural networks to respond to a time marked with variability, heterogeneity and 
mobility. This positive awareness display the maturing of local society: they have subjectivity 
both in the deliberation and practice in the pursuit of the good life. 
 
CONCLUSION: GOOD LIFE – AN INCOMPLETE PURSUIT 
 

This article focuses on the change in the pursuit of the good life in a traditional industrial-
commercial region after 1949. From the perspective of ordinary people’s subjectivities, 
perception and behavior, it tries to unravel the dynamic process of how “the good life” pursued 
by state gradually becomes alienated from local people’s expectation. Initially, the state carried 
out a series of macro policies to reconstruct local society based on project of state-building. 
Specifically, land reform and collectivization had changed the ways of traditional livelihood. 
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Contrasting with the old society, where multiple groups were recognized, people were divided in 
two different classes: peasants and workers. Meanwhile, the local market area was identified as a 
sort of community according to urban planning. In following years, the state launched several 
socialist movements, which caused a huge gap between political ideology and social reality. 
People had to face poverty and famine during the socialist movements. “The good life” promised 
by the state did not come into being. Moreover, local culture and social networks were greatly 
impacted during the period of the great proletarian cultural revolution. People used various 
strategies to express their dissatisfaction of reality because there was little room for local people 
to struggle for good life at that time. The strict social controls were released after Open Door 
Policy in 1978. State, local government and individuals realized that they are partners in the 
pursuit of wealth. The state encouraged people to pursue the good life by themselves; therefore, 
the way of pursuit of the good life became diversified, instead of the socialist one set by state. 
China is undergoing a series of social transformation nowadays, but the road of reform becomes 
harder. Though people are wealthier than before, good life is still not coming according to their 
wishes. They feel that community life is incomplete and less than satisfactory due to lack of 
traditional culture and communal cohesion. Hence, reconstruction of local tradition and 
communal spirit, as a new target for pursuit of the good life, has gradually emerged. 

What is “the good life?” The state promised a modern and brilliant future during the early 
years. Modernity of China was embodied as a series of grand state projects including 
industrialization, socialist movement, economic development and urbanization. “Enrich the state 
and strengthen the people” as the meaning of the good life became a unitary goal that both the 
state and the masses pursued. Indeed, people benefited from policies on the recovery of industrial 
production in the first decade. However, the reconstruction of identity, classification, division 
between agriculture and industry, rural and urban a few years later made local people confuse 
about their status. They could not understand how the worker and the peasant became very 
different in terms of political status and social life in such a short period. Why was commerce 
lasting hundreds of years in this area identified as a stigmatized “capitalist” system? And how 
could the government consider their pursuit of wealth and a good life as “speculation” or 
“selfishness”? When they realized that the imagination and practice of modernity conducted by 
state could not bring what they wanted, they attempted to construct a new life according to their 
own ideals. They were no longer influenced by changeable state policies. They began to rethink 
meanings of the good life for both individual and community, based on their life experience. 
Therefore, the pursuit of modernity has multiple dimensions. It is deeply involved in state 
construction (Rofel, 2006:17), as well as in the context and self-constructs of individuals 
(Giddens, 1998:216). 

All in all, the process of pursuit of good life reflects how modernity was perceived, imagined 
and practiced in Southern China. The multiple dimensions of the good life indicate the 
heterogeneous modernity in China. The state attempted to reconstruct a “modern” social order 
according to an ideological system of opposites: such as “New” vs. “Old” and “Socialist” vs. 
“Capitalist”. Under such a political logic, people’s material and intangible needs were treated as 
a foundation for an ambitious state politics (Farquhar, 2002:101). However, the ideology of 
Chinese socialism faced numerous challenges in local society. The state claimed to liberate 
individuals from traditional bondages such as family, kinship and local lineage, but the result is 
that local people were embedded into another authority: the modern nation-sate (Yang, 1994). 
From the macro narratives of state to the micro experience of individuals, both the state and the 
masses gradually realized that there is no simple existence of so-called “western” or “eastern” 
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modernity (Rofle, 2006).  In fact,  the state failed to provide “the good life” for local people: 
“People need not only stable foods but community, not only nutrition but the special delicacies 
that can support a ritual life and be exchanged among townspeople（McFarquhar, 2002:101）.” 
Tangible properties, as well as individual emotion, community cohesion and sense of belonging 
are equally important. In addition, changeable meanings of good life imply the fluidity and 
uncertainty of modernity in Southern China. In this case, the local socio-cultural experiences 
present us with various dimensions and vivid pictures of modernity. After all, the pursuit of the 
good life is ongoing process, so we can continuously explore its meaning trough the local lens. 
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ENDNOTES 
 
[1] This is from the most popular TV show “If You Are the One” in contemporary China, which 
provides a platform for people to find their Mr. Right and Miss Right. A girl candidate in the 
show announced her criteria of selecting her Mr. Right, saying that she would rather weep in a 
BMW than be happy on a bicycle—borrowed from Patrizia Reggiani, Maurizio Gucci’s wife’s 
talk “I would rather weep in a Rolls-Royce than be happy on a bicycle”—which arouses heated 
discussion on the topic of “mammonism” and personal values in contemporary China. 
[2] Mulberry Tree-based Fish Ponds is a scientific ecosystem in Pearl River Delta, in which the 
mulberry leaves are fed to silk-worms and silkworm excreta to fish, with mud from the fish pond 
used as fertilizer for mulberry trees. This industry characterized by its complex and diversified 
cycle. See Zhong, 1982. 
[3] The names of these three factories were: the First Silk Textile Factory of Nanhai, the Second 
Silk Textile Factory of Nanhai, and the Third Silk Textile Factory of Nanhai. 
[4] The new slogan from the internet article “Foshan, zhi hui zhuan xing, wen hua xian xing” 
(Foshan, Wisdom Transformation, Culture Goes First). Li Xiaoling. 2010.10.22  
At http://epaper.nfdaily.cn/html/2010-10/22/content_6889110.htm 
[5] This is a traditional Chinese festival around April 5th. People remember and honor their 
ancestors at grave sites on this day. 
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